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Abstract 

A commitment to social justice is a central component of Catholic school mission. 

Despite increasing challenges within Catholic education today, including affordability, 

declining enrollment, and maintaining relevance in the marketplace, Catholic schools are 

still required to fulfill this important aspect of their mission. Yet, research regarding the 

lasting outcomes of Catholic school mission on alumni, particularly relating to social 

justice, is lacking. This study sought to address these issues through exploring the 

influence of Catholic school mission on students after graduation. Using a qualitative, 

phenomenological approach, the study explored what lived experiences of 16 Catholic 

secondary school alumni influenced their personal commitment to social justice. Key 

findings pertained to areas concerning a school culture of personal care, an inspiring 

theology curriculum focused on Catholic Social Teaching, a robust campus ministry 

program with meaningful retreats and service experiences, and a commitment to fostering 

leadership. Information from this study can provide Catholic schools with a set of 

evidence-based recommendations that may foster a commitment to social justice efforts 

beyond their students’ graduation. This assists Catholic schools in fulfilling a central 

aspect of their mission while also empowering students to act as agents of positive 

change in the world after their graduation. 

Keywords: Catholic school mission, social justice, Catholic school alumni 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The three-fold mission of Catholic schools is to proclaim the gospel, build 

community, and instill a spirit of service in its students (USCCB, 1972). Yet, there is 

little research that exists that examines the influence of Catholic school mission on 

students after graduation (Fusco, 2005). As such, this qualitative study utilized a 

phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of Catholic secondary 

school alumni regarding the influence of Catholic school mission on their personal 

commitment to social justice. The outcome of this study not only contributes to an 

understudied area within Catholic education, but it provides Catholic schools with 

information that may suggest what aspects of Catholic school mission have a long-term 

impact on alumni. This contribution aids Catholic schools in fulfilling a vital component 

of their mission: the lifelong formation of the human person (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 

2012). 

Problem Statement 

A central component of Catholic school mission is a commitment to social justice 

(USCCB, 1972). As mission-driven organizations, Catholic schools, since their inception, 

are compelled to foster a commitment to serving the poor and marginalized and instilling 

a sense of social justice in students (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Before The Second 

Vatican Council—an ecumenical gathering of Church leadership from 1962 to 1965 that 

addressed the role and relationship of the Church within the modern world—Catholic 

schools in the United States were founded to provide a faith-based education to poor and 

marginalized Catholic immigrants (Denig & Dosen, 2009). Additionally, Catholic 

schools could keep costs and tuition lower due to the high number of priests, nuns, and 
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other religious on faculty (Denig & Dosen, 2009; Jacobs, 2013; Kabadi, 2015). After The 

Second Vatican Council, Catholic schools turned their attention outward, educating and 

forming all students interested in a Catholic education (Denig & Dosen, 2009). At the 

same time, more lay people joined the faculties of Catholic schools, increasing costs and 

tuition (Kabadi, 2015). Through these shifts, Catholic schools over the years have 

expanded to serving different demographics of students, including those from more 

affluent, suburban families (Hunt, 2000).  

A recent market research study published by the National Catholic Educational 

Association (Mayhill, 2018) suggests that parents are not driven by the school’s religious 

identity to enroll a child in a Catholic school. In a study of Jesuit secondary schools, 

Kabadi (2015) articulated the challenge of schools living their Catholic mission while 

building a brand that remains attractive to affluent families that can help keep operating 

costs and tuition at a manageable level. While Catholic schools today are faced with 

increasing challenges, such as affordability, declining enrollment, and maintaining 

relevance in the marketplace, the “Catholic school’s mission remains vital to the future of 

our young people, our nation, and most especially our Church” (USCCB, 2005b, p. 15). 

Yet, for something that is so vital to the future of the Church, little research exists 

measuring the long-term impact of Catholic school mission on graduates, particularly as 

it pertains to a personal commitment to social justice (Fusco, 2005). In pursuit of 

balancing both a Catholic school’s mission and brand, it remains unclear today if more 

affluent Catholic schools have remained committed to their original mission of fostering 

a sense of long-term commitment to social justice in the graduates of their schools.  
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This is a leadership problem because Catholic school leaders, such as 

headmasters, presidents, principals, and trustees, are entrusted with the responsibility of 

guiding and leading their schools in the fulfillment of their stated purposes and mission 

(Cook & Durow, 2008). Leadership must use the mission of the school as the guide and 

standard for all other strategic visioning, planning, and operating of the school (Ozar & 

Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Catholic school leaders are in a position where they are expected 

to fulfill a central component of their mission—instilling a lifelong sense of social justice 

in their graduates—without the necessary guidance and support that suggests how this is 

possible. Prioritizing this critical aspect of the school’s mission is often challenged by the 

other competing demands placed upon leadership, such as maintaining enrollment, 

keeping tuition affordable, and minimizing nonessential costs.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

discover what lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni influenced their 

personal commitments to social justice. 

Research Question 

In order to discover what experiences of their Catholic education contributed to 

alumni’s personal commitment to social justice, this study considered the experiences of 

Catholic school alumni who, either professionally or voluntarily, continued to remain 

involved in social justice work and what experiences of their Catholic education 

contributed to this decision. As such, the following research question guided this 

qualitative study: 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  4 
 

 

What are the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the 

influence of their education on their personal commitments to social justice? 

Aim Statement 

The aim of this study was to develop a set of evidence-based recommendations 

for Catholic secondary schools that may foster a commitment to social justice efforts 

beyond their students’ graduation. This is important because, while it is the mission of 

Catholic schools to instill in their graduates a lifelong desire for social justice, little 

research exists measuring the long-term impact of Catholic school mission on alumni, 

particularly as it pertains to a personal commitment to social justice (Fusco, 2005; 

Gutierrez, 2012; Sikkink, 2004). Thus, the results of this study can assist Catholic school 

leaders in fulfilling a central aspect of their mission while simultaneously providing a 

greater service to their students.   

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 Throughout the course of this study, several key terms were utilized. As there are 

potentially numerous ways to define these terms, they are listed below in terms of how 

they were conceptualized for this particular study. 

Catholic School Mission 

The emphasis on social justice in this study extends from the overall mission of 

Catholic schools. The definition of Catholic school mission for this study comes from the 

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (1972) document, To Teach as Jesus Did. 

This definition is succinctly stated by Ozar and Weitzel-O’Neill (2012) in the document 

National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary and Secondary 

Schools. Ozar and Weitzel-O’Neill (2012) state “the three-fold mission of Catholic 
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schools is to proclaim the gospel, to build community, and to serve our brothers and 

sisters” (p. 5). 

Social Justice 

 There are many different components to social justice. Noble (2015) argues that 

social justice typically includes, “a fair system of law and due process, equal access to 

opportunities, the protection of human rights, the fair and impartial distribution of 

resources … as well as care for the vulnerable” (p. 108). According to the United Nations 

(2006), it is about the obligation of individuals in society—who are all endowed with 

rights and freedoms—to act in a responsible manner towards building the common good. 

For Catholic educators, it is important to contextualize social justice within the 

framework of the Church. The Catechism of the Catholic Church (Libreria Editrice 

Vaticana, 2019) argues that the duty to serve our neighbor is rooted in the intrinsic 

dignity bestowed upon all people by God. According to Paprocki (2020), social justice 

refers to “society’s responsibility as a whole to respect people’s rights, fulfill its 

obligations and show compassion and mercy to all, and to care for those who are in need” 

(p. 1).  

Incorporating many of these aspects, this study utilized the definition according to 

Pedro Arrupe, the former Superior General of the Jesuits whose own vision for social 

justice has been influential in Jesuit ministries for almost 50 years. Arrupe argues that 

social justice is about “preserving human dignity for all human beings in all contexts, 

dismantling unjust structures of privilege and power in society, and working to counteract 

all forms of injustice through the world” (as cited in Duminuco, 2000, p. 243). 
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Lived Experiences 

 Phenomenology explores a single concept or idea within a group of individuals. 

The term lived experiences is often used to refer to the subjective experiences of 

individuals. Specifically, lived experiences is a “term used in phenomenological studies 

to emphasize the importance of individual experiences of people as conscious human 

beings” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 314). 

Personal Commitment 

 This study explored Catholic school alumni’s personal commitment to social 

justice. For the purposes of the study, the term personal commitment referred to an 

individual’s engagement in social justice efforts either through their professional 

occupation and responsibilities or through volunteer work that reflected the central 

tenants of the aforementioned definition of social justice: preserving the dignity of all 

people, dismantling unjust power structures, and fighting against all forms injustice. 

Theology Class 

 The term theology class is used numerous times in the later chapters of this study. 

For Catholic schools, theology is a core discipline of the curriculum, similar to math, 

science, and social studies. Using the definition of theology from the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church, and for the purposes of this study, theology class refers to a class that 

focuses on the “study of God, based on divine revelation” (Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 

2019, p. 901). Theology classes can concern Biblical studies (the study of the Bible), 

ecclesiology (the study of the Catholic Church), systematic theology (the study of 

Christian doctrine), and practical theology (the study of Christian ethics).  
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Campus Ministry 

 The term campus ministry is defined by the USCCB (1972) as the location on a 

campus that is entrusted with “promoting theological study and reflection on [a person’s] 

religious nature so that intellectual, moral, and spiritual growth can proceed together” (p. 

82). Campus ministry is responsible for the pastoral care of students, coordinating school 

liturgies such as Mass, offering service opportunities and experiences, and leading 

retreats. 

Methodology 

This study utilized a qualitative, phenomenological approach to explore the lived 

experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the influence of Catholic 

school mission on their personal commitment to social justice. Roberts and Hyatt (2019) 

argue that a qualitative approach “focuses on people’s experience from their perspective” 

(p. 143). Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggest that qualitative research is more open-

ended and seeks to understand the meaning of experiences for individuals. It is an 

inductive process. Phenomenological research describes the lived experiences of people 

as it pertains to a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A key assumption 

of phenomenology is that objective reality is perceived through the lens of an individual’s 

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In the case of this study, the lived experiences of 

Catholic secondary school alumni were examined. The specific phenomenon under 

examination was the influence of Catholic school alumni’s education on their personal 

commitment to social justice.  
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Data Collection  

This study employed procedures for data collection and analysis reflective of a 

phenomenological approach. Using a criterion sampling approach, the study’s 

participants were alumni from a Catholic high school who have all remained involved in 

social justice activities either on a voluntary or professional basis. Creswell and Poth 

(2018) recommend using a sample of 5-25 people for a phenomenological research 

design. A total of 30 alumni were invited to voluntarily participate in the study, with 16 

ultimately accepting the invitation to be interviewed. The sample of Catholic school 

alumni were drawn from one Catholic high school in Northeastern United States. This 

school maintains a robust collection of alumni information, including post-graduate 

involvement and contact information. As Creswell and Poth (2018) argue that qualitative 

researchers often intentionally select their sample, the 16 alumni that participated in the 

study were chosen because they all remained involved in social justice work in some 

capacity. These alumni were selected from the school’s alumni database and emailed 

regarding their potential interest in participating in the study. The participant recruitment 

letter can be found in Appendix A. 

The use of semi-structured interviews was used to collect data from the 

participants over the course of three months. The information letter for participants and 

interview protocols utilized in the study can be found in Appendix B and Appendix C, 

respectively. Creswell and Poth (2018) argue that phenomenology seeks to answer two 

basic questions: What has the individual experienced in terms of the phenomenon (the 

textual description) and how has the experience happened (the structural description)? 

The textual and structural descriptions are taken together to develop the overall essence 
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description (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Finding the essence description is one of the 

primary goals of phenomenological research. Data collection procedures reflected this 

intent.   

Data Analysis  

 In terms of data analysis, I used the approach offered by Creswell and Poth 

(2018). First, a full description of my own experiences was listed in order to set aside 

personal experiences and focus as much as possible on the participants. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) refer to this as “bracketing.” Second, after the full interviews were 

transcribed, a list of significant words and statements were generated and later grouped 

together in clusters or themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Next, the textual and structural 

descriptions (the “what” and the “how”) were further developed using the identified 

themes. Finally, once the textual and structural descriptions were independently 

developed, a composite description of both was generated that reflected the “essence” of 

the experience or the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases  

 In terms of delimitations for this approach, this study focused on alumni from one 

all-male, independent, religiously-sponsored Catholic high school. Thus, findings from 

this study were based upon a specific population from one school. As a result, findings 

may not reflect the experiences of individuals from other types of schools. Additionally, 

this study only focused on the social justice aspect of Catholic school mission. Findings 

from the study may not apply for alumni engaging in other aspects of Catholic school 

mission, such as spreading the gospel or building community. 
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In terms of limitations, the findings from qualitative research, while offering a 

considerable amount of depth, are not typically generalized to larger populations (Babbie, 

2017). Creswell and Creswell (2018) argue that the value of qualitative research “lies in 

the particular description and themes developed in the context of a specific site” (p. 202). 

Compared to surveys and experiments, qualitative research is usually stronger in validity, 

due to the effort spent in learning about the lived experiences of people or the meaning of 

particular concepts but generally less reliable than quantitative research (Babbie, 2017). 

This is due to the personal nature of field research and the potential to have the 

researcher’s own values and biases influence the study (Babbie, 2017). Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) argue that qualitative validity refers to the accuracy of the findings while 

qualitative reliability refers to the consistency of the researcher’s approach. 

Phenomenology, specifically, is about capturing the essence or meaning of a person’s 

experience or of a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Thus, individuals 

in the study are only those that experience the particular phenomenon being studied 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, since interpreting qualitative data in a 

phenomenological research design is often dependent on the subjective views or opinions 

of the researcher, the findings from the study might be less reliable—or consistent—than 

the often more objective nature of a quantitative survey or experiment. 

In order to ensure qualitative validity and control for potential researcher bias, 

Creswell and Poth (2018) recommend memo taking and reflexivity. Both of these 

practices were incorporated into this study. Additionally, member checking and peer 

review were also used to ensure the accuracy of the data. Finally, I generated what 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) refer to as rich, thick descriptions: descriptions that may 
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“transport readers to the setting and give the discussion an element of shared 

experiences” (p. 200). To increase reliability and consistency, Creswell and Poth (2018) 

recommend using a recording device for field notes, a program to digitally transcribe 

data, and a codebook to list and define how data will be coded with the various 

interviews. The use of Zoom allowed all interviews to be recorded and then later 

transcribed through the web-based program Trint. While the measures to guard against 

bias are listed here, the specific potential biases related to me are listed below. 

Reflections of the Scholar Practitioner  

I have spent my entire career working in two different Catholic schools. These 

schools are independent, college preparatory, Catholic high schools with the majority of 

students attending a four-year college upon graduation. While I see working in Catholic 

education as my personal vocation, several observations over the past thirteen years have 

influenced the direction of my Dissertation in Practice (DIP). First, and as mentioned in 

the problem statement, the landscape of Catholic education is quickly changing. With 

increased competition for students and growing financial obligations, Catholic schools 

are working harder to attract from a pool of students that is diminishing. As a result of 

this, it can be easy to compromise those unique tenets of Catholic school mission in order 

to appeal to a wider audience. Yet, it remains essential for Catholic schools to remain 

committed to their mission. Second, many independent Catholic schools serve 

populations of students that will likely achieve success in college and in the workplace. 

These students will have the opportunity to have influence in society and have access to 

power structures that can facilitate change for the common good. This is a great 

responsibility. Thus, it is more imperative than ever before that Catholic schools are 
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remaining true to their Catholic mission—particularly as it pertains to educating for 

social justice—as it prepares its students to contribute to building the common good of 

society not just today, but in the future, too.  

While I did not attend Catholic high school, I did attend Catholic institutions for 

college and graduate school. I recognize that I am the beneficiary of a Catholic education 

that has inspired me to want to help others in this world. My reflection on both my 

educational and professional journeys has led me to this interest in my DIP topic. As 

someone who is leading a Catholic school, I see it as my responsibility to ensure that the 

Catholic mission of the school is being upheld no matter the external challenges or 

circumstances. We owe this to our students and to our society. 

As I worked through my DIP journey, I also recognized the importance of 

remaining open to new insights and findings in relation to Catholic school mission and 

social justice that are outside my own personal experiences. And while it was my 

assumption that Catholic schools can and must instill a lifelong commitment to social 

justice in some capacity in its graduates, I remained open to the idea that this will look 

different for different students in different schools. I also believed that Catholic schools 

were already doing this, but they lacked the explicit knowledge regarding how they are 

doing this. Throughout my DIP study, I remained open to finding new ways of thinking 

about the influence of Catholic school mission and what this looked like in my own 

workplace. 

Summary 

 In light of the numerous challenges Catholic schools face today, including 

affordability, declining enrollment, and maintaining relevance in the marketplace, 
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Catholic schools are still compelled to fulfill their three-fold mission of proclaiming the 

gospel, building community, and instilling a spirit of service in its students (USCCB, 

1972). Yet, the outcomes of Catholic education, particularly as it pertains to a 

commitment to social justice, remain an understudied area (Fusco, 2005). Additionally, 

as Catholic schools continue to balance building their brand and living their mission, 

there exists a need to consider the lasting outcomes of mission for Catholic school 

alumni. Through exploring the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni 

regarding the influence of their education on their personal commitments to social justice, 

Catholic schools and their leaders may better understand what aspects of their mission 

lead to a commitment to serving others beyond graduation. The following chapter will 

provide a synthesis of the literature that demonstrated what was currently known about 

this topic prior to the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

A central component of Catholic school mission is a commitment to social justice 

(USCCB, 1972). As mission-driven organizations, Catholic schools, since their inception, 

are compelled to foster a commitment to serving the poor and marginalized and instilling 

a sense of social justice in students (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Before The Second 

Vatican Council—an ecumenical gathering of Church leadership from 1962 to 1965 that 

addressed the role and relationship of the Church within the modern world—Catholic 

schools in the United States were founded to provide a faith-based education to poor and 

marginalized Catholic immigrants (Denig & Dosen, 2009). Additionally, Catholic 

schools could keep costs and tuition lower due to the high number of priests, nuns, and 

other religious on faculty (Denig & Dosen, 2009; Jacobs, 2013; Kabadi, 2015). After The 

Second Vatican Council, Catholic schools turned their attention outward, educating and 

forming all students interested in a Catholic education (Denig & Dosen, 2009). At the 

same time, more lay people joined the faculties of Catholic schools, increasing costs and 

tuition (Kabadi, 2015). Through these shifts, Catholic schools over the years have 

expanded to serving different demographics of students, including those from more 

affluent, suburban families (Hunt, 2000). It remains unclear today if more affluent 

Catholic schools have remained committed to their original mission of fostering in their 

graduates a sense of long-term commitment to social justice, such as serving the poor and 

marginalized.  

Through examining tensions and influences of Catholic school mission and 

identity in schools, this literature review suggests that Catholic schools may not be 

instilling a sense of social justice—a central component of their mission—that influences 
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the actions and behaviors of students after graduation. First, Catholic school mission and 

identity will be introduced and reviewed. This discussion will include a consideration of 

the tensions in expressing and living this identity, as well as how Catholic school mission 

is perceived by students. Next, the factors influencing Catholic school mission, including 

leadership, faculty, and the school community will be explored. Then, the role of 

Catholic schools in educating for social justice and increasing the adoption of these 

behaviors in their students will be examined. Finally, the long-term influence of Catholic 

school mission will be considered from the post-secondary and post-college level.  

Catholic School Mission and Identity in Schools 

 Catholic schools were founded to support the evangelical mission of the Church 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 1977, 1988, 1997; Denig & Dosen, 2009). This 

evangelical mission is best understood as the practice of expressing and living the gospel 

message of Jesus Christ. The Congregation for Catholic Education (1977, 1988) states 

that it is the religious dimension of Catholic schools that makes them distinct. This 

mission, beginning in the United States during the early colonial era, extends to Catholic 

schools today. Yet, during this time period, the Catholic population has moved from a 

socially-marginalized, immigrant group to the single largest denomination in the United 

States (Denig & Dosen, 2009). As the demographics of the Church have changed over the 

years, the lived expression of authentic Catholic mission—referred to here as Catholic 

identity—has become a widely contested topic (Fuller & Johnson, 2014).  

What once began as an effort to insulate Catholic immigrants from the larger 

secular and Protestant influence of society (Denig & Dosen, 2009), has evolved into a 

pluralistic endeavor that reaches across denominations and other social barriers. As 
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Catholic schools navigate serving an increasingly diverse population, they are obligated 

to remain authentic in living their Catholic mission and identity (Congregation for 

Catholic Education, 1977; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005b). Stated 

another way, Catholic schools are entrusted to fulfill their educational and religious 

mission, yet they must navigate tensions today that present challenges to this reality 

(Cook & Durow, 2008). 

Tensions in Catholic Identity for Schools 

 Catholic schools today are challenged with finding the balance between remaining 

competitive in the marketplace and remaining authentic to their Catholic mission (Fuller 

& Johnson, 2014). While a hallmark of Catholic education is strong academic rigor, 

academic success and Catholic identity can, at times, be seen as competing efforts when 

one area is emphasized at the expense of the other (Fuller & Johnson, 2014). The pursuit 

of academic excellence, however, is a mandate of Catholic schools. Code 803 of Canon 

Law states that, “Directors of Catholic schools are to take care under the watchfulness of 

the local ordinary that the instruction which is given in them is at least as academically 

distinguished as that in the other schools of the area” (Code of Canon Law, 1983). Yet, in 

addition to academic rigor, the core of Catholic education must also be the dignity of the 

human person (Fuller & Johnson, 2014). Other hallmarks of Catholic education include 

moral and character formation, professional competence, faith and religious formation, 

and social and civic responsibility (Congregation for Catholic Education, 1997; 

Gutierrez, 2012). That is not to say that academic success and rigor are subservient to 

these other characteristics; rather, as suggested by the literature, these items should 

collectively inform the lived mission of Catholic schools.  
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 Another tension for Catholic schools is balancing what Kabadi (2015) refers to as 

the school’s Catholic mission and Catholic brand. Ozar and Weitzel-O’Neill (2012) state 

“the three-fold mission of Catholic schools is to proclaim the gospel, to build community, 

and to serve our brothers and sisters” (p. 5). Yet, according to a market research study 

published by the NCEA (Mayhill, 2018), many parents are not influenced by the school’s 

religious identity in their decision to enroll their child at the school. Rather, it is a 

Catholic school’s brand, including its programs and activities, that contributes to its value 

in the marketplace (Kabadi, 2015). A Catholic school can utilize its brand to accumulate 

financial stability and political influence, which in turn can fund efforts to advance its 

Catholic mission. In other words, a Catholic school’s brand plays an important and 

necessary role in furthering Catholic mission, but school leaders must be careful that an 

emphasis on one of the factors does not compromise the other. A school’s perceived 

value in the marketplace does not necessarily have to be for things directly related to its 

Catholic mission. This is an important consideration for Catholic schools. 

 A final tension for Catholic identity and mission in schools is the decline of clergy 

and religious working in schools since The Second Vatican Council (Miller, 2006). 

Presently, 95% of teachers in Catholic schools are laypersons (Miller, 2006). While there 

is no issue with laity teaching in Catholic schools, the religious formation inherent in 

being a member of the clergy cannot be assumed for all laypersons. Thus, what at one 

time was an almost-guarantee of Catholic identity and mission, is now something that 

Catholic schools must make intentional efforts to form and maintain. 

In light of these tensions in Catholic identity and mission for schools, care and 

attention must also be given to the way Catholic mission is experienced and understood 
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by the primary beneficiaries of a Catholic education: the students.  The United States 

Conference of Catholic Bishops (2005a) states that young people are the future leaders of 

society and the Church. Miller (2005) argues that Catholic schools cannot be seen as a 

commodity; they must exist for human persons. As such, it is the collective responsibility 

of the Church—including Catholic schools—to assist in this endeavor through the 

education and formation of students. 

