
Faculty and Staff  
In-Service

Principles of Catholic Identity in Education

Promoting and Defending Faithful Catholic Education

VE
RI

TA

S ET FIDELITAS



About the Project
The Cardinal Newman Society’s publication of Principles of Catholic 
Identity in Education culminates an extensive review of Vatican docu-
ments from the past century to identify essential marks of a Catholic 
education.
It is our hope that the Principles will encourage new awareness of 
what makes Catholic education special and essential to the Church’s 
mission of evangelization. At the Newman Society, the Principles serve 
as the starting point for all of our work in elementary and secondary 
education.
Although no project of this scope can capture every aspect of Vat-
ican teaching, the Principles faithfully reflect recurring themes and 
key expectations of the Church for Catholic schools, with regard to 
their unique mission of evangelization and formation. As much as 
possible, the five principles cite verbatim the language from Vatican 
documents.
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Introduction
Principles of Catholic Identity in Education: Faculty and Staff In-Ser-
vice is designed to help a school’s faculty and staff reflect upon those 
elements the Church expects to be present in all Catholic schools and 
which distinguish them from other schools. The evaluation is struc-
tured upon five principles of Catholic identity derived from Church 
documents related to education. The five principles that help structure 
the document and questions are: Inspired by Divine Mission; Mod-
els Christian Communion; Encounters Christ in Prayer, Scripture, 
and Sacraments; Integrally Forms the Human Person and Imparts 
a Christian Understanding of the World. Each principle includes a 
summary which is comprehensive, yet concise. It is then followed by 
a series of questions intended to serve as a general resource to guide 
the faculty and staff in an effort to enhance and assess their school’s 
Catholic identity. 

Intention for Use

Principles of Catholic Identity in Education: Faculty and Staff In-Ser-
vice helps faculty and staff members conduct an internal formative 
self-assessment of their school’s Catholic identity.

Suggestions for Use

The faculty and staff do not need to answer all questions, although 
they may. New questions may also arise from their discussions. The 
process is intended to open up potential lines of inquiry that will spark 
internal conversation and lead eventually to more targeted focus of the 
school’s particular needs. Because of the integrated and interrelated 
nature of Catholic education’s fundamental mission to evangelize and 
integrally form students in a Christ-centered community, the distinc-
tive elements found in a school directed toward this end are not easily 
and exclusively categorized. For instance, Catholic education should 
form students in virtue; should that element be addressed in a school’s 
purpose, culture, curriculum, spiritual life, or evangelization? The im-
portant thing is that the questions are addressed and discussed among 



Principles of Catholic Identity in Education

4

the faculty, often with as basic and important a question as, “How are 
we doing at forming virtuous students?”

Some schools may choose to use the In-Service in a series of faculty 
gatherings. This would involve dividing the document into individual 
sections and distributing each section prior to the gathering, so that 
participants have sufficient opportunity to reflect deeply on each sec-
tion prior to discussion. Participants should read through the applica-
ble set of questions prior to reading the narrative and quotes. Another 
alternative is to divide the faculty into smaller groups and give each 
group one specific section to discuss before coming back together 
to share their findings. Other schools may want to have a sub-group 
meet first on a specific topic and then present the topic to the whole 
faculty for general discussion. 

Whatever approach is selected, school administrators should be 
present at group discussions to answer questions as they arise and to 
add additional information if needed.  The process should include all 
individuals involved in the learning environment in an open, safe, 
and positive atmosphere. The process should be slow and allow for 
fruitful, honest, and nuanced discussions. At minimum, it will take 
approximately 1-1 ½ hours to evaluate and discuss each of the five 
principles. These discussions might then provide the opportunity for 
recording strengths and weaknesses, brainstorming ideas to enhance 
Catholic identity, and making specific school-wide goals and action 
plans for growth. 

Developed by  Denise Donohue, Ed.D.,  and  Dan Guernsey, Ed.D
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Principle I 
Inspired by Divine Mission

Catholic education is an expression of the Church’s mission of salva-
tion and an instrument of evangelization:1 to make disciples of Christ 
and to teach them to observe all that He has commanded.2  Through 
Catholic education, students encounter God, “who in Jesus Christ 
reveals His transforming love and truth.”3  Christ is the foundation of 
Catholic education;4 He journeys with students through school and 
life as “genuine Teacher” and “perfect Man.”5 As a faith community 
in unity with the Church and in fidelity to the Magisterium, students, 
parents, and educators give witness to Christ’s loving communion 
in the Holy Trinity.6  With this Christian vision, Catholic education 
fulfills its purpose of “critical, systematic transmission of culture in 
the light of faith”7 and the integral formation of the human person by 
developing each student’s physical, moral, spiritual, and intellectual 
gifts in harmony, teaching responsibility and right use of freedom, and 
preparing students to fulfill God’s calling in this world and to attain 
the eternal kingdom for which they were created.8 Catholic education 
is sustained by the frequent experience of prayer, Sacred Scripture, 
and the Church’s liturgical and sacramental tradition.9

Reflection on Church Teaching 

Vatican II describes a Catholic school’s mission as leading all students 
to salvation by helping them become prayerful, moral, and Christ-like 
individuals, aware of the gift of faith they have received. They are 
to conform their lives to the teachings of Christ and strive to devel-
op the Mystical Body of Christ through witness and evangelization, 
thus contributing to the common good and the growth of a Christian 
worldview.

A Christian education does not merely strive for the maturing of a 
human person… but has as its principal purpose this goal: that the 
baptized, while they are gradually introduced the knowledge of the 
mystery of salvation, become ever more aware of the gift of Faith 
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they have received, and that they learn in addition how to worship 
God the Father in spirit and truth especially in liturgical action, and 
be conformed in their personal lives according to the new man cre-
ated in justice and holiness of truth; also that they develop into per-
fect manhood, to the mature measure of the fullness of Christ and 
strive for the growth of the Mystical Body; moreover, that aware 
of their calling, they learn not only how to bear witness to the hope 
that is in them but also how to help in the Christian formation of 
the world that takes place when natural powers viewed in the full 
consideration of man redeemed by Christ contribute to the good of 
the whole society.10 

These themes are carried forth in subsequent documents, but especial-
ly the theme of the evangelizing mission of Catholic education with 
emphasis on personal sanctification and social reform.

Catholic education is an expression of the mission entrusted by 
Jesus to the Church He founded. Through education, the Church 
seeks to prepare its members to proclaim the Good News and to 
translate this proclamation into action. Since the Christian vocation 
is a call to transform oneself and society with God’s help, the ed-
ucational efforts of the Church must encompass the twin purposes 
of personal sanctification and the social reform in light of Christian 
values.11 

How a school accomplishes this mission includes many elements, but 
chief among them are a focus on Christ, especially His life and His 
teachings. Church documents on education consistently emphasize a 
Christocentric dimension for the school’s existence.

In a Catholic school, everyone should be aware of the living 
presence of Jesus the “Master” who, today as always, is with us in 
our journey through life as the one genuine “Teacher,” the perfect 
Man in whom all human values find their fullest perfection. The 
inspiration of