Student Perceptions of Catholic Identity 

 Fuller and Johnson (2014) argue that Catholic identity and mission is a distinct 

aspect of Catholic education. McDonough’s (2017) study on Catholic schooling and the 

concept of the laity—that is, non-clergy members—suggests that Catholic secondary 

school students measure Catholic identity in proportion to the number of ordained priests 

and vowed religious. However, the number of priests and religious working in schools 

has declined drastically since the Second Vatican Council (Denig & Dosen, 2009). If 

students perceive Catholic identity in relation to priests and religious, who have a 

diminishing presence in Catholic schools, then there are implications for Catholic 

identity.  

 First, it suggests that the perception of the Catholic identity of the school must not 

be a passive activity. Rather, it is something that will take intentional effort to make 

manifest in the school (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Schools must make concrete 

efforts to emphasize their Catholic mission and identity. Second, students will need help 

in recognizing these efforts as being related to the mission and identity of the school. 

Schools should be intentional about the use of language, rituals, and symbols that reflect 

the unique Catholic identity and mission of the school (Cook, 2001, 2015; Convey, 2012; 
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Engel et al., 2020). Finally, given the increasingly non-Catholic students attending 

Catholic schools, efforts must be made to demonstrate the universality of aspects of 

Catholic school mission—such as social justice—for all students. 

McDonough (2017) also suggests that students do not conceive of a unique role 

for the laity—the group to which they belong—in the Church today. This is in contrast to 

the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (2005a) belief that young people are 

the future leaders of the Church and society. This illustrates that the view for young 

people from the perspective of Church leaders does not necessarily reflect the view 

young people have for themselves. Catholic schools, as institutions within the Church, 

may be attempting to prepare students for roles that they do not see as theirs to fulfill. 

The literature suggests that Catholic schools must help their students understand their 

unique role and responsibility within the life of the Church and society at large.  

Thus, it appears many students lack an accurate understanding of not only 

Catholic school mission, but of their unique and important role within the life of the 

Church and society as a lay person. Furthermore, many students have difficulty seeing 

these issues in a manner that is not connected to clergy, the ordained priests and vowed 

religious within the Church. This is in contrast to the desire of the Church for Catholic 

education to serve as a means of formation in the faith for students (Congregation for 

Catholic Education, 1997). In order to address this incomplete understanding of Catholic 

school identity and mission as lived by lay people, it is important to explore what factors 

influence how mission is lived in Catholic schools. Understanding the influencing factors 

of Catholic school mission can inform a revised approach to ensuring it is authentically 

expressed in a manner that is more receptive to students. 
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Influencing Factors of Catholic Mission in Schools 

 Fostering Catholic mission and identity in schools is something that will not 

happen without intentional effort on behalf of the school (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009). 

Yet, in order to create opportunities to experience Catholic mission, leaders will benefit 

from understanding the various factors that can influence and contribute to a stronger 

sense of Catholic school mission within the life of the school and the lives of the 

students. Thus, this literature review will consider three targeted areas that serve as 

primary influences for Catholic school mission: leadership, faculty, and the school as a 

faith community. Individually, these factors are important; yet, they are also 

interdependent. Schools seeking to find a comprehensive approach to instill Catholic 

mission and identity will find the most success when these factors are taken collectively. 

Leadership 

 Catholic school leaders play an important and unique role in not only creating a 

strategic vision and plan for the school, but in implementing this vision within the day-to-

day life of the school (Cook, 2015; Spesia, 2016). School leaders are responsible for 

guiding and leading their schools in the fulfillment of their stated purposes and mission 

(Cook & Durow, 2008). Leadership must use the mission of the school as the guide and 

standard for all other strategic visioning, planning, and operating of the school (Ozar & 

Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). This includes not only programs more obviously related to the 

school’s mission, such as religious studies and campus ministry, but also to programs 

such as athletics, fine arts, and extracurricular activities (Boyle et al., 2016; Engel et al., 

2020). Thus, leadership, perhaps more than anything, plays a significant influence in the 

Catholic mission of the school. 
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Schuttloffel (2013) also argues that school leadership, including the principal and 

other members of the administrative team, play a critical role in building Catholic 

mission in schools. The author conducted a study that suggests the character of the school 

leader, including his or her life story, directly influences the Catholic identity of the 

school. Belmonte and Cranston (2009) also discuss the influence of principals on 

building Catholic identity in schools, particularly through networks of interpersonal 

relationships within the community. This is further affirmed by Cook and Simonds 

(2012) who argue that building a culture of relationships within a school is a meaningful 

organizational framework for thinking about Catholic identity. Together, this literature 

suggests not only the importance of who the principal is as a person, but also the 

importance and quality of their relationships. Implications from these insights can inform 

groups hiring Catholic leaders that the influence of the school leader in Catholic mission 

will not only be related to what they do; it is also a matter of who they are as a person. 

Findings from a study conducted by Fraser and Brock (2006) also suggest that the 

retention of good Catholic school leaders over time is a major contributing factor to 

building strong Catholic mission in schools. This is not only due to the sustained culture 

consistent leadership can build over time, but also to Rieckhoff’s (2013) notion that the 

principal is a faith leader. As a faith leader, the principal is responsible for opportunities 

and experiences that allow faculty and students to grow in the Catholic mission of the 

school (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Rieckhoff, 2013). It is important to note that these 

opportunities and experiences are not exclusively reserved for Catholics; they should be 

aimed at all members of the community.  



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  22 
 

 

The influence of the principal extends not only to the supervision and formation 

of faculty, but also to the student body. In a study exploring eight secondary school 

principals and their role in developing student leadership, Lavery and Hine (2013) argue 

for the importance of developing leadership opportunities for students that assist them in 

articulating the mission and values of the school. Implicit in this finding is the 

understanding that principals do not have to reach every individual in the community; 

they can leverage the relationships of those who have already “bought in” to reach those 

who have not. 

Collectively, this research suggests that retaining effective, ethically-sound, 

Catholic school leaders who emphasize building interpersonal networks in schools is a 

major factor in developing strong Catholic mission in schools. These are collaborative 

leaders who personally embody the values and mission they are trying to instill in others 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 2007). They are leaders who are able to connect 

and empower others to assist in building the Catholic mission and culture of the school. 

To that point, other research (Cho, 2012; Convey, 2012; Fusco, 2005) advocates that this 

does not stop at leadership; it is also important to consider another influential group 

within the school: the faculty. 

Faculty 

 Faculty are essential to advancing mission in Catholic schools (Congregation for 

Catholic Education, 2007). In a study of 751 teachers from 39 Catholic high schools in 

the United States, Cho (2012) found that teachers who demonstrated a strong living 

faith—that is, a faith that is reflected in the words and actions of the teacher—were more 

committed to advancing the mission of the school. The manner in which teachers lived 
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their faith contributed to the Catholic mission of the school. Similar to principals and 

other school leaders, the implications are important: these findings suggest that it is not 

only the particular curricular expertise of the faculty member that is important, but who 

they are as a person. 

On the other hand, Convey’s (2012) study of 3,300 Catholic school administrators 

and teachers suggest that, aside from the religion teacher, the personal faith of the teacher 

did not make a difference in the perception of Catholic identity in the school. In other 

words, whether a teacher identified as Catholic or not did not necessarily impact the 

school’s Catholic identity. The implication of this study, in contrast to Cho (2012), is that 

Catholic mission can be advanced even if all teachers are not Catholic. As one possibility, 

Fusco (2005) suggests that this is because of the importance of the teacher-student 

relationship. While the Catholic faith, as religion, may not be passed on as directly by a 

teacher who is not a practicing Catholic or who is not open about their faith life, Fusco 

(2005) suggests that certain values of Catholic school mission are not exclusively 

Catholic. Rather, humanistic or secular values, such as the dignity of the person or being 

kind, are common to many faiths and belief systems and can be transmitted irrespective 

of the religious faith of the individual. Still, for Catholic educators, these findings suggest 

the teacher-student relationship is a powerful vehicle for influence and formation and 

deserves important consideration. 

Looking beyond the influence of the school leadership and faculty in Catholic 

school mission, the literature suggests there is at least one other important area to 

consider: the school as a faith community.  
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School as Faith Community 

 The requirement to build community is a responsibility of every Catholic school 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 2017; Miller, 2005; Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 

2012; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1972). More specifically, 

Schuttloffel (2012) argues that Catholic schools should be seen as faith learning 

communities. These are purposeful and intentional communities that reflect the values of 

the Catholic school. Furthermore, Convey’s (2012) study suggests that viewing the 

Catholic school as a faith community is the most influential factor of Catholic mission in 

a school. The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (2005b) argue that a 

community is only created when it can be experienced by the individual members; the 

goal is not just a gathering of individuals, but the shared sense of connection to 

something greater than oneself. This happens in several ways. 

 One way schools act as faith communities is by the use of rituals (Convey, 2012; 

Cook, 2015). Rituals such as beginning the school day with prayer, schoolwide liturgies, 

and religious artifacts around the school all contribute to the sense of Catholic mission 

within the school. Village and Francis (2016) examined over 1,900 Catholic school 

students in England and Wales and found that their experiences in Catholic schools 

directly contributed to the development of their religious, personal, and social values. The 

study did state that this was truer of students who identified as Catholic or came from 

Catholic homes. Still, the influence of the school community on the Catholic mission of 

the school cannot be ignored.  

Another way schools act as faith communities is through creating an environment 

where relationships can flourish. Cook and Simonds (2011) argue that this happens when 
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a school builds a culture of relationships, that emphasize self, others, and God.  Cook and 

Simonds (2011) offer that as every person is called to be in a loving relationship with 

God, this invitation extends to being in relationship with one another in community. A 

2018 market study published by the National Catholic Educational Association (Mayhill, 

2018) revealed that a welcoming environment and community is a major driver for 

families considering a Catholic education. This suggests that not only is the school as 

faith community an influence in Catholic mission; the school as faith community is an 

expectation of potential consumers for their child’s Catholic school experience. While 

additional findings are needed, this may suggest relationships as one of the most 

accessible avenues for the transmission of Catholic school mission. 

A final group that should not be overlooked in the consideration of the school as 

faith community is parents. Parents are not only the primary educators of faith for their 

children, but they are seen as partners and co-collaborators in Catholic education 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 2007; United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops, 1971). Frabutt et al. (2010) suggest that the role of parents must be considered 

when viewing the school as faith community. In a study exploring the perceptions of over 

1,000 Catholic pastors on parental involvement in Catholic education, Frabutt et al. 

(2012) argue that including parents as part of the faith community of the school helps to 

reinforce the values of the school at home, particularly on the weekends. Yet, Frabutt et 

al. (2012) also argue the need to engage in parental formation and engagement to assist in 

this process. The implications for Catholic schools suggest that while school leaders 

should foster connection with parents, they must also be attentive to their formation as 

well.  
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While there are multiple factors that influence the Catholic mission of a school, 

including leadership, faculty, and the school as faith community, this study sought to 

examine the extent that this mission informed the future decisions and behaviors of 

alumni from a social justice perspective. It is helpful to consider social justice as it 

pertains to Catholic mission and education. 

Social Justice and Catholic Education and Mission 

 One of the central components of the mission of Catholic schools is to instill in 

their students a desire for social justice (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Catholic schools 

should expose their students to experiences of social justice and foster in them a 

commitment to perform works of justice (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 

2005b). Catholic schools, then, must not only include topics of social justice within the 

curricula of the school, but they must find ways to create the experience of social justice 

for members of the school community. This mission flows from the reality that the duty 

to serve our neighbor is rooted in the intrinsic dignity bestowed upon all people by God 

(Catechism of the Catholic Church, n.d.). Catholic schools must not only educate for 

justice, but take steps to ensure these behaviors are being adopted by their students.  

Educating for Social Justice 

 The Church has long stood for defending the rights of others and making sure the 

basic needs of society are met for all people. This can be traced back to the earliest 

Christian communities in the Acts of the Apostles (New American Bible Revised Edition, 

1970, Acts of the Apostles 2:42-27; 4:32-35). The term social justice, however, was not 

used until Luigi Taparelli, a nineteenth century Jesuit priest developed the phrase to refer 

to society’s obligation to address issues of poverty and oppression (Noble, 2015; Valadez 
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& Mirci, 2015). While the goal of this study is not to provide a comprehensive 

background on the history of social justice theory, it is important to highlight that the 

Church incorporated this notion of social justice into the mission of Catholic schools 

from their very beginning (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Over the years, this has been 

done in several ways. 

 A major way to educate for social justice is through the school’s curriculum 

(Valadez & Mirci, 2015). The curriculum of the school provides the framework for the 

school to accomplish its academic goals and purposes. Yet, Garcia-Huidobro (2017) 

found that this is mostly left up to faculty, who often lack the necessary training to do this 

in a comprehensive way. Furthermore, academic studies of Catholic school curricula are 

both lacking and seemingly do not include the work of major curriculum theorists, such 

as Dewey, Bernstein, and Tyler (Garcia-Huidobro, 2017). While Garcia-Huidobro (2017) 

does not delve into the contributions of these theorists, the larger point is that 

conversations about Catholic curriculum appear to be disconnected from larger curricular 

conversations in the educational landscape. Overall, the issues of faculty formation and 

curriculum development remain areas in need of further support and study.  

 Considering some of the limitations of a solely curriculum-based approach to 

fostering a sense of social justice in students, Garcia-Huidobro (2017) proposes it is not 

so much what a Catholic school teaches, but how it is taught. Valadez and Mirci (2015) 

argue that Catholic schools must promote virtues of justice, adopt a more personalized 

approach to education, and create schools with a culture of inclusivity. The unintended 

lessons and implicit values that students learn are often referred to as the hidden 

curriculum (Sikkink, 2004). Yet, Garcia-Huidobro (2017) states there is little research 
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that exists that points to how the implicit values and lessons students learn in school—

particularly as it relates to social justice and civic engagement—are adopted. 

 While Catholic schools are mandated by their mission to educate for social 

justice, the literature suggests that more work must be done to study how this is done 

through both the curriculum and through the transmissions of the culture of the school 

community. Yet, while much of this area remains understudied, it is important to consider 

the implications of this for the adoption of the social justice mission of the school for 

students. 

Predictors of Social Justice 

Garcia-Huidobro (2017) states that it is “shocking” how little research has been 

done examining how Catholic schooling impacts culture and society from a civic 

formation perspective (p. 87). For something that is so central to the mission of Catholic 

schools, this remains an understudied aspect of the field. Still, while there is not a robust 

collection of research in this area, the literature points to several factors that may predict 

a commitment to social justice efforts. 

Meidl and Meidl (2013), in a study of Catholic, Quaker, and public schools, found 

that character education was stronger in schools that made an explicit connection to their 

mission statement. While not directly tested for the influence of this after graduation, the 

explicit connection of values, such as social justice, to the school’s mission statement 

may suggest a higher probability of personalizing these values in the lives of students. 

This is further affirmed by McLaren’s (1986) grounded theory study on the value of ritual 

in character development and formation. McLaren (1986) suggests educators should 

approach the activity of schooling as a ritual, using daily patterns of behaviors. Daily 
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school activities, such as classroom lessons, school assemblies, and teacher-student 

interactions, should be seen as rituals that exhibit certain norms and patterns. McLaren 

(1986) found that the use of rituals with students contributed to their “normative 

behavioral functions” and “dominant epistemological frames” (p. 72). In other words, 

McLaren’s (1986) findings suggest that the use of rituals in schools not only shapes how 

students think, but may encourage them to act in a certain manner as well. 

Unlike Meidl and Meidl (2013) and McLaren (1986), McQuillan et al. (2009) 

argues that values and beliefs, such as those found in school cultures, can influence but 

not predict or determine behavior. Yet, values that inform decisions can lead to patterns 

of behavior, which in turn may suggest a sort of predictive behavior. In specific relation 

to social justice, McQuillan et al. (2009) argues that schools must make explicit 

connections for students. The implication for Catholic school faculty is that they are not 

only responsible for teaching their own respective curriculum, but their efforts in 

emphasizing the importance of social justice can yield benefits beyond their classrooms. 

In a study of students from a Midwestern university, Kozlowski et al. (2014) 

found that the faith maturity of students was a predictor for their social justice and civic 

engagement perceptions. Schools who can assess and develop the faith life of students 

may find that these students are more likely to engage in social justice and civic 

engagement activities. While this study only explored the perceptions of students—not 

actual engagement—the implications for Catholic educators seeking to instill a 

commitment to social justice in their students beyond graduation are important.  

Harrell-Levy’s (2018) study of almost 300 alumni that participated in a service 

learning course during their junior year of high school suggests that having students 
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understand social inequalities and issues of injustice are not enough for them to 

necessarily take action. Rather, what is critical is empowering students to believe that 

they have the ability and capacity to make positive changes in their communities. 

Dassonneville et al. (2012) also conducted a two-year panel study of Belgian late 

adolescents that affirms the conceptual knowledge of justice issues is not enough. 

Dassonneville et al. (2012) suggests a two-pronged approach of both formal civic and 

social justice classes combined with other active learning measures, such as student 

council membership and volunteering opportunities.  

While Harell-Levy (2018) also states that studies examining the predictive nature 

of social justice efforts are limited, his study has important implications for Catholic 

school educators: the experience of the student must not be overlooked. Flanagan et al. 

(2007) affirms this in their study exploring over 1,000 students and their perceptions of 

their school climate as it relates to civic engagement. The findings from Flanagan et al. 

(2007) suggest that engagement in social justice efforts was related to a sense of 

connectedness within the school community and a belief that they had a voice in the 

school. Classes and programs that emphasize social justice and form the perception of 

students towards being able to make a difference may lead to longer term civic 

engagement and social justice efforts.  

After considering how Catholic schools educate for social justice and what efforts 

may predict or lead to an adoption of social justice behaviors, it is important to turn to an 

important aspect of the research question: the long-term influence of Catholic school 

mission on alumni.  
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Considering “Long-Term Influence” and Catholic School Mission 

 In the National Standards and Benchmarks for Effective Catholic Elementary and 

Secondary Schools, Ozar and Weitzel-O’Neill (2012) state that Catholic schools have the 

obligation to prepare students for life after graduation, including “the desire to seek 

wisdom and truth, the preference for social justice” and “the responsibility to transform 

and enrich the world with Gospel values” (p. 2). However, Fusco (2005) states that 

research on the religious outcomes of Catholic schools is lacking. Thus, the need exists to 

explore if Catholic schools are doing what they say they are doing, i.e., preparing and 

forming students to have an influence on the world after graduation. While the purpose of 

this study was to consider what aspects of Catholic education contributed to alumni’s 

commitment to social justice, it is helpful to first explore the general influences of 

Catholic education immediately after graduation. 

After High School 

 Freeman and Berends (2016) studied the influence of students who attended 

Catholic high school on college attendance. Overall, they found that students who 

attended Catholic high school were more likely to continue their education beyond high 

school. The study does reinforce the idea of a Catholic school advantage, yet also claims 

that due to increased challenges Catholic schools are facing, such as cost, enrollment, and 

the increase of charter schools, the advantage of attending a Catholic school might not be 

as great as it once was. Thus, while their findings suggest benefits after graduation, 

Catholic schools today are challenged with articulating the distinct benefits of attending 

one of their schools in light of the increasing number of other obstacles. 
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Providing more detail than Freeman and Berends (2016), Proehl et al. (2017) 

examined a Catholic school in San Francisco where students coming from disadvantaged 

backgrounds had increased rates of graduation and enrollment in post-secondary schools 

compared to similar schools in the city. The researchers found several factors that 

contributed to students’ development of non-cognitive skills, such as a sense of shared 

mission, a family-like culture, and high expectations. Beyond more traditional measures 

of success such as test scores and college acceptance rates, the findings from this study 

suggest that the influence of a Catholic education is also related to intangible qualities, 

such as school mission and culture. In other words, the benefits and value of a Catholic 

education flow not only from strong academics, but also from the culture and mission of 

the school.   

In a study that also considered graduation rates from Catholic elementary and 

secondary schools with students from disadvantaged backgrounds, Litton et al. (2010) 

examined students from ethnic minority and low-income backgrounds in Los Angeles. 

The study found that students with similar backgrounds who attended Catholic school 

graduated with higher rates than their peers from public school (Litton et al., 2010). 

Parents and school principals who were surveyed as part of the study responded that they 

believed Catholic school prepared their children for a better life after graduation in areas 

such as moral development, critical thinking, and perspectives on social justice (Litton et 

at., 2010). The impact of the students’ education, according to the survey results, 

benefitted not only the students themselves, but their families and local communities. 

Thus, despite many challenges today, one well-researched area concerning the 

influence of a Catholic education after high school pertains to the matriculation of 
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students to institutions of higher education. Catholic schools continue to influence the 

ability of students—including those from disadvantaged backgrounds—to successfully 

graduate high school and enroll in post-secondary education. Existing research suggests 

that this could be due to the intangible qualities of the school, such as mission and 

culture. Furthermore, the impact of a Catholic education influences not only the students 

themselves, but those in their local communities. Looking beyond high school and 

college, there is some research to suggest this influence continues even beyond this time 

period (Gutierrez, 2012). 

After College 

 Gutierrez (2012) studied the lasting influence of Catholic education as perceived 

by 200 alumni of Catholic colleges and universities in the Philippines. The author 

suggests that a Catholic higher education could affect alumni’s contribution to the 

common good in society. Alumni reported character education and faith instruction as 

being most influential, while social and civic responsibility as being ranked lowest. While 

the results of Gutierrez’s (2012) study offer positive implications for the influence of a 

Catholic higher education after graduation, the question of why social and civic 

responsibility—also known as social justice—ranked so low remains unanswered.  

 In contract, Sikkink (2004) argues that the values associated with Catholic 

mission, the emphasis on personal relationships, and the exposure to community service 

all contribute to Catholic school students being more civically engaged in society than 

their public school counterparts. Students learn the importance and value of being in 

community which, he theorizes, leads to greater civic engagement in life. Yet, Sikkink’s 

(2004) research stops short of actually testing this notion; rather, his argument is 
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predicated on the notion that Catholic schools create an environment that is more 

conducive to civic engagement later in life. 

Denig and Dosen (2009) state social justice is a critical element of Catholic 

school mission in the post-Vatican II era. The United States Conference of Catholic 

Bishops (2005b) argue that service to one another is one of the central purposes of 

Catholic schools. While research does suggest Catholic education has some positive 

influence on alumni—including college matriculation rates and academic 

achievements—the full extent, particularly as it relates to social justice, remains unclear 

and understudied. Furthermore, while social justice is a central component of Catholic 

education, it remains unclear what aspects of Catholic education might contribute to this 

influencing the actions of alumni.  

Summary 

 Since the inception of Catholic education in the United States over 200 years ago, 

a commitment to social justice and serving the poor and marginalized have always been 

central to the mission of Catholic schools (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). After The 

Second Vatican Council, when Catholic schools began focusing on the broader 

population, Catholicism grew from a marginalized faith to the most dominant religion in 

the United States (Denig & Dosen, 2009). While this growth has been positive, there 

exists a tension for many Catholic schools today to remain relevant in the marketplace 

without compromising a strong Catholic identity (Fuller & Johnson, 2014; Kabadi, 2015). 

This is also coupled with a decline in priests and religious in schools and students’ 

lacking a thorough understanding of their role in the Church today (McDonough, 2017). 
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In looking at what factors influence Catholic school mission and student 

perceptions, the role of school leadership, faculty, and the school community must be 

considered (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Cho, 2012; Convey, 2012; Fraser & Brock, 

2006; Schuttloffel, 2013). Catholic school mission has always included educating for 

social justice (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). Research suggests that Catholic schools 

can do this effectively through utilizing their curriculum and as well creating a school 

culture that emphasizes social justice (Garcia-Huidobro, 2017; McQuillan et al., 2009; 

Valadez & Mirci, 2015). While there is limited literature on predictors of social justice 

(Garcia-Huidobro, 2017), schools that empower students, foster a sense of community, 

and create experiences of social justice both in and outside of the classroom are more 

likely to see students adopt these behaviors (Dassonneville et al., 2012; Flanagan et al., 

2007; Harrell-Levy, 2018; McLaren, 1986; Meidl and Meidl, 2013). 

Yet, the mission of Catholic schools should also influence behaviors beyond 

graduation (Ozar & Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012). In looking at the influence of Catholic 

education after graduation, existing research suggests some benefits include increased 

college attendance and strong character formation (Freeman & Berends, 2016; Gutierrez, 

2012; Proehl et al., 2017). Disappointingly, there remains little research in examining 

post-secondary religious outcomes of Catholic education, particularly in terms of social 

justice, a central aspect of Catholic school mission (Fusco, 2005; Gutierrez, 2012; 

Sikkink, 2004).  

This literature review offers support for the importance of this study. Through 

examining the lived experiences of Catholic school alumni regarding the influence of 

their education on their personal commitment to social justice, there can be a greater 
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awareness of what factors Catholic schools can emphasize that may foster a commitment 

to social justice efforts beyond their students’ graduation. This provides the threefold 

benefit of contributing to a gap in the literature, helping Catholic schools better fulfill 

their mission, and forming students to participate in building up the common good in 

society through a personal commitment to social justice efforts. The following chapter 

will provide an overview of the methodology utilized in the study, including an overview 

of the research design, data collection and analysis measures, and ethical considerations. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The following chapter will provide an overview of the methodology utilized in the 

study. As previously stated, this study explored the lived experiences of Catholic 

secondary school alumni regarding the influence of Catholic school mission on their 

personal commitment to social justice. First, a rationale for the selection of a qualitative, 

phenomenological approach is offered. Second, the sample plan for the study is reviewed. 

Next, the data collection and analysis processes are discussed. Finally, this chapter will 

conclude with ethical considerations for the study. The overarching goal of this chapter is 

to provide the complete methodological plan utilized in the study. 

Research Question 

In order to discover what experiences of their Catholic education contributed to 

alumni’s personal commitment to social justice, this study considered the experiences of 

Catholic school alumni who, either professionally or voluntarily, continued to remain 

involved in social justice work and what experiences of their Catholic education 

contributed to this decision. As such, the following research question guided this 

qualitative study: 

What are the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the 

influence of their education on their personal commitments to social justice? 

Methodology 

 The chosen methodology for a study is the process through which the research 

question will be explored. For the reasons listed below, this study utilized a qualitative 

research design with a phenomenological approach. Phenomenology, as a research 

approach, seeks to capture the essence of a person’s lived experience (Creswell & 
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Creswell, 2018). The selected research approach also influences procedures for the 

collection and analysis of data, as well as the various ethical considerations for the 

proposed study.  

Research Design Overview 

This study utilized a qualitative, phenomenological approach and explored the 

lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the influence of 

Catholic school mission on their personal commitment to social justice. Roberts and 

Hyatt (2019) argue that a qualitative approach “focuses on people’s experience from their 

perspective” (p. 143). Creswell and Creswell (2018) argue that qualitative research is 

more open-ended and seeks to understand the meaning of experiences for individuals. It 

is an inductive process. Phenomenological research describes the lived experiences of 

people as it pertains to a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In regards to 

the specific phenomenon, Moustakas (1994) argues it is about exploring what participants 

experienced and how they experienced it. As this study explored and considered the 

experiences of Catholic school alumni, phenomenology was an appropriate 

methodological approach. 

A key assumption of phenomenology is that objective reality is perceived through 

the lens of an individual’s experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, the lived 

experiences of Catholic school alumni were examined. The specific phenomenon that 

was under examination was the influence of Catholic school alumni’s education on their 

personal commitment to social justice. As such, a phenomenological study allowed me to 

explore the specific lived experiences of participants through their own perceptions. This 

assumption within phenomenology was important because it suggests that the meaning of 
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experiences for individuals comes through Moustaka’s (1994) idea of what they 

experience and how they experience it. As a goal of utilizing a phenomenological 

approach is to explore a phenomenon from the experiences of individuals, it was an 

appropriate methodological selection for the study.  

Participants 

The population from the study was alumni from a Catholic high school in 

Northeastern United States. As the school is an all-boy school, the alumni from the study 

were only male. Using a criterion sampling approach, recommended by Creswell and 

Poth (2018) for a phenomenological study, the participants were alumni who had all 

remained involved in social justice activities either on a voluntary or professional basis. 

As previously stated, social justice is about “preserving human dignity for all human 

beings in all contexts, dismantling unjust structures of privilege and power in society, and 

working to counteract all forms of injustice through the world” (Duminuco, 2000, p. 

243). Thus, these were alumni who were currently involved in social justice efforts 

through their work or volunteering that reflected the central tenets of this stated 

definition.  

In terms of recruitment, a list of potential participants, based upon the prerequisite 

that they attended the school and were involved in social justice efforts, was generated 

using the alumni database of the school. This database collects and maintains a robust 

catalogue of alumni information, including occupations, interests, and volunteer work. 

Alumni willingly share this information with the school as a means to stay connected to 

the school and network with other alumni. The participant recruitment letter utilized in 

the study can be found in Appendix A.   
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Since the study utilized a phenomenological research design, the number of 

participants was selected based upon Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommendation of 5-

25 people. As Creswell and Poth (2018) argue that qualitative researchers often 

intentionally select their sample, the study was narrowed to a group of 16 alumni who 

had remained involved in social justice work in some capacity. These alumni, who were 

invited to voluntarily participate in the study, were selected from the school’s alumni 

database and emailed regarding their potential interest in participating in the study. In 

addition to the target size for the study, I considered Creswell and Poth’s (2018) notion of 

saturation, that is, I continued to collect data until it appeared no new information or 

insights were discovered. Creswell and Creswell (2018) also refer to this as triangulation, 

when information is independently confirmed by three or more participants. The 16 

individuals that participated in the study provided a level of saturation that suggested 

there was no additional need to interview more alumni.  

Finally, in terms of selecting the alumni who were involved in social justice 

efforts, I was intentional about selecting alumni whose involvement was reflective of my 

social justice definition, yet I was not overly prescriptive in regards to demographics. 

While this study concerned Catholic school alumni, social justice is a universal value and 

not exclusive to practicing Catholics. The mission of Catholic schools is to instill a spirit 

of service in all graduates; for this reason, participants were not selected based upon their 

faith background. With that being said, however, I was intentional about selecting 

applicants with a diverse array of backgrounds and experiences.  
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Data Collection  

This study utilized procedures for data collection reflective of a 

phenomenological approach. The use of semi-structured interviews were used to collect 

data from the participants over the course of three months. The semi-structured 

interviews were comprised of questions from an established interview protocol and 

extemporaneous follow-up questions. Creswell and Poth (2018) argue that 

phenomenology seeks to answer two basic questions: What has the individual 

experienced in terms of the phenomenon (the textual description) and how has the 

experience happened (the structural description)? The textual and structural descriptions 

are taken together to develop the overall essence description (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Finding the essence description is one of the primary goals of phenomenological 

research. The following data collection procedures used for the study reflect this intent.  

Data Collection Procedures 

 The first step for data collection was the recruitment of participants for the study. 

As mentioned above, 16 alumni from a Catholic high school in Northeastern United 

States who had remained involved in social justice work in some capacity were asked to 

voluntarily participate in the study. These alumni were identified and contacted through 

the school’s alumni database. This database contains self-reported alumni information, 

including volunteer and service work. The alumni were informed that they were invited 

to participate in a qualitative interview regarding the influence of their Catholic education 

on their current involvement in social justice efforts. A brief description of the study was 

included in an email to all participants.  
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 Prior to receiving confirmation from the participants, I conducted pilot interviews 

with two proxy participants. There were several reasons for conducting pilot interviews. 

First, it allowed me to gain experience in conducting qualitative interviews. I was able to 

use my established interview protocols and gain a level of comfort and experience with 

the process. Second, there was an opportunity to see if the design of the questions 

generated the insight and information needed to answer the research question. Pilot 

interviews allowed for the opportunity to make any revisions or changes to my questions 

prior to beginning with the study participants. In sum, it was an opportunity to make sure 

the entire interview process was polished, efficient, and effective. 

 After receiving confirmation from the participants, they were sent a consent form 

for participating in the study (see Appendix B). The consent form not only inquired about 

their willingness to participate in the interview, but it also included information 

pertaining to how their interview information would be used in the study and certain 

ethical considerations, such as my intent to maintain confidentiality and anonymity. The 

participants also had the right to withdraw from the study at any time. By receiving the 

consent form, participants understood the purpose of the study, the fact that they were 

freely choosing to participate, and a knowledge of how their data would be utilized.  

 After the participant reviewed the consent form, an interview time was established 

between the participant and me. Given the change in protocols for studies involving 

human participants in light of the COVID-19 pandemic during the time of the study, the 

interview took place virtually via a Zoom meeting. The participant was notified that the 

interview would be recorded so that the dialogue could be transcribed for later use in the 

study. When the participant and I met to conduct the interview, the participant was 
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reminded of the overview of the study and the content of the consent form. I began the 

semi-structured interview by asking the questions listed in the interview protocols. The 

interview protocols can be found in Appendix C of this document and listed in greater 

detail below. Prompts were utilized as needed to elicit further responses from 

interviewees and allowed them to elaborate on specific answers (Leech, 2002). The 

interview took approximately 45 minutes to conduct. All recordings were transcribed 

using the web-based application Trint and then shared with participants for accuracy prior 

to later data analysis.  

To improve the strength of the study, and in terms of methodological integrity, 

several measures were taken to check for qualitative validity and reliability. Qualitative 

validity reflects the accuracy of the research from the researcher and participant 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). First, to control for potential researcher bias, Creswell and 

Poth (2018) recommend memo taking and reflexivity. Engaging in reflexivity is a 

reflective process researchers engage in to become more aware of personal biases, 

feelings, and views that may impact the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As such, 

both of these practices were incorporated into the study. Additionally, member checking 

and peer review were used to ensure the accuracy of the data. Interview transcriptions 

were shared with participants in order to ensure it authentically reflected their views. 

Finally, I generated Creswell and Poth’s (2018) notion of rich, thick descriptions about 

the themes, participants, and data collection process. These descriptions were meant to 

provide a more realistic and vivid meaning of the findings from the study. 

Qualitative reliability involves the consistency and stability of the research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To increase reliability and consistency, Creswell and Poth 
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(2018) offer several recommendations that were utilized in the study. First, a formal 

interview protocol was developed and used for each participant’s interview. Second, all 

interviews were recorded and a journal for field notes was used to help keep track of 

information and insights from each participant. Next, the web-based program Trint was 

used to digitally transcribe the data. As all the information was hand-coded during the 

data analysis stage, a codebook was developed that listed and defined how data would be 

coded from the various interviews. Codings were checked multiple times to ensure 

mistakes were minimized. The use of all of these measures strengthened the qualitative 

validity and reliability for the study. 

Data Collection Tools 

Creswell & Poth (2018) suggest the use of open-ended, semi-structured 

interviews to collect data for a phenomenological study. As mentioned above, semi-

structured interviews were used to collect data from the participants over the course of 

three months. Compared to surveys and experiments, qualitative research is usually 

stronger in validity, due to the effort spent in learning about the lived experiences of 

people or the meaning of particular concepts, but generally less reliable than quantitative 

research (Babbie, 2017). This is due to the personal nature of field research and the 

potential to have the researcher’s own values and biases influence the study (Babbie, 

2017). Phenomenology, specifically, is about capturing the essence or meaning of a 

person’s experience or of a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Thus, 

individuals in the study were only those that experienced the particular phenomenon 

being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, since interpreting qualitative data in 

a phenomenological research design is often dependent on the subjective views or 
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opinions of the researcher, the findings from this study might be less reliable than the 

often more objective nature of a quantitative survey or experiment. The measures detailed 

above pertaining to addressing my bias and maintaining reliability and validity were 

utilized to assist in minimizing the limitations of this selected approach. 

In terms of the interview protocol, the goal of phenomenological research is for 

the researcher to develop an essence statement of the phenomenon under study. In order 

to do this, Creswell and Poth (2018) state that the researcher needs to answer two basic 

questions. First, what did the participant experience in regard to the phenomenon? This is 

referred to as the textual description. Second, how did the participant experience the 

phenomenon? This is referred to as the structural description. The specific phenomenon 

that was under examination for this study was the influence of Catholic school alumni’s 

education on their personal commitment to social justice. Thus, in addition to the primary 

research question, the overarching questions utilized to capture the essence description 

were: What did participants experience in terms of the influence of their Catholic 

education on their personal commitment to social justice? How did participants 

experience the influence of their Catholic education on their personal commitment to 

social justice? 

 As mentioned, the interview with each participant should took approximately 45 

minutes. Informed by the two guiding questions that Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest 

for developing the textual and structural descriptions, the interview was divided into the 

following four subtopics: Catholic School Experience, Experience of Catholic School 

Mission, Influence of Catholic Education as a Student, and Influence of Catholic 

Education as an Adult. For the sake of clarity and in line with the two guiding questions 
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of phenomenology, the first two subtopics pertained to the textual description (what 

participants experienced) and last two subtopics pertained to the structural description 

(how participants experienced it). These subtopics moved in a very intentional 

progression. First, the participant was asked to speak generally about the experience of 

their Catholic education. Second, and more specifically, the participant was asked to 

discuss their experience of Catholic school mission. Next, the participant was asked to 

discuss how Catholic school mission influenced them as a student. Finally, the participant 

discussed how Catholic school mission influenced their decision to remain involved in 

social justice commitments after graduation.  

Textual Description Subtopic One: Catholic School Experience. The pursuit of 

academic excellence is a mandate of Catholic schools; yet, the center of Catholic 

education must be the dignity of the human person (Fuller & Johnson, 2014). Other 

hallmarks of Catholic education include moral and character formation, professional 

competence, faith and religious formation, and social and civic responsibility (Gutierrez, 

2012). The purpose of these questions was to gain a general sense of the participant’s 

experiences of their Catholic education. 

● What were some of the formative experiences you remember from your Catholic 

school experience? 

● What aspects of your Catholic school experience continue to influence you today? 

Textual Description Subtopic Two: Experiences of Catholic School Mission. 

Fuller and Johnson (2014) argue that Catholic identity and mission are a distinct aspect of 

Catholic education. McDonough’s (2017) study on Catholic schooling and the concept of 

the laity—that is, non-clergy members—suggests that Catholic secondary school students 
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lack a comprehensive understanding of a distinct factor of Catholic education, it’s 

mission, as well as their role in contributing to the Church as a lay person that is 

independent of ordained priests and vowed religious. The purpose of these questions was 

to see the perceptions and understanding of Catholic school alumni on the influence of 

Catholic school mission in the school, and the implications for them as students. 

● In what ways did the Catholic mission of your school influence you? 

● What aspects of Catholic school mission contributed to your decision to remain 

committed to social justice efforts today? 

Structural Description Subtopic One: Influence as Student. Convey’s (2012) 

study suggests that viewing the Catholic school as a faith community is the most 

influential factor of Catholic mission in a school. Rituals such as beginning the school 

day with prayer, schoolwide liturgies, and religious artifacts around the school all 

contribute to the sense of Catholic mission within the school. Village and Francis (2016) 

examined over 1,900 Catholic school students in England and Wales and found that their 

experiences in Catholic schools directly contributed to the development of their religious, 

personal, and social values. The purpose of these questions was to understand how their 

Catholic school experience influenced alumni’s commitment to social justice. 

● How did you personally experience the social justice aspect of your school’s 

mission as a student? 

● How did these experiences influence your own commitment to social justice 

efforts as a student? 

Structural Description Subtopic Two: Influence as Adult. Gutierrez (2012) 

studied the lasting influence of Catholic education as perceived by 200 alumni of 
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Catholic colleges and universities in the Philippines. The author suggests that a Catholic 

higher education could affect alumni’s contribution to the common good in society. 

Alumni reported character education and faith instruction as being most influential, while 

social and civic responsibility as being ranked lowest. The purpose of these questions was 

to understand, contrary to Gutierrez’s (2012) findings, why these alumni remained 

involved in social justice activities. 

● How do you personally live out the social justice mission of your Catholic 

education today? 

● How did the experiences of your Catholic education contribute to your 

involvement in social justice efforts today? 

Data Analysis  

 The goal of data analysis is to make sense out of the collected information 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The data analysis process largely entailed the use of the 

approach offered by Creswell and Poth (2018). First, a full description of my own 

experiences was listed in order to set aside personal experiences and focus as much as 

possible on the participants. Creswell and Poth (2018) refer to this as “bracketing.” This 

is important not only to assist in controlling for bias, but it also allows the audience to 

understand my own background and experiences related to the study. 

Second, data was organized and prepared for analysis through transcribing all 

interviews. The use of the web-based program Trint was utilized to assist in the 

organization and transcription of data. Babbie (2017) suggests doing an initial read-

through of the data to get a sense for the entirety of the information before looking for 

initial codes and categories of data.  
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Next, particular codes were written in the margins of the narrative text. Coding 

generally occurred sentence by sentence. Using the suggestion of Saldana (2015), a 

combination of descriptive codes—using words to describe parts of the text—and In Vivo 

codes—using some language directly from the interviews as codes—was utilized during 

this part of the analysis. Using these codes and categories of data, a list of significant 

statements was generated and later grouped together in clusters and themes (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). These codes and more general themes were further analyzed and placed in 

several larger concepts. The textual and structural descriptions (the “what” and the 

“how”) were further developed using these larger concepts and identified themes. 

Finally, once the textual and structural descriptions were independently 

developed, a composite description of both was generated that reflected the “essence” of 

the experience or the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Developing an essence 

statement for the phenomenon under study is a central aspect of phenomenological 

research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). When this process was completed, the information 

was recorded as part of a narrative passage included in this study. 

Ethical Considerations 

A researcher must be mindful of ethical considerations during all phases of a 

study. Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest ethical concerns can be divided into three fields: 

respect for persons, concern for welfare, and justice. As such, there were several ethical 

considerations for the study. 

 First, and prior to beginning the study, approval was received from the 

Institutional Review Board (see Appendix D). A detailed description of the proposed 

study was sent to the Institutional Review Board for review. Creswell and Poth (2018) 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  50 
 

 

also suggest seeking approval from the study location. While the interviews were 

conducted using Zoom—and thus not on the physical campus of the school—I 

nevertheless sent a consent letter to the head of school as part of the approval process. 

This letter informed the head of school about the nature of the study and potential 

involvement of the school’s alumni. This letter is included in Appendix E. 

Second, since semi-structured interview questions were utilized pertaining to the 

personal experiences of individuals, Creswell and Poth (2018) discuss the responsibility 

of the researcher to anticipate or be able to react to information that could potentially be 

harmful or upsetting to participants. The questions for the interviews were designed to 

minimize any potential harm to participants. In all interactions, it was essential that the 

feelings and wellbeing of participants were considered.  

Finally, Creswell and Poth (2018) state that participants should receive a consent 

form and have a clear understanding of the study. This consent form appears in Appendix 

B of the study. I was transparent about the purpose of the study and did not use any 

deceptive practices. At any time, the participants had the right to withdraw from the 

study. Additionally, the participant’s identity was kept confidential. Creswell and Poth 

(2018) recommend using pseudonyms or composite stories of individuals in order to 

protect and preserve the identities of participants. The specific name of the school was 

also not utilized in the study. The data collected during the interviews and subsequent 

notes was locked in my home office and stored on a private hard drive. In all things, I had 

the ethical responsibility to report data honestly while maintaining respect for participants 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
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Summary 

 This study explored the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni 

regarding the influence of Catholic school mission on their personal commitment to 

social justice. A qualitative, phenomenological research design and the use of semi-

structured interviews was utilized to collect data from 16 alumni from a Catholic 

secondary school in Northeastern United States. All interview data was transcribed and 

analyzed using the procedures suggested by Creswell and Poth (2018). Significant 

statements were clustered together in the development of the textual and structural 

descriptions which led to the overall essence description of the phenomenon. Throughout 

the study, ethical considerations were prioritized. Specific measures included the use of a 

participant information letter, the development of pseudonyms and composite stories to 

protect the participant’s confidentiality and anonymity insofar as possible, and the 

adherence of all proper research protocols through the Institutional Review Board. The 

following chapter details the results and findings from the study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

The following chapter will provide an overview of the results and findings from 

the study. As previously stated, this study used a phenomenological approach to explore 

the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the influence of 

Catholic school mission on their personal commitment to social justice. The goal of 

phenomenological research is to develop an essence description based upon the textual 

description—what the participant experienced—and the structural description—how the 

participant experienced it (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This chapter will detail the codes and 

themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews for both the textual and structural 

descriptions before presenting the essence description for the study. Next, additional 

findings from the study will be considered. The chapter will conclude with a discussion 

of the meaning of the findings, how the study findings relate to prior literature, and the 

particular limitations and strengths of the study. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

discover what lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni influenced their 

personal commitments to social justice. 

Research Question 

In order to discover what experiences of their Catholic education contributed to 

alumni’s personal commitment to social justice, this study considered the experiences of 

Catholic school alumni who, either professionally or voluntarily, continued to remain 

involved in social justice work and what experiences of their Catholic education 
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contributed to this decision. As such, the following research question guided this 

qualitative study: 

What are the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni regarding the 

influence of their education on their personal commitments to social justice? 

Results and Findings 

 The responses from 16 qualitative interviews were analyzed and coded before 

being grouped together to form several themes that emerged from the study. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, information was collected to the point of saturation. 

All codes were triangulated by at least three participants. This section will explore how 

data was organized from the study, the individuals who participated in the interviews, and 

the resulting themes in the textual and structural descriptions that led to the essence 

description. Detailed quotes and passages from the interviews are included to assist with 

generating the rich, thick descriptions required of a phenomenological study.   

Organization of the Data 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted and recorded on 

Zoom. At the conclusion of each interview, an audio recording was uploaded to Trint, an 

online audio transcription program. The program was able to take the audio file from the 

interview and convert it to a text document. For each interview, I reviewed the 

transcription document, as well as personal notes and memos recorded during the 

interview process multiple times. Each participant also reviewed the transcript from their 

interview as part of the member checking process. 

The decision to code by hand was made early in the data collection process. 

Given the number of interviews, I opted to print all materials and highlight key phrases, 
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words, and statements, following the coding guidelines of Creswell and Poth (2018). As 

part of the coding process, 329 unique codes were generated. These codes were a 

combination of descriptive codes—using words to describe parts of the text—and In Vivo 

codes—using some language directly from the interviews as codes (Saldana, 2015). I 

then reviewed the code list to begin organizing clusters of similar codes. The repetition of 

this process resulted in the generation of four major themes for the textual description and 

four major themes for the structural description, with accompanying subthemes. These 

themes were further merged to create a textual description statement and a structural 

description statement, leading toward the ultimate goal of phenomenological research: 

the essence statement (Moustakas, 1994).  

Participants 

All participants in the study were alumni from the same Catholic secondary 

school. Quotes from participants are included to substantiate the themes generated in the 

research study. In order to preserve anonymity, participants are referred to using letters, 

such as Participant A or Participant B. Participants all freely agreed to participate in the 

study. Table 1 illustrates the graduation years by decade of all 16 participants. 

Table 1  

Participants by Decade 

Decade of Graduation Participants 

1960-1969 1 

1970-1979 0 

1980-1989 0 

1990-1999 4 

2000-2009 4 

2009-2020 7 
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Textual Description 

 The first part of phenomenological research is to discover the textual description. 

The textual description considers the question, “What did the participant experience?” 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Four themes with accompanying subthemes were generated 

from the data collection. These themes are listed in Table 2. Individual tables containing 

the number of cases coded are included within each respective section. 

Table 2 

Textual Description: What Did the Participants Experience? 

Theme Subtheme Subtheme Division

Sense of Community Personal Care/Interest 
Investment 
 
Generosity and Gratitude 
Inspiration 

 
Adults within Community   
Adults within Students’ Lives 
 
Head: knowledge 
Hands: service, empowerment
Heart: passion, faith, love, 
empathy, compassion

Personal Invitation/Call Leadership 
Service

 

Freedom Freedom of Belief 
Freedom for Service 
Freedom to Grow

 

Campus Climate Structure, Routine, Discipline 
 
High Expectations 
Challenged but Supported 
Formative/Foundational 
Servant Leadership 

Good Habits/Accountability 
Implications of Community 

Theme 1: Sense of Community 

 Participants in almost all interviews voiced feeling a strong sense of community 

while a student at the school (see Table 3). This sense of community was pervasive 
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throughout all aspects of school life. When asked to name one word that described their 

experience at school, many participants responded with the word community. Feeling part 

of the school community was a function of not only the activities available for students 

but the enduring personal relationships that were fostered throughout their time at the 

school. As Participant I remarked, “Everything kind of connected to that [community] 

and feeling part of something.” Within the theme of community, several important 

subthemes emerged that highlighted the complexity and depth of this notion. 

Table 3 

Sense of Community: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Sense of Community 16 
Personal Care/Interest 14 
Investment 10 

Adults within Community 7 
Adults within Students’ Lives 8 

Generosity and Gratitude 12 
Inspiration 10 

Head: knowledge 5 
Hands: service, empowerment 8 
Heart: passion, faith, love, empathy 8 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Personal Care/Interest. An important aspect of the community was the idea that 

students felt cared for in a personal way. Adults within the community demonstrated a 

personal interest in their growth and wellbeing. Participant C remarked, “People 

authentically care about you and want you to be there.” He added, “It was just that 

intentional, everyday care that [the school] does so well.” Participant K, when 
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commenting on his public middle school experience prior to attending the high school, 

said: 

Nobody cared what I had to say. Like, nobody cared about me period. And I just 

remember almost immediately having the opposite experience at [school]. It was 

like, “We care about you. We recognize what is going on. And we are going to 

make sure you stay on the right track.” I just remember realizing that people cared 

about me. 

Critical to the notion of feeling a sense of community was students feeling like they 

mattered and were part of a community that was interested in them. This happened in a 

tangible way for students through the sense of care demonstrated to them during their 

time at the school. 

 Investment. In addition to a sense of personal care and interest in them, 

participants remarked about the investment of the adults within the community. Adults 

were invested in that they devoted their own time, interests, emotions, and energies 

within the life of the community, and within the lives of their students. Participant E 

commented, “I kind of knew right away because of the investment of the teachers who 

were here that there was something different about this place.” Adults, such as teachers, 

staff, coaches, and administrators were seen as individuals that played active roles 

participating in community life with students and one another. 

 Adults Within the Life of the Community. Numerous individuals commented on 

the fact that adults often held multiple roles within the community. Outside of their 

classroom teaching duties, adults served as coaches, club moderators, and retreat leaders. 

Teachers and administrators were seen as visible in the community, through their active 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  58 
 

 

participation in community life. Participant O observed that, unlike public schools with 

unions and strict teacher contracts, the faculty at the school seemed to go above and 

beyond. They were generous with their own time, often putting in hours that greatly 

exceeded the expectation of the occupation. Participant D commented that the 

involvement of teachers at the school was “unique” and served as a model for how to live 

in the community. It also gave students a different perspective of the adults that went 

beyond their singular role as a teacher. This contributed to the overall sense of belonging 

to the community.  

 Adults Within the Lives of Students. Adults were not only involved in 

community life; they were also involved in the lives of students. Participant H remarked, 

when remembering several of his teachers who were clergy, “They were more than 

teachers. They were really brothers in the best sense of the word. They opened their home 

to us.” Adults at the school could also be seen in roles that supported the students’ efforts. 

It was not uncommon to see faculty, staff, and administrators present at sporting events, 

theater productions, and other extracurricular activities. Participant E remarked he felt 

such loyalty to his teachers for the way they were so involved in his own life. As the 

school transitioned from a faculty of all clergy, many teachers from the last thirty years 

were also balancing their own duties outside of school, including families. This was also 

noticed by the parents of students, as Participant F commented, “Parents would show up 

to parent-teacher night because they loved the transformative effect the school had on 

their sons. They just wanted to meet the teachers and say thank you.” 

 Generosity and Gratitude. A third subtheme that emerged from the sense of 

community was the notion of generosity and gratitude. Participants expressed a profound 
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sense of gratitude for being part of the school community. This gratitude moved students 

to act with generosity towards others. Participant J articulated, “I just feel grateful for a 

lot of things that I have, and when you recognize that not everyone has those things, you 

know you want to give back.” Additionally, many participants responded with the word 

gratitude when asked for two or three words they associated with their school experience 

when looking back. Alumni recognized gratitude as a common function of feeling a sense 

of community. This gratitude was often expressed in acts of generosity. Participant J 

quoted a common saying from the spirituality of the sponsoring congregation for the 

school, “to give the gift you have been given as gift.” Inherent in this expression is the 

notion that gratitude requires a response. Participant G described it as a “joyful 

generosity” that permeated the community. Students did not act from a mandate; they 

were inspired to acted from their own volition and desire.  

 Inspiration. The final subtheme within the sense of community that emerged 

from alumni was the inspiration students drew from being part of the school. Participants 

recalled many ways they felt inspired as members of the community. Some recalled 

feelings of excitement and encouragement. Others felt motivated and influenced towards 

a particular course of action. Participant L described an experience walking with a 

classmate in the Italian countryside on a school trip. The two boys were walking, sharing 

moments of conversation and silence. In recalling the pure simplicity of the encounter 

with this classmate, he expressed, “The whole experience was just such an inspiration for 

me.” Other experiences of inspiration expressed by alumni pertained to deepening their 

knowledge, serving others, and discovering their own passions and faith.   
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Head: Knowledge. Many alumni discussed being inspired to continue to pursue 

the social justice aspect of their education as a result of their experiences at school. This 

educational pursuit would often lead to action. After listing off a half dozen of his former 

teachers, Participant O said: 

And, you know, just being exposed to individual teachers and coaches, that really 

pushed my intellectual curiosity to think about these kinds of social and political 

issues. That kind of laid the seeds for me. And then when I went to college, I 

would say that’s when a lot of the things I think I was stewing on kind of came to 

the surface in more concrete, action-oriented ways. 

Several alumni expressed that being inspired to learn more helped them in their quest to 

understand their own actions and beliefs. Participant B stated, “An academic 

understanding of social justice helped inspire me, and helped me understand what I was 

doing and why I was doing it.” Participant I, a self-professed agnostic, recalled how his 

classroom experience inspired him to consider a more intellectual approach to God.  

 Hands: Service, Sense of Empowerment. Many alumni expressed that after being 

inspired to learn more, they felt the desire to serve more. This was built on the important 

belief that they were empowered to act as agents of positive change and action in their 

communities. Participant J, in recalling his experience of service, said: 

I continue to find it profound, especially after going to college. I mean, people 

from all over talking about service requirements and things like that. At our 

school, even without an actual service requirement, I felt like a great majority of 

my classmates, my peers, were involved in some form of service at school. 

Everyone at the school made us want to be part of it. 
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Several alumni expressed they developed a sense of empowerment as a result of the 

inspiration to serve others. Participant O stated: 

I think it's really important, and I wouldn't understate the extent, these experiences 

left me feeling empowered. I think that kind of broader sense of empowerment, 

that I can accomplish things that I can organize. I'm not just a static consumer of 

information or, you know, life, but that I can actually be shaping things...that was 

really important. 

Being inspired towards acts of service, led alumni to feel a greater sense of 

empowerment, which in turn, led to more acts of service. 

 Heart: Passion, Faith, Love, Empathy, Compassion. In addition to feelings of 

inspiration pertaining to the pursuit of knowledge and the desire to serve others, alumni 

also recounted an inspiration that led them to discover their own passions and faith. This 

awoke in them feelings of love, empathy, and compassion. Participant B stated, 

“Something happened during my four years there. I became more compassionate and 

aware of myself; more in touch with my spirituality and emotions. Participant C 

expressed that his passion to serve others was developed through his experiences at the 

school. This participant, along with many others, pointed to the varying experiences both 

in the classroom and outside of the school day, such as retreats and service trips, that 

helped them discover their passions. One participant, who ended up working in 

professional sports, said the school helped him discover his two passions of sports and 

community engagement. His career today is a result of combining these two things. 

Participant J remembered, “The idea of being compassionate was just instilled in me.” In 

recalling the sense of empathy he developed at school, Participant O said, “It’s 
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understanding the people you’re with. Anyone you interact with deserves to be 

understood and communicated with respectfully.” The school community was a place 

alumni felt they could discover their own passions, talents, and abilities, while 

developing virtues such as empathy, compassion, and love of neighbor. 

Theme 2: Personal Invitation/Call 

 A second theme that emerged from participant interviews was the notion that 

alumni felt a personal invitation or call when they were students at the school (see Table 

4). While not always articulated as spiritual in nature, alumni felt a certain pull or 

impulse to respond positively to an invitation from an adult in the community. Participant 

E discussed how students were constantly invited to participate within the life of the 

school. Participant G remembered that students were specifically invited by adults to 

participate in specific programs. This personal invitation pertained to two areas: 

leadership and service.  

Table 4 

Personal Invitation/Call: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Personal Invitation/Call 15 
Leadership 14 
Service 10 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Leadership. Alumni identified a feeling of being called or personally invited to 

leadership when they were students. This leadership often included being a retreat leader 

or speaker as part of a campus ministry program. Participant L, in thinking about his time 

at school, remembered being specifically invited to lead a weekly faith-sharing group on 
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campus. He stated it was not something he had considered until a campus minister 

approached him about the opportunity. Other participants recalled how members of the 

administration would invite them to speak at various school events, such as open houses 

or parent nights. In thinking about his own call to leadership, Participant N remembered 

being invited by the principal to speak at an event. He stated: 

When I was a senior, [he] asked me to give a speech to the incoming class and 

their parents right there in the big auditorium. And so I went and I gave the 

speech. I did a pretty good job. I was pumped! I never forgot it, what it instilled in 

me.  

The idea of being called to leadership also extended to a call to service. 

 Service. There were also many experiences that pertained to leading through 

service. Participant O recalled: 

There were opportunities for engagement with service in leadership. These things 

led to this sense of, “I can do something about this.” There were all of these things 

happening outside of the classroom and I was encouraged to get involved. 

In thinking about all of his teachers while he was a student, Participant C said, “I was 

encouraged to take on leadership positions, positions that promoted social justice.” Many 

alumni recalled specific memories of being approached by a faculty member to volunteer 

at a food pantry or soup kitchen. Participants expressed a general openness to these 

experiences, but admitted they may not have participated without someone simply asking 

them. Participant G, in thinking about a particular service project he did at school, said, “I 

got asked to help, and I said yes.” 
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Theme 3: Freedom 

 A third theme that emerged from the interviews was the notion of freedom (see 

Table 5). Many participants remembered feeling a certain sense of autonomy while a 

student at the school. In contrast to the high standards and expectations placed upon all 

members of the community, alumni still remembered being given the freedom to grow in 

their beliefs, serve others, and grow as young men. 

Table 5 

Freedom: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Freedom 15 
Freedom of Belief 13 
Freedom for Service 10 
Freedom to Grow 11 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Freedom of Belief. One feeling valued by many alumni was being part of a 

school environment that offered them the freedom to grow in their own beliefs. 

Participant K remembered, “You know, faith was a very important part, obviously. But I 

liked that [the school] didn’t sort of force religion on everyone.” In remembering the 

school chaplain, he went on to state: 

And Father was there, I think, all four years that I was there. He would always 

leave his office door open and people would be in there all the time. It’s not like 

he opens his office door and it’s like confession. It was just all of us hanging out 

and, you know, nothing was ever forced. 
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Alumni acknowledged the Catholic identity of the school was explicit in all things, yet 

presented in such a way that allowed students the opportunity to grow in their beliefs.  

 Freedom for Service. Many alumni commented on their appreciation for the 

multitude of service experiences offered by the school. While service was part of certain 

programs, like orientations and underclassmen retreats, it was not something forced upon 

students. One specific program alumni commented on was senior service. Participants 

explained that seniors were given the option to take on a full-time service experience 

during the fourth quarter of their senior year in lieu of classes. Participant D discussed his 

decision to do senior service at a local thrift shop. In remembering the experience, he 

said, “It was a kind of a springboard for wanting to help others and to make a career out 

of it.” Many participants stated the notion of service not being forced made them more 

open to experiencing it. Participant L recalled his two service-immersion trips to 

Appalachia and Camden, as well as his weekly work around local communities. He said: 

I tried to get involved with as many different things through campus ministry as I 

could, because that was not only a great group of people for me, but I realized I 

was really starting to grow from meeting other types of people. 

The notion of being free to serve contributed to a sense of being free to grow. 

 Freedom to Grow. Alumni frequently commented that their school experience 

offered them the opportunity to grow as young men. Participant G stated: 

I think there was a lot of freedom in discovering who I was without, like, extra 

pressure or distractions, whether that was with studies, sports, or just kind of 

developing my own personality. And I think a big part of that for [the school] was 

just kind of the culture that’s there. 
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Participant L remembered, “I learned from my classmates, from the people around me, 

growing in confidence to share myself a bit more, to learn who I am and to share that.” 

The feeling of having the freedom to grow in a community contributed to the 

development of self-awareness and self-identity in students. Reflecting on this years later, 

alumni were grateful for the ability and autonomy to grow through their adolescent years 

at school. 

Theme 4: Campus Climate 

The final theme for the structural description relates to the campus climate 

experienced at the school. The climate or culture of the school refers to its “way of life, 

comprised of norms, practices, symbols, and traditions” (Cook, 2015, p. 57). Alumni 

commented on various aspects of the climate, including the day structure, routines, and 

levels of discipline (see Table 6). 

Table 6 

Campus Climate: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Campus Climate 14 
Structure, Routine, Discipline 9 

Good Habits/Accountability 7 
Implications of Community 5 

High Expectations 13 
Challenged but Supported 13 
Formative/Foundational 11 
Servant Leadership 9 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 

 Some alumni also commented on the experiences of high expectations in a 

challenging yet supportive environment. Participant G remarked that many of these items 
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seem to just be part of the school’s culture. He added this also extended to the spirit of 

generosity that permeated the building, leading to high participation rates in food drives 

and service opportunities. While not every aspect of the school’s climate pertained to 

social justice-related causes, the cumulative impact of all aspects contributed to a greater 

awareness of self and others.  

 Structure, Routine, Discipline. Many participants commented on the school’s 

highly structured environment with regular routines and strict levels of discipline. 

Participant B commented: 

So you know what’s interesting, too, is this notion of an environment not just of 

care, but an environment that will also challenge you as well. So it was equal. 

And then there was the discipline, structure, and routine. While we were students, 

we didn’t necessarily like it. But, looking back, it played in our formation. 

Several alumni expressed through upholding high standards of conduct and behavior, it 

instilled in them a sense of right and wrong. While this was not often realized until later 

in life, a few alumni remarked on the impact of paying attention to the small, daily habits 

that eventually became the building blocks for developing virtue. 

 Good Habits/Accountability. Some participants discussed they realized later on 

that accountability was actually a form of care. Participant D commented, “We were held 

accountable and it helped me stay on track.” The school clearly expressed its core beliefs 

and values. Behavior or conduct contradictory to the stated mission of the school resulted 

in students being held accountable for their actions. A few alumni acknowledged 

adolescent boys needed to be held accountable for their actions as part of developing 
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habits of positive behavior. These good habits included not only moral behavior but also 

pointed to healthy lifestyle choices. Participant F recalled: 

I look back and just laugh at some of those things. I remember during one 

assembly an administrator stood up and gave a talk to us about simply going to 

bed earlier. He said the difference between a good night’s sleep is the difference 

between a productive and successful day or not. And he was right! 

Participant E added, “The school helped me understand the importance of prioritization 

and the organization of my own life, my own study habits and skills.” The school’s 

holistic approach to the development of good habits included both moral and ethical 

decisions, as well as general habits that led to a healthier and more productive lifestyle.  

 Implications of Being in Community. Through reflection experiences on retreats 

or engagement in service projects, this sense of right and wrong applied to the outside 

world, too. Participant I remarked, “There was a kind of structure to the environment that, 

like, in turn impacted how I viewed the world.” Participant H asked, “As I watched the 

community act, I thought, what can I do?” Alumni recalled developing a greater sense 

and self-understanding of themselves situated within a larger community and world. 

Participant M commented, “There was a shared sense of values that kind of tied people 

together.” Participant O added, “This common grounding in a set of values and a 

worldview allowed for us to think about how those values play out and what we are 

called to do.” Through being in a climate that stressed the community, alumni recalled 

developing a sense for the implications this had, as well as the obligations it placed upon 

them. Participant O stated: 
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This brotherhood comes with the idea of community. And I think that something 

that is sometimes lost is that no matter who we are, we’re all in a community 

together. We might interact differently depending on where that community is 

happening, but it is still a community and it is still worth trying to bring people 

together within that. 

 High Expectations. Many alumni commented that high expectations were part of 

the school culture. Participant G commented, “There was an expectation that boys would 

become men.” Participant M said, “It was very clear we were expected to strive for a 

higher standard.” While some acknowledged that this, at times, brought about periods of 

stress, it ultimately was something that benefited their growth and development. 

Participant K stated, “There was an expectation and a call for us to do more.” Some 

participants said this was also modeled by the faculty and administration, who carried 

themselves with high professional standards. Participant O stated that this “sent the 

message we were all in community together.” The notion of having high expectations 

permeated the school climate in such a way that helped young men reach their full 

potential. 

 Challenged but Supported. Building upon a climate of high standards, several 

alumni remarked the school found an appropriate balance between challenge and support. 

Participant I said, “It is a community of support, but one that challenges you to grow.” 

When thinking about the care of the faculty, Participant B stated, “I think we were very 

lucky to have a faculty that was able to facilitate meaningful conversations and challenge 

people and ask where they are at.” Alumni remarked the balance of being challenged but 

also supported was something they appreciated. Thinking about his morality class, 
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Participant D said, “I think that was my favorite class I ever took at [school] because it 

challenged you to think for yourself, articulate your ideas, and also kind of learn about 

that morality that helps you as a guide.” 

 Formative/Foundational. Almost all participants remarked that the school 

climate was a critical part of their own formation. The experience of being a student at 

the school was foundational to their own growth and identity. Participant F said: 

The experience of being at school was, without a doubt, absolutely formative in 

just making sure that I not only knew who I was, but I knew what I was capable 

of and able to give in return. That is wonderful. 

Many alumni attributed this to the relationships with faculty. Participant L said, 

“Those relationships were built in the classroom and on retreats. Thinking about our time 

together, it was so formational.” This also extended to formative relationships between 

peers. Participant B said: 

The kind of formation that senior retreat leaders get, and the act of leading these 

younger students, helps develop a greater awareness of the interconnectedness we 

all share. I think it provides a foundation for a natural response to the needs of 

others, which lends itself towards social justice.” 

Thinking more about his time at school in general, Participant A expressed, “The 

experience at [school] was foundational and prompted you to reflect and to think about 

how to act.” Participant E added, “It was my formation at [the school] that led me to 

something I was good at in college.” Across the board, alumni described their school 

experience as being both foundational and formational. 
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 Servant Leadership. The idea of servant leadership was expressed by several 

alumni as being a strong part of the campus climate. In this way, the metric of leadership 

was acts in service to one’s community. Participant D remarked: 

I think the most important thing I learned from my [school] experience was 

servant leadership. It was embedded in all my classes. I knew from my time at 

school that I wanted to find a career helping others, something that had a servant 

leadership component. 

As alumni commented about the development of qualities such as compassion and 

empathy while at school, these virtues were often expressed as acts of charity towards 

one’s neighbor. Participant F articulated, “It was about being charitable. But it was also 

about an attempt at empathy and solidarity.” Alumni expressed the notion that being a 

true leader required the ability to put yourself in another person’s shoes.   

Textual Description: In Sum 

 The aim of the textual description for a phenomenological approach is to answer 

the question: What did the participant experience? A thorough analysis of the participant 

interviews revealed four major themes. These include a sense of community, a personal 

call/invitation, a sense of freedom, and items pertaining to the campus climate. Merging 

these themes and corresponding subthemes creates the overall textual description. Thus, 

the textual description for the study is a community that invites, inspires, liberates, 

challenges, and forms. The following section details the themes related to the structural 

description, or how the participant experienced what they did. 
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Structural Description 

The second part of phenomenological research is to discover the structural 

description. The structural description considers the question, “How did the participant 

experience it?” (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Four themes with accompanying subthemes 

were generated from the data collection. These themes are listed in Table 7. Individual 

tables containing the number of cases coded are included within each respective section. 

Table 7 

Structural Description: How Did the Participants Experience It? 

Theme Subtheme Subtheme Division

Relationships Teachers 
 
 
Peers 

Role Modeling 
Mentoring 
Personal Investment 
Brotherhood 
All-boys School

Academics General 
 
 
Theology Classes 

Excellence/Rigor 
Critical Thinking 
Curiosity 
Catholic Social Teaching 
Connect Curriculum to Real 
Life 
Opportunities to Reflect

Catholic Mission and 
Religious Identity 

Rituals 
 
Common Language 
 
 
 
Campus Ministry 

Formal 
Informal 
Religious Congregation 
Documents 
Religious Congregation 
Values 
Experience/Exposure 
Retreats/Reflection 
Faith as Invitation

Leadership Opportunities Experiences 
Development of Skills 
Everyday Moments

 

 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  73 
 

 

Theme 1: Relationships 

 The first theme that emerged for the structural description was the importance of 

relationships. Every alumnus that was interviewed mentioned the importance and value 

of relationships while a student at school (see Table 8). These relationships included both 

teacher and student relationships, as well as students’ peer relationships. Participant L 

said, “It was all about relationships!” Participant A commented: 

I feel like I was hooked into the community. I was building relationships, and 

those are important. People know who I am, and I feel like I can affect change in 

this place because of that. I am not just a drop in the ocean; this is a place that 

sees me and recognizes me. 

Participant B added, “A hallmark of this place is the enduring personal relationships.” 

Participants discussed many different aspects of relationships during the interviews.  

Table 8 

Relationships: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Relationships 16 
Teachers 16 

Role Modeling 8 
Mentoring 9 
Personal Investment 10 

Peers 13 
Brotherhood 11 
All-boys School 9 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Teachers. Almost all alumni recalled stories involving their former teachers. 

Participant D said, “I think we were taught how to build relationships beginning with our 
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teachers.” Participant E stated, “I kind of knew right away this place was different 

because of the investment of the teachers.” Alumni shared very specific experiences and 

encounters with members of the faculty. These experiences were not just limited to the 

classroom; they also extended to activities outside of school, such as athletics or clubs. 

Participant O recalled his history teacher also served as his coach, which further 

contributed to the development of their relationships. Within the notion of teacher 

relationships, several additional subthemes emerged. 

 Role Modeling. Alumni articulated that they saw teachers are role models. Many 

participants attributed a sense of loyalty to their teachers, even going on to select specific 

majors in college because of their classroom teachers at the school. Participant E said, 

“The reason I was a biology major was out of loyalty to my science teachers here, who I 

respected so much.” When discussing how each class began with a prayer, Participant B 

remarked, “Whether it was math or science, prayer was something that was not only for 

theology class. I think the modeling of that from faculty made a big difference.” He 

continued, “Also, faculty were willing to engage in difficult conversations with students. 

They modeled that.” Alumni viewed their relationships with their former teachers as 

modeling for them potential career interests, the integration of faith and spirituality into 

their lives, and how to engage in difficult conversations.  

 Mentoring. Participants also viewed faculty not only as role models, but as 

mentors. In thinking about his experience with teachers and campus ministers on retreats, 

Participant B said, “I was very involved in campus ministry, and also had some excellent 

faculty mentors there.” Participant D remembered, “Even to this day, I still talk to that 

teacher, a mentor of mine. We still talk a lot. He certainly helped me in my 
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development.” Participant I recalled a time the principal asked him to give a speech at the 

annual grandparent’s day brunch. He said, “I remember he asked me to speak. I was only 

a freshman and he took me under his arms. He was like, ‘let’s do this together.’ I 

remember an experience like that, getting that attention, that mentorship.” The notion of 

faculty mentoring students had a huge influence on alumni. This extended to the notion 

of the teacher’s personal investment in their lives.  

 Personally Invested. As adolescent boys, many alumni recalled high school as a 

time of growth and maturation. This required not only moments of support and 

mentorship, but of correction and guidance. Participant K recalled a memory with his 

English teacher and volleyball coach: 

You know, he was my volleyball coach, too. I’m not going to get into different 

stories, but I was tough to deal with as a player. And he dealt with me in a way 

that not too many coaches would. It really helped steer me in the right direction. 

Everyone at the school seemed to care about me, and it was a pattern that lasted 

all four years and permeated everybody who was leading me in any sort of way. 

Another alumnus, Participant K, recalled a positive experience with the dean, who also 

served as a mentor during a service experience. He said, “He was checking in on me 

every day. We had a very close relationship during senior year. I didn’t spend much time 

in the dean’s office, but I will never, ever forget that when I look back.” Many alumni 

acknowledged a deep appreciation for the manner they felt adults in the community were 

personally invested in their wellbeing.  

 Peers. In addition to their teachers, alumni also commented on the importance of 

peer relationships. As a private school, students traveled from many different towns and 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  76 
 

 

communities. Yet, during their time as students, life-long bonds developed. Participant D 

said, “And I think looking back and being able to still go back to those relationships you 

formed at [school], just even the day-to-day things as we grew up and maybe drifted 

apart. But it was always still there.” More specifically, the themes of brotherhood and 

being in all-boys school were two that emerged from interviews.  

 Brotherhood. One of the common expressions alumni remembered from the 

school was “brothers for life.” This was an expression that they were exposed to at new 

student orientations and retreats, but became realized by the end of their four years. 

Participant G said, “Of all the things I remember about [the school], I can reduce it down 

to brotherhood.” Participant L, when asked to offer one word that summarized his school 

experience, replied, “Brotherhood.” He went on to comment that this notion of 

brotherhood did not just pertain to one’s particular grade, but to the student body as a 

whole. Participant O stated, “I think it all centers on the idea of brotherhood, which is 

about understanding the people you are with.” Almost all alumni remarked that 

brotherhood was an essential part of their school experience. 

 All-boys School. While brotherhood related explicitly to relationships, the notion 

of being an all-boys school reflected how this brotherhood was expressed. Participant I 

said, “Boys, in general, like to do stuff. Perhaps being part of an all-boys school was why 

we were all so involved in service.” Participant L stated, “Being in an all-boys school, 

respect was extremely important. I also think that a single-gender school was just helpful 

for me in terms of I never felt like there was a popularity scale.” Participant G said: 

You know, some of the big things that came out of my school experience were 

just some great friendships. I really appreciated the whole all-boys environment. I 
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think there was a lot of freedom in that, as a chance to discover who I was 

without, like, extra pressure. I was just able to focus on different things without, I 

guess, the distraction of some kind that comes with female relationships, whether 

that was with studies or sports or just kind of developing my own personality. But 

just a lot of good friendships, a lot of good men. 

Peer relationships that centered around brotherhood and being an all-boys school were a 

critical aspect of the alumni’s experience. 

Theme 2: Academics 

 A second theme for the structural description was the notion of academics. 

Alumni spoke of academics more generally, as it related to things like rigor and curiosity, 

and then more specifically, as it related to experiences in theology classes (see Table 9). 

Participant I commented: 

Academics and theology were this marriage of almost, like, theory and practice. It 

was providing a space for people to think critically but then also providing ways 

for them to engage with it, experience it, and reflect on it. That was all really 

good. 

The academic program of the school remained a central component of the student 

experience. 

 General. Alumni commented that certain qualities, such as excellence, rigor, and 

critical thinking, were part of the overall approach to academics at the school. Prayer was 

led in all classes; not just theology. All teachers held the same high standards for 

students. Participant N said, “People came to the school for the strong academics, 
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character building, and moral formation.” The consistency of the academic experience 

across disciplines was a theme noticed by many alumni during the interviews.  

Table 9 

Academics: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Academics 16 
General 14 

Excellence/Rigor 9 
Critical Thinking 7 
Curiosity 6 

Theology Classes 14 
Catholic Social Teaching 13 
Connect Curriculum to Real Life 11 
Opportunities to Reflect 7 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Excellence/Rigor. Another common component cited by alumni was the notion of 

academic excellence and rigor. Participant G said: 

There were good academics. I was taking a lot of the honors and AP classes. I felt 

like there were other classmates on the same level and we pushed each other, for 

this type of excellence. And I felt like I achieved more. 

Participant H, when asked to summarize his school experience in one word, stated, 

“Excellence.” Participant B commented that all of his classes had an “academic rigor.” 

Alumni spoke positively of this aspect of their academics, as it generally instilled in them 

a sense to take pride in their work and meet the expectations set before them. 

 Critical Thinking. Many alumni commented that they were challenged to think 

critically and reflect more deeply on issues and their viewpoints. Participant I said, “That 

kind of environment, that academic environment of questioning and thinking about issues 
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deeply, that set up the way I view all things.” Many alumni commented they were from 

more sheltered, suburban communities and were appreciative of the many in which their 

classes challenged them to consider alternative viewpoints and people from different 

walks of life. Participant O said: 

I think the classes just really challenged me and pushed me outside of my comfort 

zone. It was really, really important that they led me to examine how I want to use 

my energy and my talents and where I want to focus that. 

Critical thinking enabled students to think about the larger issues, which often led to 

more questions. 

 Curiosity. Many alumni remarked that their school experience contributed to 

developing a sense of curiosity. Participant O said, “Individual teachers and coaches 

really pushed my intellectual curiosity.” Participant N commented that “curiosity” was 

one of the major qualities he associates with his school experience. Participant A said, 

“You learned to question things a little more. I would say I developed a more questioning 

mind.” Similar to the comments regarding the all-boys environment, alumni shared they 

felt a great level of comfort in nurturing this curiosity during their time as a student. 

 Theology Classes. While alumni commented on the academic culture of the 

school in general, almost all of them discussed the influence of their theology classes. 

Participant A remarked his junior theology class “prompted [him] to consider all aspects 

of his life.” Participant B said, “Looking back, I can’t believe how extensive and well 

done our theology classes were.” Participants remembered many aspects of their theology 

classes, including Catholic Social Teaching, the connections of the curriculum to real life, 

and the opportunities to reflect. 
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 Catholic Social Teaching. Many participants commented on the importance of 

learning Catholic Social teaching in their views on social justice and the dignity of the 

human person. Participant D said, “My views on social justice began with my theology 

classes and learning about Catholic Social Teaching. My eyes were really opened while 

at [school]. Participant O stated: 

That was something that was really important to me, and very informative. 

Catholic Social Teaching was something I was really pushed to study, but 

something I also gravitated to. I was asked to grapple with what it all means. If 

this something you believe, how do you live this in your life? 

Participant B recalled that Catholic Social Teaching “was really woven into the senior 

curriculum” and very “formative” for him. Many participants commented that learning 

about Catholic Social Teaching provided a framework and point of reference for their 

outlook on social justice issues and systems of inequity in our society. This was 

augmented through connections made to real life experiences. 

 Connecting Curriculum to Real Life. When remembering their theology classes, 

many participants commented they benefited from the connections made from the 

curriculum to real life. It was not just the theory of learning something, but it was being 

able to connect it to the act of doing something about it. Participant F said, “Outside of 

the classroom, we were able to connect both faith and service with what we had learned, 

having these real-life experiences with serving the poor and underprivileged.” Participant 

O said, “The pedagogical approach that was taken in the classroom, combined with the 

kind of opportunities I was encouraged to get involved in, just allowed me to blossom.” 
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Alumni commented on the importance of incorporating both theory and practice within 

the school’s curricular approach to educating students. 

 Opportunities to Reflect. A common expression several alumni remembered from 

the school was being a “contemplative in action.” Alumni recalled they were invited to 

reflect on their actions when they were students. Participant A, remembering his junior 

year theology class, said it led him to “deeper reflection and introspection on really 

important topics.” He added, “I would definitely link this class with my understanding of 

social justice. It prompted deep reflection for me.” Participant B remarked, “Reflection 

allowed me to think about what I was doing and why I was doing it.” Participant I said, 

“The value of reflection at the school required people to think about the actions they take 

every day. The opportunities for reflection are where memories are solidified.” Alumni 

commented that the opportunity to reflect in classes was absolutely critical to further 

comprehending their experiences, connecting them to real life, and retaining the 

information for longer periods of time.  

Theme 3: Catholic Mission and Religious Identity 

 The third theme for the structural description is the school’s Catholic mission and 

religious identity. While not all alumni identified as Catholic or practicing Catholics, 

almost all of them commented on the way this mission and identity was visibly expressed 

within the life of the community. Alumni remarked it was done in such a way that did not 

seem forced upon them, but rather as an invitation. Catholic mission and religious 

identity provided a foundation for the school’s values and actions. Participant M said, “I 

think the Catholic identity really pushed the sense of community. You had a sense of 

shared values that could tie people together.” This mission and identity pertained to 
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rituals in the school, a shared common language, and programs offered through campus 

ministry (see Table 10). 

Table 10 

Catholic Mission and Religious Identity: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Catholic Mission and Religious Identity 16 
Rituals 15 

Formal 11 
Informal 9 

Common Language 12 
Religious Congregation Documents 9 
Religious Congregation Values 8 

Campus Ministry 15 
Experience/Exposure 15 
Retreats/Reflection 14 
Faith as Invitation 14 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Rituals. During alumni interviews, participants discussed they experienced the 

Catholic mission and religious identity of the school through both formal and informal 

rituals. Some of these rituals were more formal, such as Mass and prayer services. Other 

rituals were more informal in nature, such as holding the door for a guest on campus.  

 Formal. Many participants commented they experienced the Catholic mission and 

religious identity through formal rituals. When thinking about school Masses, Participant 

C said: 

When you sit everybody in the gym, you scan across the entire room and 

everyone was there. The entire community. Christ says himself when two or three 

are gathered in my name, I mean, that is prayer. When we are gathered as a full 

community during those Masses is when I felt most connected with the rest of 
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[the school]. It was because we were all going through the same thing at the same 

time. That formative experience, I mean, that is what I relate to with regards to the 

Catholic mission. 

Participant K said, “There was a feeling of unity in our faith when we had Mass. My 

favorite part was the Sign of Peace. Just that moment of being able to say, ‘peace be with 

you’ to all of our friends around us.” 

 Commenting about prayer, Participant B recalled how every morning started with 

prayer over the loudspeaker. He added, “We also started every single class with prayer; it 

wasn’t something only for theology.” Participant D described feeling a sense of the 

Catholic mission, stating, “It was something as simple as doing prayers every day, no 

matter the class.” Participant E recalled a prayer service prior to a service trip. He said, “I 

remember at the end of the prayer service they gave us all crosses so we would remember 

the experience. That was important to me.” Through formal rituals such as Mass, prayer, 

and prayer services, participants described feeling the Catholic mission and religious 

identity of the school.   

 Informal. Participants also discussed the influence of informal rituals. These were 

things that were not rules, but nevertheless became part of “what you just do” as a 

member of the community. They simply existed as part of the school culture. Participants 

commented on actions such as holding doors, cleaning up trash, and actions towards one 

another. These informal rituals also pertained to the development of good character. 

Participant G recalled: 
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I think [the school] just does a great job promoting virtue. It’s part of the culture. 

My mother would always comment when she walked in the front door at school, a 

student would inevitably ask her, ‘how are you?’ or “can I help you?” 

The informal or implicit actions that were ritualized were an important part of the school 

experience according to alumni. 

 Common Language. In many of the participant interviews, alumni often quoted 

common expressions or sayings from their time as a student. This common language was 

an anchoring point for many of their shared experiences. Participants C, H, L, and N 

repeated the phrase, “brothers for life” which was a term used during their freshman 

orientation and throughout their four years at the school. It characterized the bond that 

would grow to exist as members of the community. Much of the common language was 

also from the documents and values from the school’s sponsoring religious congregation. 

 Religious Congregation Documents. Many alumni recalled expressions derived 

from the sponsoring religious congregation. These expressions provided an outlook or 

perspective on how to view life in the community. The first expression several alumni 

recalled was “the common, ordinary, unspectacular flow of everyday life.” Participant J 

said, “We all knew the buzz words or catchphrases. Even still, they are powerful. You 

know, like the common, ordinary, unspectacular flow of everyday life. It was a beautiful 

thing. Life is about trying to tap into that.” Participant M remembered, “When I think 

back on those phrases, like the common, ordinary, unspectacular flow, I have to say those 

were the most formative.” Participant A in recalling the same phrase, said, “That really 

had an impact in terms of how to view those quiet moments in life where you can just 

find peace.” 
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 Another phrase several alumni quoted was “enduring personal relationships.” 

Originating in the religious congregation’s founding documents, it was emphasized as an 

important aspect of community life. Participant E stated, “It’s not the content we 

remember, it’s the enduring personal relationships.” Participant B said, “I think a 

hallmark of our education was the enduring personal relationships.”  

 A third phrase repeated by several alumni from the school’s religious documents 

was, “The gift you have been given, give as gift.” This instilled in students the notion of 

gratitude for being in community and the obligation to offer their gifts to others. 

Participant E said, “Give the gift. That’s exactly it. That is my understanding of social 

justice.” In recalling the same expression, Participant J stated, “It’s not about personal 

satisfaction, but something that keeps motivating you to want to keep doing more.” 

 A final expression that appeared in several interviews was “in harmony small 

things grow.” In remembering the meaning of the expression for him, Participant C said, 

“This is what the school breathed in me. Like, this is how it is supposed to be. You don’t 

just show up to school and pick and choose supporting justice. Justice is an everyday 

decision that you actively make.” Participant L discussed how this expression has guided 

how he tries to live his life. It has shaped his perspective on the mutual obligation all 

people have to work towards good. 

 The phrases from the sponsoring religious congregation were very influential on 

students, as recalled by alumni, but also continued to inspire them long after graduating 

the school. This extended not only to these phrases, but also to the core values of the 

school.  
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 Religious Congregation Values. Numerous alumni recalled the five spiritual 

values of the religious congregation that were expressed in the school: trust, humility, 

compassion, simplicity, and zeal. These five values were displayed on signs around the 

school, as well as on large banners that were displayed during school liturgies. These 

visible signs served as important reminders to students about the core values of the 

community. Participant L recalled an annual prayer service when students who had been 

nominated by their peers were awarded the value they best represented. He said: 

I remember having the five values, and selecting and nominating students that 

fulfill or live up to those values. I think it shows people that the values are 

something that are important. They drive the school and can drive people as well. 

In this way, alumni recalled they were asked to reflect on what the values were and how 

they were expressed within the community. In recalling the importance of zeal, 

Participant O said: 

I think this is the one that is often forgotten about. It is about having energy for 

what you are doing. I remember my morality class and the teacher talking about 

zeal and basically asking us, “So what are you going to do about it?” 

When thinking about one word that characterized the community, Participants K and M 

commented, “Compassion.” As one of the five spiritual values, Participant M discussed 

how compassion reflected the collective call of the community. Participant C, when 

discussing compassion, said, “There is a kind of care and compassion in the community. 

People authentically care about you and want you to be there. That sense of belonging, 

you bring that with you whenever you go.” 
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 The five spiritual values, as lived and expressed, were an important part of how 

alumni recalled experiencing the Catholic mission and religious identity of the school.  

 Campus Ministry. Almost all participants mentioned the influence of campus 

ministry during their school experience. The campus ministry staff and programs both 

contributed to furthering the school’s Catholic mission and religious identity in a way 

that alumni characterized as extremely formative to their own development. Participant A 

said, “Campus ministry directly contributed to my experience and gave me a lot to think 

about.” Participant C stated, “It was the best example of high school campus ministry I 

have ever seen.” Participant B said, “First and foremost, the most formative thing was our 

campus ministry program and different retreats.” This happened most prominently 

through experiences of and exposure to service, retreats, and the overall approach to faith 

as an invitation. 

 Experience of/Exposure to Service. A majority of alumni recalled that services 

experiences and being exposed to various opportunities provided an important lens for 

their own perspective on social justice issues. When thinking about his involvement in 

campus ministry, Participant O said: 

I had great experiences being pushed outside my comfort zone to try and get some 

exposure to how people with less privilege and less opportunity live, and the 

kinds of struggles they had to deal with. I was really challenged to think about 

what people of faith are called to do in response to some of those challenges. 

Participant D described his experience, stating, “I played a lot of sports growing up. But 

[the school] opened my eyes to campus ministry and service opportunities. I was able to 

step outside of my comfort zone and learn more about myself. It was transformative.” 
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Many participants commented on the life-changing experience of participating in week-

long, service immersion programs both domestically and abroad. Participant A said, “It 

taught me to fight for what is just and what is good.” Participant I described his decision 

to remain involved in social justice work today as directly influenced by his participation 

in a trip to Ecuador during his time as a student. Describing a trip to Camden during his 

junior year, Participant L stated, “This is when social justice was awakened for me.”  

 Alumni also commented that local service projects in the community were very 

influential. Trips to food pantries, soup kitchens, and nursing homes were just as 

formative. Participant B commented, “These experiences provided a hands-on application 

of social justice.” Participant D said: 

I grew up in the same town as [the school]. I didn’t really have much of a 

perspective outside of my little bubble. But going just 20 minutes down the road, 

was just a whole different world. Different backgrounds, different cultures, 

different languages. It certainly helped open up my perspective. 

 The frequency and depth of service opportunities exposed alumni to life-changing 

experiences that allowed their perspectives to be changed. Participant I said, “It just 

brown down a lot of walls. It’s perspective-altering.” Just as important as these hands-on 

experiences, however, were the opportunities to be on retreat. 

 Retreats and Reflection. Participants discussed the influence of retreat 

experiences offered through campus ministry. Offered over all four years, retreats lasted 

from a few hours to five days. Participant J commented, “Campus ministry was where I 

found my home. I found what I was really passionate about and wanted to do from the 

retreats.” Participant A said, “The retreats helped me focus how to question things more 
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deeply and connect action to impact.” Participant C stated, “The most formative part of 

[the school] was the retreats.”  

Alumni commented on several of the retreat and reflection opportunities in 

particular. Many spoke about a weekly faith-sharing retreat where classmates gathered to 

share pizza, prayer, and conversation in small groups. Participant J remarked after 

participating in one of these evenings as a freshman, he knew he wanted to get involved 

in more campus ministry programs. Another retreat alumni recalled was the senior 

leadership retreat, an optional week-long retreat held prior to the start of senior year. The 

retreat had about three-quarters of the senior class in attendance. Participant C 

remembered becoming close with classmates he had never spoken to before. The senior 

retreat also had a service component and numerous opportunities for reflection. 

Remembering the reflection component, Participant I stated, “Reflection forced people to 

think about the actions that were taken in a day.” Participant J said, “It was just great to 

be able to talk out some of that stuff.”  

As a whole, all of the alumni interviewed participated in a service or retreat 

experience while a student. While some of these were required, such as freshman retreat, 

the vast majority were optional. Many alumni commented the reason they believed these 

events were so highly attended was the fact they felt invited and not forced to participate. 

 Faith as an Invitation. Almost all of the alumni discussed a sense of invitation in 

regards to their involvement in campus ministry programs. Whether they were asked by a 

faculty member, campus minister, or peer, faith was present, but not forced upon them. 

Participant L, when asked why he decided to be involved in a weekly faith-sharing group, 

said, “Someone invited me.” Participation E viewed it “as an invitation to participate in 
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the community.” Participant B remarked the school was unapologetically Catholic but 

“open to all students.” Participant G said he “appreciated the opportunity to talk about 

faith in an open way.” In addition to being invited, alumni also commented on the 

involvement of their peers. 

 Many alumni stated they participated in many of the programs because their 

friends were also present. Participant F remarked “all my friends were involved.” 

Participant K, remembering some of the campus ministry programs he participated in 

with his friends, said “We just had all of these interactions and became incredibly close.” 

Alumni shared memories of going on retreats and service trips with a few friends, but 

making many more through the experience. 

 The campus ministry programs, including service experiences and retreats, were a 

foundational aspect of the alumni’s experience while at school. A few participants stated 

later in life they would come to appreciate the investment the school made in campus 

ministry. They felt this really set their school experience apart from their friends at other 

schools. It was one of the essential ways they came to experience the Catholic mission 

and religious identity of the school while growing in community with one another. 

Theme 4: Leadership Opportunities 

 The final theme for the structural description is leadership opportunities. While 

the school desired to create “brothers for life” they also strove to foster active leaders 

with good character and a strong moral compass. Participant L commented that, while not 

officially stated anywhere, he believed leadership to be one of the pillars of the school. 

Within the realm of leadership, three subthemes emerged: leadership experiences, the 

development of leadership skills, and leading in everyday moments (see Table 11). 
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Table 11 

Leadership Opportunities: Cases Coded  

Theme Cases Coded 
n = 16 

Leadership Opportunities 15 
Experiences 13 
Development of Skills 10 
Everyday Moments 11 

 
Note. Codes that were not triangulated by three or more participants were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 Experiences. Throughout alumni interviews, participants commented on their 

own experiences of leadership. The aforementioned senior leadership retreat provided the 

opportunity for the class to gather for a shared experience focused on leadership. In 

thinking about areas outside of this retreat, Participant O said he was a captain of multiple 

sports teams but also very involved in campus ministry leadership opportunities. 

Participant F, when speaking about the experience of leadership at the school in general, 

said, “It was cool to be able to see that in the leadership of the school, too. We could see 

it coming all the way from the top and wondered, ‘Where is my part in that?’” Alumni 

recalled being asked to give talks at different school functions and events, such as open 

houses and assemblies. The experience of leadership transcended any one particular 

department; it permeated the culture of the entire school. 

 Skill Development. Alumni also remarked that their school experience helped 

develop their leadership skills. Participant F said, “The school gave me a lot of 

experience in leadership. I was given the ability to develop my leadership skills.” 

Participant D recalled, “It kind of helped me formulate my leadership skills and guide 

where I wanted to go after school.” Participant C, when speaking about the senior 
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leadership retreat, said, “The school believed this week was structured for me to learn 

how to become a leader, to become a student leader.” Participant B believed that his 

participation in giving talks as an upperclassman on a sophomore retreat was pivotal in 

his own development. He said, “There is a leadership component for the seniors who end 

up speaking on the sophomore retreat. It was a kind of formation.” Participants shared a 

general sense of gratitude for the school’s investment in their own leadership 

development. This leadership development empowered students to believe they can act to 

make a difference.   

 Everyday Moments. Alumni also recalled the school stressed the importance of 

leadership in everyday life. Not every leader needed a title or a position; the call extended 

to every person in every moment. Participant C said:  

I was to employ these leadership tactics in my everyday life. I still use the stuff 

we learned because of how formative it was in allowing me to think beyond what 

I thought I understood as important or relevant at the time. 

The notion of serving in everyday life extended to the general philosophy of servant 

leadership. Participant D said, “The most important thing I learned from my [school] 

experience was servant leadership.” Alumni stated this was meant to be done on even the 

smallest possible level. Participant F recalled, “I remember the principle of subsidiarity 

from my theology classes. Whatever can be done at the most local level, let it be done. 

This is true whether in school or within a parish.” 

 Thus, alumni said students left the school feeling equipped with the necessary 

leadership experiences and skills, along with the belief that change was possible and 

required each moment of everyday life.  
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Structural Description: In Sum 

The aim of the structural description for a phenomenological approach is to 

answer the question: How did the participant experience it? In analyzing the data 

collected from participant interviews, four themes emerged. These themes include 

relationships, academics, Catholic mission and religious identity, and leadership 

opportunities. These themes and corresponding subthemes were merged to create the 

overall structural description. Thus, the structural description for the study is: through 

mission-centered relationships in a rigorous and reflective academic setting that helps 

young men reach their potential through experiences of leadership and service to others. 

The following section reviews both the textual and structural descriptions in the creation 

of the ultimate goal of phenomenological research: the essence description. 

Essence Description 

 The essence description of a phenomenological study captures the essence or 

meaning of the particular phenomenon under study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For this 

study, the specific phenomenon under examination was the influence of Catholic school 

alumni’s education on their personal commitment to social justice. The essence 

description was developed by combining both the textual description and the structural 

description. It reflects a blend of the questions: what did the participant experience and 

how did they experience it? Combining the textual description and the structural 

description, the essence description for the study is as follows: A community that invites, 

inspires, liberates, challenges, and forms through mission-centered relationships in a 

rigorous and reflective academic setting that helps young men reach their potential 
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through experiences of leadership and service to others. The essence description is listed 

alongside both the textual and structural descriptions in Table 4. 

Table 12 

Essence Description 

Textual Description Structural Description Essence Description

A community that invites, 
inspires, liberates, 
challenges, and forms. 

Through mission-centered 
relationships in a rigorous 
and reflective academic 
setting that helps young 
men reach their potential 
through experiences of 
leadership and service to 
others. 

 

A community that invites, 
inspires, liberates, 
challenges, and forms 
through mission-centered 
relationships in a rigorous 
and reflective academic 
setting that helps young men 
reach their potential through 
experiences of leadership 
and service to others. 

 

Additional Findings 

 While many of the findings were discussed in the previous section, there are two 

additional findings worth noting that did not appear as themes for the textual or structural 

descriptions. As the focus of this study was considering alumni’s experience of their 

Catholic education, these additional findings pertain to the alumni’s experience, but 

outside of their Catholic education. 

 First, many alumni commented on the influence of their family or parish. Many 

participants recalled that their school experience reinforced the influence of their parents 

or their local church. Participant L said, “I am from a very hardworking family who 

values Catholic education.” Participant M recalled his family immigrated to this country 

two generations prior to him. Learning of the struggles of his own family inclined him to 

want to help others more. This was further nurtured by the experiences available to him at 

school. Participant N said: 
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I grew up in a family that was very philanthropically-oriented. Not that we had a 

lot of money. I was fortunate to attend [the school] largely because of financial 

aid. But I think the elements like a moral compass and ethics, those motivations 

that have steered me both professionally and personally, were instilled at the 

family level. 

 In thinking about his experience at his local parish, Participant D said, “I grew up 

in an Irish Catholic family. We attended Mass regularly. I learned about the Catholic 

Social Teaching there, but it really came alive when I attended [school].” Participant H 

said, “My faith definitely grew out of my parish, but it was supported at [the school].” 

Participant F said, “You know, my life really centered around my parish. I attended 

retreats and was really on fire with my faith. This only grew more at school.” Participant 

G recalled, “My mom always roped me into volunteering at my parish, making meals, 

raising money, things like that.”  

 The role of family and the local parish, while not a direct aspect of alumni’s 

Catholic education, nonetheless contributed to their own development and desire to 

pursue social justice. The school played a central role in allowing them to continue to 

pursue their interests or as a place that reaffirmed these values. Participants who did not 

share experiences pertaining to their family or parish did not appear to be impacted in a 

negative way by it; but for those that did comment on them, it was important.  

 The second additional finding worth noting was the fact numerous alumni 

commented they did not fully appreciate or realize the influence of their Catholic 

education until later in life. While the school experience was indeed influential and 

foundational in their beliefs and development, the full extent of these experiences and 
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lessons seem to be even more appreciated the further removed they are from them. 

Participant A said, “In hindsight, I didn’t fully appreciate it until later in life.” Participant 

G commented, “I think, you know, at the time, I didn’t necessarily appreciate it as much 

as I do now.” In speaking about the structure and discipline, Participant B remarked: 

These notions of discipline, structure, routine. While we were students we didn’t 

necessarily like it. But looking back, it played into our formation. There is a 

natural order in the world. Right and wrong. And we have a right and obligation 

to fight for that. 

Participant E said, “I didn’t even fully appreciate the campus ministry experience offered 

to me at the time.”  

 The admission that many lessons and experiences were not fully appreciated until 

later in life took nothing away from the powerful influence of their education as students. 

The interview data strongly suggests the vast influence the school had on the personal 

choices and development of graduates. Still, many of the school’s lessons and 

experiences continue to inspire alumni in new ways today.  

Discussion 

 Previous research suggests that students are influenced by Catholic school 

mission through the role of school leadership, the faculty, and the school community 

(Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Cho, 2012; Convey, 2012; Fraser & Brock, 2006; 

Schuttloffel, 2013). From a social justice perspective, this can be done through the 

curriculum and through a school culture that emphasizes social justice (Garcia-Huidobro, 

2017; McQuillan et al., 2009; Valadez & Mirci, 2015). Additionally, predictors of social 

justice may include schools that empower students, foster a sense of community, and 
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create experiences of social justice both in and outside of the classroom (Dassonneville et 

al., 2012; Flanagan et al., 2007; Harrell-Levy, 2018; McLaren, 1986; Meidl and Meidl, 

2013). Yet, there is little research that explores the influence of Catholic education after 

graduation, particularly in terms of social justice (Fusco, 2005; Gutierrez, 2012; Sikkink, 

2004).  

This study sought to explore this void in the literature through considering the 

following research question: What are the lived experiences of Catholic secondary school 

alumni regarding the influence of their education on their personal commitments to social 

justice? The results and findings from the study suggest that the essence of this 

phenomenon is a community that invites, inspires, liberates, challenges, and forms 

through mission-centered relationships in a rigorous and reflective academic setting that 

helps young men reach their potential through experiences of leadership and service to 

others. Interviews revealed this to be something that gradually happens over a student’s 

four years at the school, and something that continues to influence them after their 

graduation. This influence led all of the participants to continue to remain engaged with 

social justice efforts in their adult lives. 

To be more specific in addressing the gap in the literature and answering the 

research question, the lived experiences of Catholic school alumni regarding the 

influence of their education on their personal commitment to social justice concern four 

major areas. These areas were drawn from the essence statement of the study which 

emerged from the interview themes. While they will appear in more detail and presented 

as recommendations for Catholic schools in the next chapter, the four areas of influence 
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pertain to the school’s culture, curriculum, campus ministry program, and leadership 

experiences.  

 Although these four recommendations are interconnected, the data also suggests 

there is a natural progression. This progression was observed during the interviews as 

participants discussed their own growth and development over their four years of high 

school. More specifically, the data revealed that the starting point for alumni was a sense 

from early on in their high school years that they belonged to a school culture that cared 

for them in a personal way. Alumni commented that the feeling of being cared for made 

them want to reciprocate this in their relationships with others. Next, the school’s 

curriculum, particularly through theology classes, allowed them to develop a theoretical 

understanding of social justice that connected to real-life. Alumni recalled as they grew to 

be upperclassmen, they began to freely engage in more campus ministry programs.  

These opportunities allowed them to express their academic understanding of social 

justice in practical, hands-on ways through participation in service, retreats, and other 

community events. Finally, through growing in relationship with one another, and 

developing a social-justice oriented perspective, alumni stated that the school experience 

culminated with an intentional and deliberate attention towards leadership. Alumni 

remembered many experiences of leadership when they were seniors, such as speaking 

opportunities, leading a retreat, and serving in a leadership role within the school. 

Students began to understand the implications of being in community, and the need to 

express this beyond the walls of the school. Alumni stated this progression 

complemented their own growth as young men and their capacity to understand their 
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larger responsibility to act with justice as mission-inspired and informed citizens of the 

world. 

 From a faith perspective, this growth was distinctly about turning discipleship into 

apostleship. In other words, a disciple is one who is taught and formed, and an apostle is 

one who is sent forth. While this language was not used during the interviews, there is an 

inherent progression in the school experience as recalled by alumni. Students were 

formed in a community that cared for them and inspired them. They were educated to 

understand social justice and Catholic Social Teaching in their curriculum. They were 

given the opportunity to put this theory into practice through participation in service 

experiences and immersions. And they were given the tools to become leaders in 

whatever they do and the mandate to be sent forth in service towards others. The 

combination of all of these factors, from being formed to being sent, all uniquely 

contributed to alumni’s personal commitment to social justice. 

 There were several strengths and limitations in the study. In terms of strengths, 

the use of member checking was used to verify the accuracy of the interview transcripts. 

Additionally, numerous quotations from participants were used to provide rich, thick 

descriptions of their experiences. Creswell and Creswell (2018) argue these rich, thick 

descriptions help “transport readers to the setting and give the discussion an element of 

shared experiences” (p. 200). One limitation of the study was the data collected reflected 

the views from alumni of only one particular school. Furthermore, all of the alumni were 

men. The data also contained no insights from alumni graduating in the 1970’s and 

1980’s. Thus, the ability to generalize the findings to a broader audience may be limited 

and require additional research from other schools, including those that are all-girls or 
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coed, as well as alumni from the time periods not included in this study. A second 

limitation of the study was it only explored alumni who remained involved in social 

justice efforts; it did not consider those who had similar experiences in school, but were 

not actively involved in this work after graduation. 

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

discover what lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni influenced their 

personal commitments to social justice. During interviews with 16 Catholic school 

alumni, four themes emerged for both the textual and structural descriptions. For the 

textual description, looking at what the participant experienced, these themes included a 

sense of community, a personal call and invitation, a sense of freedom, and a distinct 

campus climate. For the structural description, looking at how the participant experienced 

it, these themes included relationships, academics, Catholic mission and religious 

identity, and leadership opportunities. Both of these descriptions led to the essence 

statement for the study: a community that invites, inspires, liberates, challenges, and 

forms through mission-centered relationships in a rigorous and reflective academic 

setting that helps young men reach their potential through experiences of leadership and 

service to others. Thus, the findings suggest that alumni who were involved in this type 

of school community were more likely to continue their personal commitment to social 

justice after graduation. The final chapter of this study seeks to provide a set of evidence-

based recommendations for Catholic secondary schools that may foster a commitment to 

social justice efforts beyond their students’ graduation. This, in turn, allows Catholic 
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school leaders to fulfill a central aspect of their mission while simultaneously providing a 

greater service to their students. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

            One of the primary aspects of Catholic school mission is the commitment to 

social justice (USCCB, 1972). Yet, for something so essential, little research exists 

exploring the long-term influence of the social justice aspect of Catholic school mission 

on alumni (Fusco, 2005). Addressing the gap in the literature, this study explored the 

experiences of Catholic school alumni that contributed to their continued personal 

involvement in social justice efforts beyond graduation. In consideration of these 

findings, this final chapter will provide a set of evidence-based recommendations that 

may foster a commitment to social justice efforts beyond a student’s graduation. Next, 

the implementation of the proposed solution and implications from the study will be 

discussed. The chapter will conclude with a final summary and conclusion of the study. 

Aim Statement 

The aim of this study was to develop a set of evidence-based recommendations 

for Catholic secondary schools that may foster a commitment to social justice efforts 

beyond their students’ graduation. This is important because, while it is the mission of 

Catholic schools to instill in their graduates a lifelong desire for social justice, little 

research exists measuring the long-term influence of Catholic school mission on alumni, 

particularly as it pertains to a personal commitment to social justice (Fusco, 2005; 

Gutierrez, 2012; Sikkink, 2004). Thus, the results of this study can assist Catholic school 

leaders in fulfilling a central aspect of their mission while simultaneously providing a 

greater service to their students.  
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Proposed Solution 

 Based upon the lived experiences of Catholic school alumni, this study proposes a 

set of recommendations for Catholic schools that may foster a commitment to social 

justice efforts beyond their students’ graduation. This approach is divided into four 

interconnected components, with each one depending upon the success of the other. For 

ease of memory, the four aspects each begin with the letter c and are as follows: culture, 

curriculum, campus ministry, and call (see Table 5).  

Table 13 

Proposed Solution: Recommendations for Catholic Schools 

Component Recommendation Possible Action Steps

Culture Cultivate a school culture 
where students feel personally 
cared for and faculty are 
invested in the life of the 
community.  

Integrate core values of 
school into programs, survey 
student experience, augment 
student support structures, 
incentivize or reward faculty 
involvement in life of school

Curriculum Create an inspiring theology 
curriculum that emphasizes 
Catholic Social Teaching 
(CST) and makes connections 
to real-life.

Review curriculum for CST, 
connect CST to real world, 
incorporate assignments that 
apply CST to life of student 

Campus Ministry Support a vibrant campus 
ministry program that offers 
numerous service 
opportunities and retreat 
experiences.

Review funding and staffing 
of campus ministry office, 
expand offerings to include 
service and retreats during all 
four years 

Call Foster a call to leadership 
through skill development 
and leadership opportunities. 

Create programs designed to 
develop student leadership 
skills, utilize student 
leadership groups in school, 
develop more opportunities 
for student voice and action
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The first recommendation pertains to culture. The culture of the school is an 

extremely influential aspect in the development of students. Specifically, the two primary 

aspects of school culture that are important in influencing students’ involvement in social 

justice efforts beyond graduation are fostering a community of care and the investment of 

the faculty. Students must feel a sense of belonging within the community. They need to 

feel personally cared for and that their presence matters. The care of students may seem 

like a self-evident conclusion for Catholic schools; however, this care must exceed 

generalities and move towards the very specific question: Does each student feel 

personally known, loved, and valued? The second aspect of this component, the 

investment of the faculty, assists in students feeling that they matter. The visibility of 

faculty in roles outside of the classroom is also important. When students can see their 

teachers as role models and mentors who care about them, it can instill in them a sense of 

gratitude that will lead to the desire to be a positive influence for others.  

 The second recommendation, relating to the school’s curriculum, concerns 

offering theology classes that inspire. While the Catholic identity should permeate all 

classes, programs, and experiences at the school (Congregation for Catholic Education, 

1988), Catholic schools are uniquely positioned to offer theology classes, something that 

sets them apart from other public or most private schools. The two curricular components 

within this recommendation are emphasizing Catholic Social Teaching and making 

connections to real-life. Students in theology classes learn about the God-given dignity of 

all people and the gospel-mandate that compels them to serve others and fight injustice. 

They should be given opportunities to learn about and reflect on the systems of poverty 

and structures of injustice that are part of our society. Just as important as the theoretical 
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understanding of this, is the connection that is made from these issues to the student’s 

life. Thus, the theology curriculum must personalize these curricular objectives so that 

students seek to embrace them as their own. Building upon the first recommendation of 

care, students who feel cared for and then conceptually understand the need to care for 

others through the curriculum, may look to put these beliefs into action through the third 

recommendation.  

 A robust campus ministry program is the third recommendation for the proposed 

solution. Campus ministry provides the arena for students to put faith in action and 

knowledge into practice. There are two components in particular that assist students in 

developing a long-term commitment to social justice. The first is service experiences that 

immerse and expose students to people and places beyond what they are familiar with. 

This includes weekly service opportunities within the local community, as well as longer 

service-immersion encounters domestically and abroad. These experiences have a 

transformative effect on students and help create an emotional bridge between theory and 

practice, as well as the curriculum and real-life. The second aspect is retreat 

opportunities. While on retreat, students have the opportunity to grow in community with 

one another, through acts of sharing and vulnerability. Students can reflect on the bigger 

life questions in a safe space that invites them to dream. As most people would admit the 

moments to completely withdraw from everyday life are quite scarce, the value of retreats 

is just that: they provide opportunities for students to consider their own life’s journey 

and purpose. They help students consider how they might respond to the call that has 

been placed upon them as citizens within our world today. This moves to the final 

recommendation. 
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 The call to leadership is the fourth and final recommendation. As students feel a 

sense of care and belonging in the community, begin to understand the theoretical 

underpinnings of social justice, and are provided with experiences that invite exposure to 

service and reflection on their lives, the final recommendation puts all of these things into 

action: how will students answer the unique call to lead in their own lives? The first 

component of this recommendation pertains to developing leadership skills in students. 

Schools must offer ways for students to learn about leadership and understand how their 

own unique talents and passions can satisfy an unmet need in their local community and 

beyond. Students should feel a sense of empowerment that they can be a part of the 

solution and become equipped with the necessary tools to act. Relating to this, the second 

component pertains to providing students with opportunities to lead. They must be able to 

put these skills into action. Leadership opportunities can be as simple as speaking at a 

school event or being a student leader on a week-long retreat. The experience of 

leadership empowers students and helps develop the confidence needed to take on larger 

responsibilities. 

 When Catholic secondary schools adopt these four recommendations—culture, 

curriculum, campus ministry, and call—it may foster a commitment to social justice 

efforts beyond their students’ graduation. Embracing all four recommendations 

collectively is to understand the interconnectedness of each of them. Like strands in a 

rope, each recommendation weaves around the next in order to influence students to act 

as agents of positive change in the world beyond their graduation. The aforementioned 

recommendations are supported by both evidence from this study, as well as previous 

literature. 
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Evidence that Supports the Solution 

 During their interviews, participants discussed aspects of their Catholic school 

experience that influenced their continued commitment to social justice efforts after 

graduation. The themes that emerged from these interviews not only informed the 

essence description for this phenomenological study, but provided evidence supporting 

the proposed solution. The intended result is to equip Catholic schools with evidence-

based recommendations that will help foster a personal commitment to social justice 

efforts in students after graduation. This proposed solution is rooted in the themes that 

emerged from the alumni interviews in addition to existing scholarly literature. 

Recommendation 1: Culture 

 The first recommendation is to cultivate a school culture where students feel 

personally cared for and faculty are invested in the life of the community. Throughout 

alumni interviews, participants voiced a strong feeling of being cared for while a student. 

Participants expressed this notion of care was beyond simply feeling good about 

themselves; it pertained to a sense that, as members of this community, they felt known, 

loved, and valued. Care sometimes came in the form of affirmation, but it also came from 

being part of a community that had high expectations and held members accountable. 

Care, seen in this way, was more about furthering their growth and reaching their 

potential. Participants felt that their presence as students mattered.  

As the literature suggests, the requirement to build community is a responsibility 

of every Catholic school (Congregation for Catholic Education, 2017; Miller, 2005; Ozar 

& Weitzel-O’Neill, 2012; United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1972). Convey 

(2012) argues viewing the school as a faith community is the most influential factor of 
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Catholic mission in a school. The USCCB (2005b) expresses this community is about 

sharing a sense of connection to something greater than oneself. One way this happens is 

through building a culture of interpersonal relationships (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; 

Cook, 2015; Cook & Simonds, 2011). This begins with recognizing the second aspect of 

this recommendation: a faculty that is invested in the life of the community.  

All interview participants discussed the influence of the faculty at school on their 

own growth and development. They saw the investment of the faculty within the life of 

the community and in their own lives as an essential part of their experience as students. 

Faculty exhibited a passion and knowledge in their classes that inspired students to 

continue their own educational pursuits. It instilled in them a sense of curiosity, as well as 

the ability to think critically about the world around them. Participants commented that 

this also transcended the classroom. Numerous faculty members held multiple roles in the 

building, such as teacher, coach, and club moderator. Faculty led retreats and offered 

personal reflections about their own lives. They served as role models and mentors, 

giving students a living example of the mission of the school and expectations of the 

community.  

In considering the literature, the Congregation for Catholic Education (2007) 

states adult leaders of the community should personally embody the values and mission 

they are trying to instill in others and are essential for advancing the mission of the 

school. Cho (2012) found that teachers who demonstrated a living faith that was 

demonstrated in both words and actions assisted in advancing the mission of the school. 

Fusco (2005) suggests the investment of the faculty does not necessarily depend on only 

those who are Catholic. Universal values, such as human dignity and strong moral 
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character, can be modeled and expressed regardless of one’s faith. In other words, faculty 

who are invested can help build community, advance the mission of the school, and assist 

students in their own assimilation of the school’s values.  

In sum, both evidence from the interviews and scholarly literature supports the 

importance of cultivating a school culture where students feel personally cared for and 

faculty are invested in the life of the community. Building this type of culture can happen 

through examining current student support measures, displaying the community’s core 

values, and incentivizing the continued involvement of faculty within the life of the 

school. With an emphasis on this type of school culture, it is important to turn towards 

what happens in the classroom through the influence of the curriculum.  

Recommendation 2: Curriculum 

The second recommendation is to create an inspiring theology curriculum that 

emphasizes Catholic Social Teaching (CST) and makes connections to real-life. While 

the Catholic identity of the school should imbue all aspects of school life (Congregation 

for Catholic Education, 1988), numerous participants commented on the influence of 

their theology classes in their own formation and involvement in social justice efforts. 

Having a conceptual framework and a theoretical understanding of social justice was an 

important intellectual component to understanding issues such as poverty and inequality. 

Participants specifically commented on learning the principles of Catholic Social 

Teaching. These principles include recognizing the dignity of all people, the 

understanding of what it means to be in solidarity with someone, and the responsibility 

each person bears in working towards the wellbeing of others. Several participants 

commented on a general understanding of being in a privileged position, yet 
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understanding Catholic Social Teaching contextualized their own unique role to play in 

fighting against acts of injustice and systems of inequality.  

Looking towards the literature, Valadez and Mirci (2015) argue that the school’s 

curriculum is a very effective and necessary way to educate students on social justice. 

Through building in lessons and units that address issues of social justice, the school’s 

curriculum provides a natural means of facilitating these lessons and experiences in the 

classroom. Valadez and Mirci (2015) state Catholic schools must use their curricula to 

promote virtues of justice. Garcia-Huidobro (2017) adds it is not only about what is 

taught in a Catholic school, but how it is taught. In other words, a conceptual knowledge 

of Catholic Social Teaching and social justice is not enough on its own—it must connect 

to the personal lives of students. 

During the alumni interviews, participants reflected that one unique aspect of their 

academic experience was the connection of the school’s curriculum to real-life 

experiences. This was particularly true of their experience with theology classes. 

Participants stated they appreciated the opportunity to learn about the principles of human 

dignity and the preferential option for the poor, but they truly internalized the meanings 

of these principles when they were asked to reflect on their understanding of them within 

their own lives. In other words, beyond just stating all people have dignity, students were 

challenged to reflect on their personal experiences of where human dignity might be 

threatened or jeopardized. Class lessons that pointed to experiences in the local 

community or connected to a food or clothing drive underway at the school served as 

moments where these principles became crystalized for students. Participants stated these 
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experiences, which typically occurred in their theology classes, inspired them to want to 

put these principles into action.  

 McQuillan et al. (2009) acknowledge that these types of values and beliefs from 

the curricula may not predict or determine behaviors, but they can certainly influence 

them. Yet, through making explicit connections for students, McQuillan et al. (2009) 

argue that these values can create patterns of behavior that lead towards positive actions. 

Teachers that make these connections for students—from the conceptual to real-life—can 

influence students to adopt these principles in a more enduring way. Similar to 

McQuillan et al. (2009), Harrell-Levy (2018) argue that a student's understanding of 

social justice is not necessarily enough for them to take action. Students must be made to 

feel empowered and instilled with the belief that they have the capacity to make positive 

changes. Dassonneville et al. (2012) suggest that this can be done through combining an 

understanding of social justice with connections to students’ lives and other active 

learning measures that are more experiential. Valadez and Mirci (2015) state this requires 

a more personalized approach to education, where schools create a culture of inclusivity.  

 Data from alumni interviews and research from other scholarly literature (Garcia-

Huidobro, 2017; Sikkink, 2004; Valadez & Mirci, 2015) demonstrate the powerful 

influence of the school’s curriculum, particularly theology classes, on alumni’s 

commitment to social justice. This suggests that the most influential curricular approach 

combines aspects such as Catholic Social Teaching with connections to real-life. While it 

is true that the Catholic mission of a school should be imbued within the entire academic 

program (Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988), theology classes in particular must 

ensure these aspirations are realized. Theology classes should educate, empower, and 



INFLUENCE OF CATHOLIC SCHOOL MISSION  112 
 

 

inspire students to embrace these principles in such a manner they can situate them in 

their own life experiences. School curricula must be reviewed to include these 

experiences and opportunities for students. Assignments on social justice material should 

include reflective components that connect to the lives of students. The curriculum, while 

it is a very influential component in developing a long-term commitment to social justice 

efforts in students, must be met with tangible experiences of service and reflection—the 

third recommendation.  

Recommendation 3: Campus Ministry 

 The third recommendation is to support a vibrant campus ministry program that 

offers numerous service opportunities and retreat experiences. All alumni who were 

interviewed commented on the influence of the school’s campus ministry program in 

their own growth and development, as well as their commitment to social justice efforts 

beyond graduation. The school’s campus ministry office employed five full-time campus 

ministers and offered a robust program of retreats, service, liturgies, and pastoral care. Of 

these areas, two stood out for participants in terms of the connection to social justice: 

service opportunities and retreat experiences. 

Campus ministry afforded students the opportunity to put into practice many of 

the tenets of Catholic Social Teaching through frequent service experiences. Participants 

commented that these service opportunities exposed them to people and places outside of 

their normal experience in their local communities and at school. The exposure from 

these opportunities allowed them to take what they learned in the classroom, such as 

serving the poor and marginalized, and actually experience it. Participants commented 

that at times this put them outside of their comfort zones. It challenged their own 
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perspectives and worldviews. Through the experience of service, they developed an 

emotional connection with the people they were serving. Participants saw a benefit to 

being involved in service through both required and optional activities over their four 

years. These experiences ranged from weekly opportunities in the local community to 

week-long service trips to other parts of the country and abroad. The experience of 

service opportunities through campus ministry had a transformative effect on 

participants. 

In addition to service opportunities, retreats also played an important role for 

participants. During interviews, individuals commented on the importance of stepping 

away from everyday life to gather as a small community in prayer and reflection. Retreats 

provided students with the ability to reflect on their own life and purpose. Retreats served 

as valuable moments to learn the virtues of vulnerability, empathy, and love. While on 

retreat, participants commented they were challenged to grow as young men. Retreat 

experiences were offered all four years of high school. While freshman and sophomore 

retreats were required, the optional upperclassmen retreats were extremely popular. 

Participants recalled there was never a feeling of being forced to join; it was something 

they freely chose. This freedom continued while on retreat, as participants commented 

they felt safe to express their own thoughts and feelings on a variety of topics, without 

the fear of being judged. They also expressed that all retreats culminated in decisions; 

decisions about one’s life, belief, and calling. Retreats often led to a recognition of one’s 

gifts and abilities, and how best to put those into the practice of serving others.  

 Turning to the literature, Cook and Simonds (2011) discuss the importance of 

building a school culture of relationships that emphasize self, others, and God. The 
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authors argue that in a community of faith, when a person recognizes they are loved by 

God, they recognize they are called to share this same love with others. Part of this love 

is acting in charity towards one’s neighbor, such as on retreats or service experiences. As 

the USCCB (2005b) suggests, Catholic schools should expose their students to 

experiences of social justice and foster in them a commitment to perform works of 

justice. It is the responsibility of the Catholic school to provide faculty and students the 

opportunity to grow in the Catholic mission of the school, particularly through the type of 

programs offered through campus ministry (Belmonte & Cranston, 2009; Rieckhoff, 

2013). 

 While the culture and curriculum of the school remain important factors, a robust 

campus ministry program provides students with the opportunity to put faith into action 

through service towards one’s neighbor, as well as the ability to discern and grow as an 

adolescent. Schools must invest in these types of programs—retreats and service—and 

the personnel to staff them. They should be part of a student’s experience over all four 

years of high school, with opportunities for more optional programming. With a culture 

of care, a conceptual understanding of social justice, and the experiences offered by 

campus ministry, the fourth recommendation seeks to empower students to take 

ownership of this work in their own lives by responding to this call through acts of 

leadership. 

Recommendation 4: Call 

 The fourth and final recommendation is to foster a call to leadership through skill 

development and leadership opportunities. During participant interviews, alumni 

discussed the formation they received in terms of leadership skills and experiences. The 
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school provided students with opportunities to discern their own talents and abilities and 

how to utilize them as leadership tools in service to others. Many participants used the 

phrase servant leadership to discuss the philosophy of the school’s approach to 

leadership. Leadership was about service toward one’s neighbor and community. 

Participants were appreciative of programs that focused primarily on answering the call 

to leadership in one’s life. This particular recommendation is based upon two 

components: leadership development and leadership experience.  

 In terms of leadership development, participants pointed to both insights gained 

through programs and through their mentors. In terms of programs, the experience that 

appeared to have the greatest influence on students was the senior leadership retreat. This 

optional five-day retreat was held prior to the start of senior year. With around three-

quarters of the class participating, the entire retreat focused on leadership through 

discerning how to combine one’s talents and passions to respond to a need in the world. 

Participants discussed the team-building activities, the opportunities to discuss their own 

hopes and fears, as well as the ability to formalize a leadership plan for their senior year. 

Additionally, the role of faculty mentors—both on the retreat and otherwise—played a 

large role in helping students develop as leaders. Faculty and administrators often called 

upon students to lead certain activities within the school, and worked with them one-on-

one. This led to the experience of leadership. 

 Participants also recalled my instances of being able to put these skills into action. 

Specific memories included leading a small group, offering a reflection on a retreat, and 

speaking at a school-sponsored event, such as an open house or information night for 

prospective students. Additionally, during their senior year, students had the opportunity 
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to spend their entire fourth quarter leading a service project that they designed within the 

local communities. The school entrusted students, particular members of the senior class, 

to act as leaders within the school and beyond. The mission of the school had an apostolic 

emphasis—students were formed in such a way that they were expected to go out as 

leaders within their communities to be of service to others. The experience of leadership 

itself assisted in further developing these leadership skills. 

 This notion of leadership is also supported by the scholarly literature. Sikkink 

(2004) suggests that when Catholic schools can instill their values on their students, 

including an emphasis on personal relationships and service, students are more likely to 

be civically engaged than those students from public schools. Lavery and Hine (2013) 

argue that this can be done through developing leadership opportunities that help students 

articulate this mission and the accompanying values. Finally, Flanagan et al. (2007) claim 

that experiences that emphasize social justice and seek to empower students may lead to 

longer term civic engagement and social justice efforts. Flanagan et al. (2007) elaborates 

this is particularly true when students feel a sense of connectedness within the school 

community and believe that they have a voice that matters. This comes from leadership 

experiences and opportunities. 

 Catholic schools seeking to foster a call to leadership in their students must find 

concrete, tangible ways to develop these skills in students and offer them a platform to 

put them to use. While leadership should be a focus for all grade-levels, the school should 

offer a program uniquely targeted for upperclassman, who in many ways already serve as 

natural leaders in the school. This program could be offered as a multi-day retreat or a 

series of seminars. Students should learn what it means to be a leader and reflect on areas 
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they can take a leadership role in their lives. The school should also offer a student 

government or student council program available for all students at the school. 

Leadership formation can be included in these experiences. Additionally, school leaders 

must reflect where they can use student leaders within the school. Schools should 

establish mentoring programs where upperclassman can assist younger students in the 

school. Students should serve as retreat leaders, as well as take on responsibilities within 

the life of the school, such as organizing food and clothing drives during appropriate 

times of the year. In all school programs and offerings, school leadership must reflect 

where they can utilize and empower students to take a leadership role.  

 The recommendation to foster a call to leadership is one rooted in both the alumni 

interviews and the scholarly literature. When combined with the other three 

recommendations, a progression begins to emerge. Students who feel personally cared for 

within the school, and witness the investment of faculty, develop a sense of gratitude that 

can lead to a desire to give back to the community. Next, students begin to develop the 

conceptual framework for social justice through inspiring theology classes that focus on 

Catholic Social Teaching and connect to real-life. Then, students begin to see this theory 

put into practice through service experiences as part of a robust campus ministry 

program. Included in this, are opportunities for reflection and discernment on meaningful 

retreat opportunities. Finally, the experience culminates in fostering a call to leadership in 

students by offering programs that help them develop leadership skills and experience in 

terms of what it means to be a leader. Each recommendation is interconnected with the 

other. When a school seriously adopts all four together, the proposed solution may 

influence students to remain engaged in social justice efforts beyond graduation. 
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Evidence that Challenges the Solution 

 While there is plenty of evidence to support the proposed solution, there remains 

several challenges. Acknowledging that challenges and opposing viewpoints may exist 

for any new idea, this section seeks to identify these specific factors in order for their 

presence to be anticipated and addressed as part of the implementation process. For the 

sake of organization, these challenges are addressed for each of the four 

recommendations: culture, curriculum, campus ministry, and call. 

 In terms of culture, any attempt to shift cultural values and norms takes an 

incredible amount of time and buy-in. Critical to this is the support of the faculty. The 

feeling of students being personally cared for depends on the relationships and 

interactions with faculty. Given the reality many Catholic schools have limited resources, 

many teachers may already be performing multiple roles at the school. Furthermore, 

many Catholic school teachers are underpaid. The combination of faculty already being 

overworked and underpaid is a challenge to implementing a proposal that requires more 

time and energy of faculty. Additionally, as rates of adolescent issues such as anxiety and 

depression continue to rise in the United States, faculty will need to be trained on basic 

principles of social-emotional learning. If faculty are being asked to truly form enduring 

personal relationships with students, this entails meeting students in the reality of their 

own lives. And while many Catholic school teachers understand the importance of 

mission, this requires more time, expertise, and investment. The larger point is that 

asking faculty who may already be strained to do more presents a challenge that will need 

to be addressed. 
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 An additional challenge in terms of having students feel personally cared can be 

the size of the school or the average teacher-to-student ratio. Unlike some of their 

independent school competition, many Catholics schools have higher class sizes which 

assists with generating more revenue and keeping tuition affordable. The tradeoff with 

larger class sizes is it is easier for students to get lost in the crowd. Programs like 

advisory groups of five or six students with one adult simply are not feasible for many 

Catholic schools. The challenge for larger Catholic schools is to, in spite of their size, 

ensure each student feels known, loved, and valued. 

 In terms of challenges to the second recommendation, creating an inspiring 

theology curriculum, one obstacle concerns an aspect of the USCCB’s national doctrinal 

frameworks. Developed in 2008, the USCCB attempted to create a theology framework 

for book publishers that provided a level of consistency and rigor for all Catholic schools 

in the United States. While there are many effective components of the framework, the 

six classes of the core curriculum have little or nothing to do with social justice. Rather, 

the core curriculum deals with other central topics, such as the person of Jesus, Sacred 

Scripture, and the Early Church. While the framework offers five different elective 

classes, only one deals explicitly with social justice. Additionally, the use of electives is 

up to individual schools. Thus, it is possible that a student could attend a Catholic school 

and not receive a dedicated course on issues of social justice. In curriculum moments that 

are dedicated to action, there seems to be a greater emphasis on personal morality and 

behavior, such as following the 10 Commandments. A challenge of the proposed solution 

is that it will require schools to examine and potentially modify aspects of their current 

curriculum in light of the potential shortcomings of the framework. 
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 The most significant challenge for the third recommendation, supporting a vibrant 

campus ministry program, is budgetary. The school that the study participants attended 

employed five full-time campus ministers who each taught one or two classes. 

Additionally, programs such as retreats and service trips were subsidized by the school in 

order to allow for more students to attend. The school put an impressive and significant 

amount of resources into developing the campus ministry program. The most significant 

challenge here is that many schools simply are not in the position to be able to expend 

significant resources in this area. Catholic schools that have only one campus minister 

who teaches four or five classes will be severely limited in their ability to create a 

comprehensive, multi-year campus ministry program. Catholic schools facing budget 

constraints will need to prioritize developing campus ministry, which may come at the 

expense of other programs and activities. 

 A second challenge in developing a vibrant campus ministry program is creating 

quality programs that students will want to attend. Similar to a change in culture, this will 

take time. Due to the time it takes for program development and implementation, schools 

who invest resources in these programs may have to wait several years before seeing 

significant benefits. Additionally, it is not just what campus ministry offers 

programmatically, but it is also important who the campus ministers are as people. 

Simply put, are these the types of individuals students want to be around? Hiring the 

appropriate personnel to staff a campus ministry office is critical. As the development of 

more degrees and certificate programs in ministry for the laity assists in this endeavor, 

schools not located near these institutions may have more challenges attracting and hiring 

professional campus ministers equipped with developing vibrant and attractive programs 
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for their students. It should be noted that the advent of more online, affordable programs 

is one step in addressing this issue. 

 The call to leadership, the fourth recommendation, presents minimal challenges 

for most schools. Many Catholic schools have student leadership opportunities, such as 

student council or sports captains. Schools must leverage these positions and give student 

leadership roles credibility within the decision-making process of the school. This 

requires a level of trust and humility from school administrators, which may be more 

challenging for some schools than others. Developing leadership skills and creating 

additional leadership opportunities can happen within the current program of most 

schools. 

 Acknowledging the inherent challenges of any new program or initiative, the 

proposed solution of this study has several aspects that will need to be addressed. While 

concerns for challenges such as changing culture, securing funds, and developing 

programs are certainly legitimate, there is a means to address these issues through the 

implementation of the proposed solution. The following section will outline how to 

implement these recommendations and address the potential challenges that may be 

encountered as part of the process. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The intention of the proposed solution is for Catholic schools to implement a set 

of evidence-based recommendations that may foster in their students a personal 

commitment to social justice efforts beyond graduation. This is not only dependent upon 

accepting the four recommendations of the proposed solution, but also ensuring they are 

properly executed. The successful implementation of these recommendations will involve 
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a number of factors, including the support of key stakeholders, adequate trainings, and 

program development. As aspects of this solution concern the entire school community, it 

is important that attention is given to each of the following items. These guidelines can 

assist schools in successfully implementing the four recommendations of this study. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 When considering the implementation of the proposed solution, it is helpful to 

consider it from both the personnel perspective and the program perspective. Personnel 

that play an important role in the implementation of the solution are school leadership, 

faculty, and students. Programs or other factors that must be considered in the 

implementation process are campus ministry, the curriculum, and leadership experiences.  

School Leadership 

 School leadership, including governing bodies and school administration, play 

perhaps the most important role in the implementation of these recommendations. As 

Cook (2015) and Spesia (2016) argue, Catholic school leaders are not only essential in 

creating a strategic vision and plan, but also in ensuring it is implemented within the life 

of the school. School leadership is responsible for approving budgets, facilitating new 

programs, and prioritizing initiatives for the entire school community. If a new program 

does not have support from school leadership, it likely will not succeed.  

 Support from school leadership includes several factors. First, it will take 

financial resources to develop and fund a robust campus ministry office. While it does 

not have to happen all at once, school leadership will need to strategize a gradual 

expansion of both personnel in this department and resources to support the program. 

While families can still subsidize the costs of campus ministry programs, such as retreats 
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and service trips, school leadership will still need to prioritize campus ministry as an 

annual budget item. Leadership will need to explore additional revenue streams or even 

specific donors to support these programs.  

Second, school leadership will need to invest time and resources into their faculty. 

Faculty will need professional development and training on social-emotional learning and 

tools to assist in building relationships with students. Faculty should also be compensated 

for their time spent on activities outside of the classroom, such as moderating a club, 

directing a play, or coaching a sport. These stipends and faculty salaries must be 

competitive with local public schools in order to attract and retain high quality 

professionals. This will require long-term planning and investment from school 

leadership. The school would be prudent to write clear expectations into job descriptions 

for new hires, as well as determine how these expectations may be incorporated into 

performance reviews. A transparent and clear approach will serve the best interests of the 

community moving forward. 

Finally, school leadership will need to explore ways to empower and increase 

student voices in the decision-making process of the school. While this does not cost any 

money, it requires a purposeful and intentional approach. School leaders should leverage 

current activities on campus, such as student government. The student body president 

should meet at least once a month with the principal to discuss any concerns or proposals 

for the school community. School leaders should utilize student speakers at events, such 

as grade assemblies and prospective family gatherings. The administration must ensure 

there are age-appropriate opportunities for students to develop and practice their 
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leadership abilities. It is critical that all students—not just those with formal titles or 

positions—are given the opportunity to grow in leadership. 

While at first glance this may appear costly, school leadership should see an 

investment in these initiatives as a means to attract and retain more families. The results 

from a market study published by the NCEA (Mayhill, 2018) suggest most families are 

drawn to Catholic schools for their emphasis on community and character formation over 

the school’s religious identity or mission. Thus, investing in programs that foster a sense 

of community where students feel personally known, as well as one that will assist in 

their ability to contribute positively to society, could be a decision-driver for families. 

While engaging in these programs helps schools fulfill their own mission, it can also help 

them continue to grow their student population. 

Faculty 

 Faculty serve as the medium between the conceptual aspect of the strategic vision 

and the success of its fruition. Faculty spend more time with students than any other 

group working within a school. Part of the proposed solution involves faculty connecting 

personally with their students and investing more of their time within the life of the 

school community. While school leadership can set aside a strategic plan and the 

necessary funding, faculty buy-in remains a critical component to its success. In order to 

foster this buy-in, faculty will need to see this work as an extension of the school’s 

mission as a Catholic institution.  

A previously mentioned challenge of this solution is the real prospect of faculty 

already being overworked and underpaid. Faculty will need time to develop student 

relationships, opportunities to grow in their understanding of what this means, and 
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support from the school to make this possible. The school will need to provide 

meaningful professional development to assist in this area. Additionally, to combat 

burnout, the school will need to find creative ways to support faculty. This could include 

increasing stipends for extracurricular activities, providing childcare for faculty with 

young families who go on school trips, or reducing daily proctoring duties to create more 

free time in their schedules.  

Faculty, for their part, will need to embrace the school’s effort to create a culture 

where all students feel personally known, valued, and loved. It will require an extra 

phone call home to a struggling student or spending time afterschool reviewing for a test. 

Faculty must be seen not only as teachers, but as role models and mentors. All faculty 

should be encouraged to be involved in some aspect of campus ministry or another 

mission-related program each year. If students are able to see the investment and 

commitment of the faculty, they could be inspired to give of themselves in the same 

manner. 

Students 

 The final stakeholder critical to the success of the proposed solution are the 

students. If students will be expected to answer a call to leadership and service in their 

lives as an outcome of this solution, then they should be expected to have some agency in 

the implementation of the plan. Gaining student buy-in and involvement is a critical 

component in the long-term success of these initiatives. As such, students should have a 

voice in some of the programs and opportunities available to them. For example, if a 

school holds a particular drive several times a year, perhaps the students could select the 

cause and organize the effort. While students can’t be involved in all policy decisions at 
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the school, there should be formalized ways for their voices to be heard. Student leaders, 

such as class officers and sports captains, should be expected to be involved in aspects of 

community life, such as leading prayer at assemblies or giving a reflection at a school 

function. All of this contributes to students feeling empowered and understanding the 

importance of being involved in decision making processes. 

Curriculum Audit 

 In addition to key stakeholders, there are several other important factors to be 

considered. The successful implementation of this plan will require a full audit of the 

school’s curriculum, with a particular emphasis on theology classes. As previously stated, 

the Catholic identity of the school remains the responsibility of everyone in the school 

(Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988). The two-fold goal of this process is to 

identify or create areas within the curriculum that discuss social justice, such as Catholic 

Social Teaching, and to develop lessons that connect these principles to real-life 

situations for the students. The most effective pedagogical approach would be to find 

ways to weave this content into aspects of the curriculum over all four-years of high 

school and across as many disciplines as possible. Social justice connections can be 

incorporated into classes that discuss the ministry of Jesus or the Early Church, as well as 

lessons for non-theology classes that focus on various pieces of literature or civic 

engagement.  

While the audit will be for the entire school’s curriculum, there should be a 

particular emphasis on theology classes, given the conduciveness to the subject material. 

For Catholic schools with an established theology curriculum, it may require moving or 

eliminating certain material in order to prioritize other social justice content. Since the 
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USCCB’s doctrinal frameworks primarily emphasize these topics in elective courses, 

schools could incorporate aspects of these teachings into the current curriculum or offer a 

stand-alone course.  

An important consideration here is the acknowledgement that a strictly academic 

approach to theology is not enough. The USCCB (1972) states that the three-fold mission 

of Catholic schools is to proclaim the gospel, build community, and instill a spirit of 

service in its students. This mission should not be compartmentalized within different 

departments of the school. Rather, all aspects of a student’s experience should lead to the 

fulfillment of this mission. Valadez and Mirci (2015) argue this can happen through 

adopting a personalized approach to education, rooted in the lives and experiences of 

students. Garcia-Huidobro (2017) proposes it is not so much what a Catholic school 

teaches, but how it is taught. Thus, the theology curriculum must become a place of 

encounter, where students can truly learn and interact with social justice teachings, 

placing them within the context of their own lives. 

Campus Ministry 

 Establishing a vibrant campus ministry department is one of the most significant 

aspects of successfully implementing the proposed solution. In addition to securing the 

funds and personnel for campus ministry, the scope of the program remains a critical 

factor, too. While components such as retreats and service experiences are uniquely 

influential in developing a commitment to social justice, they are not the only aspects of a 

successful campus ministry program. A comprehensive department will contain 

experiences for students over all four years of their time in high school and consist of 

four major components: liturgies, retreats, service, and pastoral care.  
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 Liturgies include the celebration of Mass or prayer services for members of the 

school community. During participant interviews, individuals commented these 

experiences helped them understand the mission and values of the school, as well as 

assisted in their understanding of what it meant to be part of a community. Thus, liturgies 

can serve as formative events for the entire community to gather in prayer, as well as to 

reinforce the mission and values of the school. Schools might gather for a Mass of the 

Holy Spirit at the start of the school year, or to remember their deceased community 

members on All Souls Day. Mass could be offered in the school chapel for smaller 

groups on a weekly basis, or as part of a retreat. In addition to Mass, prayer services are 

also a way to gather the community in prayer. Thanksgiving might provide an 

opportunity for an ecumenical or interfaith prayer service. A prayer service during Holy 

Week could include the Stations of the Cross. Liturgies, such as Mass and prayer 

services, are an important part of the school’s Catholic identity and should be part of any 

campus ministry program.  

 The second component, retreats, provide opportunities for students to reflect 

critically on their lives in an environment of faith, care, and support. These experiences 

should have age-appropriate themes and timelines. For example, a freshman retreat might 

be a single-day focusing on building community and relationships. An upperclassmen 

retreat might be several overnights at a retreat facility and focus on making larger life 

choices or discerning one’s vocation. Retreats allow for contemplation, reflection, 

sharing, and growth. They allow students the opportunity to withdraw from the busyness 

of their everyday lives in order to discern the activity of God in their lives. This activity 

should also lead them to action. 
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 Service experiences are the third aspect of a successful campus ministry program. 

These experiences can include weekly volunteer hours after school, or long service-

immersion trips to locations both domestically and abroad. Service experiences provide 

students with exposure to different people and life situations. It is important for students 

to put their faith in action, as well as develop relationships with people outside of their 

school community. Service experiences can have a transformative influence on students, 

instilling in them the desire to help others. Service trips must include reflections 

opportunities for students to process what they have experienced with adults. This relates 

to the final component of a successful campus ministry department: pastoral care. 

 Pastoral care includes the way the school nurtures and cares for the students 

through campus ministry. While most campus ministers are not counselors, they are 

individuals placed within the school community to facilitate these programs and 

accompany students on their high school journey. Campus ministers offer a ministry of 

presence, spending time with students in the campus ministry office and on retreats and 

service trips. Students form relationships of trust with campus ministers that allow them 

to interact in a manner slightly different than a classroom teacher. Campus ministers can 

help students navigate the challenges of adolescence in a faith-center environment 

focused on love of self, others, and God. The relationships formed by campus ministry in 

the everyday interactions of school often lead to the involvement of students in campus 

ministry programs. 

 In addition to the four components of a successful campus ministry department, 

there are four additional considerations. First, schools will need to regularly audit the 

scope and influence of their campus ministry programs. Schools will need to evaluate 
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what programs are effective and in what ways students are being impacted through their 

participation. Second, some campus ministry programs will occur during the school day 

and result in students missing classes. If this is not already part of a school’s culture, an 

unintended consequence may be some faculty wondering why this program is more 

important than their class. This will require members of the school community to 

understand the value of such experiences. School leadership must support these programs 

and put them on the same pedestal as class time. These experiences are just as valuable to 

the growth and development of students. Third, parental support is important. While the 

school might be able to subsidize certain programs, many will have a cost. If parents are 

spending additional money beyond tuition, they need to know it is for a program of 

substance and value. Schools with more budget constraints should consider offering more 

affordable, local service experiences, that still can be just as influential. Finally, and most 

importantly, while some programs should be required, many should be optional. When a 

student participates because they freely choose to, as opposed to being forced, it changes 

the whole dynamic of the experience. Fostering a spirit of invitation in the campus 

ministry department is important to its success.  

Leadership 

 The final factor in the successful implementation of the proposed solution is 

leadership. As specifically noted in the study findings, both developing leadership skills 

and offering leadership experiences are important. From a leadership development 

perspective, schools must find a way to leverage current leadership positions within the 

school, such as student government, class officers, and leaders of athletic teams and 

extracurricular activities. These positions should be given some decision-making ability 
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within the school. School leadership must also find ways to invest and develop these 

student leaders, through workshops, trainings, and readings. Importantly, the school must 

make strides to develop the leadership potential of all students. It must message that one 

does not need a title to be a leader. Schools should create programs that emphasize this 

message, while simultaneously empowering and equipping students with the confidence 

and skill-set to act as agents of positive change wherever they are. 

 In terms of leadership experiences, schools should find ways to incorporate the 

student voice in as many aspects of school life as possible. For example, students could 

lead a class assembly in prayer. At school events, such as open houses or alumni 

gatherings, ensure there is a student voice to offer a reflection. Leadership experiences 

can easily be built into the current offerings of the school. In order to put students in the 

best possible position to succeed, faculty and administrators should be prepared to work 

with students prior to these experiences, helping them develop their material and work on 

their public speaking.  

 In all facets of school life, students should come to believe that it is their 

responsibility to act as positive leaders in this world. No task is too small for leadership. 

This must permeate the culture of the school. The repeated messaging from the adults in 

the community that students have a voice that matters and the ability to enact change will 

help foster in them a life-long desire to embody these leadership qualities. When this 

desire is integrated within a deep sense of personal care, a conceptual understanding of 

social justice and Catholic Social Teaching, and the experience of serving one’s neighbor, 

the intended result is a personal commitment to social justice efforts that lasts beyond 

their graduation. 
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Timeline for Implementation of the Solution 

 The timeline for implementing the proposed solution of this study will depend 

upon the current state of the Catholic school. For schools that are well-resourced and 

already have established campus ministry departments and theology curricula that focus 

on social justice, these recommendations can be seen as enhancements to the school’s 

current offerings. The changes can be implemented through a process of strategic 

visioning, gathering buy-in, and program enhancement. The unique needs and situation of 

each school will more adequately determine the timeline for implementation of these 

recommendations. For schools in these situations, the process could, perhaps, be 

completed over the course of two phases: one phase to thoroughly review the current 

program and plan anticipated enhancements, and the second phase to implement them. 

Schools starting with very little experience and resources will need a different approach. 

 For Catholic schools with very few of these recommendations in place, a gradual 

process is recommended. This process can take place over the course of five phases. The 

length of these phases can be determined by the individual needs of each school. While 

this may seem like a long time, true culture change and program development takes 

significant time and investment. It requires buy-in from all stakeholders, including school 

leaders, faculty, students, and parents. A gradual process also affords the opportunity to 

revise efforts as they develop. The implementation timeline is deliberately designed to 

begin with strategic planning and fundraising before initiating a staggered grade-level 

approach for program development, implementation, and evaluation.  

 During the first phase, school leadership, including administration and any 

respective governing body, will have three major goals: develop a purpose statement for 
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the initiative rooted in the school’s mission, design the initial infrastructure and personnel 

required to begin the changes, and secure the necessary funding to move forward with the 

process. Before a dollar is spent, developing a program of this capacity requires full 

support from school leadership, a clear vision of the process rooted in mission, and the 

necessary resources to ensure its continued growth and stability. Recognizing this will 

take time and intentionality, the school should allow significant time—a year or more—

for planning. The level of programmatic growth will be determined by the resources 

dedicated to the aforementioned recommendations and the personnel hired to fulfill these 

responsibilities. During this period of time, the school should also conduct an audit of its 

curriculum, looking for areas to include social justice components and make real-life 

connections, particularly in theology classes.   

 During the second phase, there will be two goals. The first is to offer some 

professional development and training to faculty about the importance of developing 

meaningful student relationships and tools that will assist them in tending to the social-

emotional needs of their students. As the investment of the faculty is central to the notion 

of personal care, any new stipend structures or resources allocated to their continued 

involvement in the school that were a result of the prior phase’s strategic planning should 

be explained. In sum, the faculty should see the school is serious about supporting them, 

both from a professional development and a financial perspective. The second goal for 

this phase will begin a pattern of program implementation the school will follow over the 

next four phases. These phases can correspond to academic years or another period of 

time that is suitable for the effective implementation of each phase for the school. This 
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goal concerns developing campus ministry programs, theology lessons, and leadership 

opportunities for the freshman class.  

 As opposed to trying to implement all of these changes for the entire school at 

once, the timeline for this solution recommends a staggered approach. As suggested 

above, for the second phase of the process, the school should look to grow the 

experiences of campus ministry, theology lessons, and leadership experiences specifically 

with the freshman class. During the third phase, the school will create these experiences 

on the sophomore level, while continuing to offer the previously designed experiences to 

members of the new freshman class. This process will continue for a total of four phases, 

until the programs for all grade-levels are implemented.  

 The staggered approach for this solution accomplishes a number of things. First, it 

allows the school to secure funding and budget needs in a more gradual way, thus 

reducing the potential financial burden on the school. Second, it allows for support to be 

gathered by members of the community over a period of time appropriate for each 

school. The best proof of concept will be the excitement and participation of the students. 

This will foster enthusiasm to continue in the process and validate the school’s 

investment. Next, it allows for the evaluation and revision of programs before the next 

class participates. Programs can be reviewed and modified before the implementation of 

the next phase. Finally, change at this pace and level is more sustainable and purposeful. 

For schools with little or no experience in the recommended areas of the proposed 

solution, taking a gradual, five-phase approach allows time to create meaningful, lasting 

structures within the school and school culture that will help the school better fulfill its 

mission and inspire students to be agents of positive change in the world.  
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Evaluating the Outcome of Implementing the Solution 

 The proposed solution is intentionally designed to be implemented over a number 

of phases and years. This enables opportunities for annual evaluation and reflection. Both 

a qualitative and quantitative approach will be used. From a qualitative perspective, the 

school should survey both faculty and students in regard to their experiences of the 

changes. These stakeholders should be asked to reflect on both the positive aspects of the 

changes, as well as opportunities for further growth. Students should also be surveyed 

immediately following a particular event, such as a retreat or service experience, while 

the event is fresh in their minds. In addition to the surveys, the school should also 

establish smaller focus groups of faculty and students to discuss their experiences. 

Insights from these conversations can help make any modifications to the program. 

Finally, after the program has been established for a number of years, the school should 

consider engaging alumni through surveys or conversations to hear how their school 

experience has influenced any decisions they have made to remain involved in social 

justice efforts. 

 From a quantitative perspective, two data points should be gathered. First, is the 

number of students who participated in a campus ministry program or leadership 

opportunity. This will help determine what events and experiences have been more 

successful, as well as areas that may not be worth the school’s continued investment. 

Second, the school should track the level of faculty involvement by seeing what 

percentage of the faculty is involved in any extracurricular responsibility outside of the 

school day. This could include coaching a team, moderating a club, or any additional 

work with students outside the classroom. An important gauge of faculty investment is 
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the number of faculty who are participating in non-classroom activities through the 

school. 

 Through gathering insights and statistics from students, faculty, and eventually 

alumni, the school will be well-positioned to understand the impact of their investment 

and changes to the program. Evaluating the success of the plan is critical to 

understanding the aspects that are working well, as well as the areas that require further 

attention or even elimination. The school will need to be patient with this process, as 

change is rarely immediate. Still, understanding the unique experiences and needs of each 

school community will only contribute to the sustainable success of the program for years 

to come.  

Implications 

The purpose of this phenomenological dissertation in practice study was to 

discover what lived experiences of Catholic secondary school alumni influenced their 

personal commitments to social justice. The proposed solution to the study has the three-

fold effect of filling a void in the literature, helping Catholic schools better fulfill a key 

aspect of their mission, and empowering students and alumni to serve as agents of 

positive change in the world. The findings from the study have practical implications, 

implications for future research, and implications for leadership theory and practice. 

Practical Implications 

 The findings from this study have three practical implications. First, a central 

component of Catholic school mission is a commitment to social justice (USCCB, 1972). 

Yet, there exists little research that explores the influence of social justice on Catholic 

school alumni. The information and insights from this study, in addition to the proposed 
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recommendations, can assist Catholic schools in fulfilling a central aspect of their 

mission. Many Catholic schools place a large emphasis on exposing students to the 

teachings and beliefs of the Church. While this no doubt flows directly from the school’s 

mission and identity, the call to justice and service to one’s neighbor does, too. As 

Catholic schools can become more equipped with the tools and resources that may lead to 

a more intentional approach to developing a lifelong commitment to social justice in their 

alumni, they are engaging in work that is directly related to their stated mission and 

purpose. This also has a benefit for their students and alumni. 

 The second practical implication for this study is that it can influence Catholic 

school students and alumni to act as agents of positive change in the world. As Catholic 

schools are the largest non-public educational institutions in the United States, there is 

tremendous opportunity for its students to enact change and work towards breaking down 

systems of injustice in places all across the country. Furthermore, the religious identity of 

the individual did not appear to be a significant factor in their adoption of the social 

justice mission. Participants who were not practicing Catholics were still engaged in 

social justice work. Thus, the findings of this study suggest Catholic schools can 

influence all of their students, beyond even those who are practicing Catholics, to 

understand social justice and engage in this type of work throughout their lives. At the 

risk of being cliché, Catholic school alumni can be equipped to make the world a better 

place. 

 A final practical implication from this study is that Catholic schools with a 

demonstrated success of inspiring their students to be engaged in social justice efforts 

beyond graduation can leverage this fact as a means to attract prospective students. As 
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the previously stated results from a market study published by NCEA (Mayhill, 2018) 

suggest, fewer families are drawn to Catholic schools for their religious mission. Instead, 

many families are attracted to Catholic schools for their emphasis on academics, 

character formation, and positive citizenship. While schools should never shy away from 

their Catholic identity, a proven track record of inspiring students to act with this social 

justice mission beyond graduation could be a very attractive quality for potential families. 

Implications for Future Research 

 There are also several implications for future research. First, additional research is 

needed with alumni from other Catholic schools. The results from this study only suggest 

information from the experience of alumni from one particular school. As the ability to 

generalize qualitative research remains a limitation of this methodology, more research is 

needed to understand if the experiences of alumni from other Catholic schools are similar 

or different. Additionally, the alumni from this particular school were all-male. It is 

unclear if the themes generated by this research would be different for all-girl or coed 

schools.  

 A second implication for future research is the need to consider the perspectives 

of alumni who participated in similar experiences but are not currently engaged with 

social justice efforts. This study focused exclusively on the experiences of alumni who 

remained involved in social justice work to some capacity. Future research should 

identify alumni who elected not to remain involved in social justice work and seek to 

understand the reason for these decisions. It would be important to understand if this was 

related to a particular experience at the school, or if other life factors, such as the person’s 

job, family, or other personal commitments, contributed to the decision.  
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 A final implication for future research is to explore additional external factors that 

may have influenced alumni to remain involved in social justice efforts. Throughout the 

course of this study, two additional influences emerged. The first influence was the 

individual’s family. A person who came from a family that emphasized social justice, 

through volunteering or other charity work, responded that this was also a significant 

influence for them. The second influence was the individual’s local parish. If a 

participant was active in their church community, these actions also inspired their 

continued involvement in social justice work. While the findings from this study certainly 

point to the influencing factors of the Catholic school, more research is needed 

surrounding the additional factors that may have been influential in their adoption of this 

mission in their lives. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Finally, the findings from this study hold implications for leadership theory and 

practice. School leaders are responsible for guiding and leading their schools in the 

fulfillment of their stated purposes and mission (Cook & Durow, 2008). As previously 

stated, Catholic school leaders can be better positioned to create schools that inspire their 

students to embrace the social justice aspect of the school’s mission in their lives beyond 

graduation. From a leadership perspective, this not only relates to the actions of Catholic 

school leaders, but the formation of students as leaders in their communities. The 

recommendations of the proposed solution contain an emphasis on the development of 

leadership skills and the importance of leadership experiences. Thus, the implications of 

this study from a leadership perspective are influential for both Catholic school leaders 

and their students. 
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 The study also has implications for servant leadership. The premise of servant 

leadership is the notion that a person leads through acts of service towards others (Ebner 

& O’Connell, 2010). Leadership, from this perspective, is about putting the needs and 

desires of another person or institution before their own self. This ideology is compatible 

with the mission and identity of Catholic schools. Through adopting the proposed 

recommendations of this study, Catholic schools can graduate students who are inspired 

to act in service towards improving the world around them. Alumni who remain 

personally committed to social justice efforts embrace many of the core tenets of servant 

leadership theory. 

 Finally, the findings of this study reflect many of the Ignatian values found at the 

sponsoring university. First, the value of cura personalis refers to the care of the entire 

person. It is about respecting all people and understanding the inherent and God-given 

dignity of each person. Second, the value magis refers to the call to constantly do more. 

The call to do more is not for its own sake, but rather to strive for excellence in service of 

fulfilling the gospel message of Jesus. It is about the call to do even greater things in 

service of this message in one’s life. Finally, the Jesuits speak about being men and 

women for others. Part of this particular value is embracing a faith that does justice. 

Being a man or woman for others is putting the needs of others before our own, 

particularly in service to the poor and marginalized. The findings from this study are 

fundamentally connected to these three Ignatian values. The goal of the proposed solution 

is to influence Catholic school alumni to care for other people, strive to do more, and be a 

man or woman for others who embraces a faith that does justice. 
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Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

 This qualitative, phenomenological, dissertation in practice study sought to 

discover what lived experiences from their education influenced Catholic school alumni 

to remain involved in social justice efforts beyond their graduation—an under-researched 

area of Catholic education. Through the use of semi-structured interviews, insights were 

gathered from 16 alumni from a Catholic school in Northeastern United States. Themes 

that emerged from the interviews informed the essence description for the study. 

Individuals attributed their involvement in social justice efforts to participation in a 

community that invites, inspires, liberates, challenges, and forms through mission-

centered relationships in a rigorous and reflective academic setting that helps young men 

reach their potential through experiences of leadership and service to others. These 

findings led to the proposed solution for the study in the form of four recommendations 

for school leaders. When adopted, these recommendations—cultivating a school culture 

where students feel personally cared for and faculty are invested in the life of the 

community, creating an inspiring theology curriculum that focuses on Catholic Social 

teaching and connections to real-life, supporting a vibrant campus ministry program that 

offers numerous service opportunities and retreat experiences, and fostering a call to 

leadership through skill development and leadership opportunities—may influence 

Catholic school students to remain involved with social justice efforts beyond graduation. 

The successful implementation of this proposed solution, which may take place over the 

course of several years, includes the support and buy-in of school leaders, faculty, and 

students. It also includes conducting a curriculum audit, developing a robust campus 

ministry program, and creating experiences for leadership formation and skill 
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development. The findings from this study fill a gap in the literature for Catholic schools. 

They can also help Catholic schools better fulfill the social justice aspect of their mission 

and empower students to act as agents of positive change in the world well beyond their 

graduation.  
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Appendix A 

Participant Recruitment Letter 

Date 
 
Dear Catholic School Alumnus, 
 
My name is Michael Nicholson and I am a doctoral student in the Ed.D. in 
Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton University. I am currently beginning 
the data collection phase of my dissertation. My study will explore the influence of 
Catholic school mission on alumni’s personal commitment to social justice. I will be 
conducting interviews with Catholic school alumni to learn what experiences of their 
education led to their continued involvement in social justice efforts beyond graduation. 
 
As a Catholic school alumnus, I am writing to invite you to consider participating in my 
study. The time commitment is one interview lasting approximately 45 minutes and any 
additional time requested to review the accuracy of the interview transcription.  
 
Please know your participation in this study is completely voluntary. To ensure 
anonymity and confidentiality, the study will use pseudonyms and remove any 
identifying information. You have the ability to withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any additional questions, please email me 
at michaelnicholson@creighton.edu.  
 
Peace, 
 
 
Michael Nicholson 
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Appendix B 

Information Letter and Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

Date 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
As mentioned in my Participant Recruitment Letter, my name is Michael Nicholson and I 
am a doctoral student at Creighton University. I am currently beginning the data 
collection phase of my dissertation, “The Influence of Catholic School Mission on 
Alumni’s Personal Commitment to Social Justice.” My study will explore the influence 
of Catholic school mission on alumni’s personal commitment to social justice. I will be 
conducting interviews with Catholic school alumni to learn what experiences of their 
education led to their continued involvement in social justice efforts beyond graduation.  
 
There are no risks that can be reasonably expected as a result of participating in this 
study. Participation in the study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this 
study, or stop at any time. If you agree to participate in the study, you will participate in a 
single 45-minute interview via Zoom. Interviews will be recorded and transcribed for 
data analysis. You will have the opportunity to review your interview transcript before 
publication. There is no compensation for participating in this study.  
 
To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, the study will use pseudonyms and remove any 
identifying information. The records I collect identifying you as a participant will be 
maintained and stored in a password-protected hard drive in a locked office. 
 
The potential benefit of participating in this study is providing Catholic schools with 
resources that may assist them in influencing current students to remain involved in 
social justice efforts beyond graduation. This has the two-fold benefit of assisting 
Catholic schools better fulfill their mission and potentially preparing Catholic school 
students to be agents of positive change within society after graduation. 
 
Thank you for your participation. If you have any additional questions about the study, 
please contact me using the information below. For questions pertaining to research 
participants’ rights, please contact the Creighton University Institutional Review Board at 
(402) 280-2126. 
 
Peace, 
 
 
Michael Nicholson 
(xxx) xxx-xxxx 
michaelnicholson@creighton.edu  
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol 

Interviewee: 
Interviewer: 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place:  
 
Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research study that 
explores the influence of Catholic school mission on alumni’s personal commitment to 
social justice. The purpose of this research is to develop a better understanding of what 
experiences of Catholic school alumni contributed to their involvement in social justice 
efforts beyond graduation. I want to remind you that your comments will remain 
confidential and anonymous. Before proceeding, here is a copy of the consent 
form. Please know that by signing this document, you are freely agreeing to participate in 
this study and understand that the information gathered from this interview will be used 
in my dissertation for Creighton University. Again, please be assured that your responses 
will remain confidential and anonymous. (Allow interviewee a moment to review the form 
and sign it.) If anytime over the next 45 minutes you feel uncomfortable, need a break, or 
do not understand a particular question, please let me know. Do you have any questions 
before we get started? (Pause. If there are no questions, move to the first question.) 
 
Background 
 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 
 

Textual Description Subtopic One: Catholic School Experience 
 

2. What were some of the formative experiences you remember from your Catholic 
school experience? 
 

3. What aspects of your Catholic school experience continue to influence you today? 
 
Textual Description Subtopic Two: Experiences of Catholic School Mission 
 

4. In what ways did the Catholic mission of your school influence you? 
 

5. What aspects of Catholic school mission contributed to your decision to remain 
committed to social justice efforts today? 

 
Structural Description Subtopic One: Influence as Student 
 

6. How did you personally experience the social justice aspect of your school’s 
mission as a student? 
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7. How did these experiences influence your own commitment to social justice 
efforts as a student? 
 

Structural Description Subtopic Two: Influence as Adult 
 

8. How do you personally live out the social justice mission of your Catholic 
education today? 
 

9. How did the experiences of your Catholic education contribute to your 
involvement in social justice efforts today? 

 
Final Question 

10. Is there anything else we did not discuss today that you would like to add? 

Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 
Would you expound on that? 
Tell me more. 
How would you describe that in a different way? 
I would like to hear more about that. 
Would you clarify that for me? 
Take me through your thought processes during that time. 
 
Closing: Thank you for participating in today’s interview. Please know that I value your 
time and your feedback. As a reminder, the information gathered from this interview will 
be utilized in my dissertation for Creighton University. Should you have any additional 
questions or concerns, here is my contact information. (Distribute business card to 
interviewee.) Thank you, again! 
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Appendix D 

Institutional Review Board Approval 

 

DATE:    31-July-2020  

TO:     Nicholson, Michael  
FROM:    Social / Behavioral IRB  

PROJECT TITLE:   Influence of Catholic School Mission on Alumni’s Personal 

    Commitment to Social Justice 
 REFERENCE #:   2001181  

SUBMISSION TYPE:  Initial Application  

REVIEW TYPE:   Exempt Category 2  
ACTION:    APPROVED  

Thank you for your submission of Initial Application materials for this project. The 
following items were reviewed in this submission:   

• Creighton University HS eForm  
o Dissertation Proposal  
o Participant Recruitment Letter  
o Information Letter and Bill of Rights for Participants  

This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection of 
Human Subjects as per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2.  

All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not 
be implemented until approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form when 
submitting changes.   

If you have any questions, please contact the IRB Office at 402-280-2126 or 
irb@creighton.edu.  Please include your project title and number in all correspondence 
with this Board.   

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable 
regulations, and a copy is retained within Creighton University IRB-02 Social 
Behavioral’s records. 
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Appendix E 

Head of School Authorization Letter 

Date 
 
Dear Head of School, 
 
My name is Michael Nicholson and I am a doctoral student in the Ed.D. in 
Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton University. I am currently beginning 
the data collection phase of my dissertation. My study will explore the influence of 
Catholic school mission on alumni’s personal commitment to social justice. I will be 
conducting interviews with Catholic school alumni to learn what experiences of their 
education led to their continued involvement in social justice efforts beyond graduation. 
 
As a Catholic school alumnus, I am seeking permission to invite 10-15 alumni over the 
course of approximately six months to participate in my study. The time commitment is 
one interview lasting approximately 45 minutes and any additional time requested to 
review the accuracy of the interview transcription. I have included a sample of my 
interview protocol for your review. 
 
Please know that alumni participation in this study is completely voluntary. To ensure 
anonymity and confidentiality, the study will use pseudonyms and remove any 
information that could identify the participant or your institution. All data and other 
information associated with the study will be secured in a locked office and recorded on 
an encrypted hard drive. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any additional questions, please email me 
at michaelnicholson@creighton.edu.  
 
Peace, 
 
 
Michael Nicholson 
 




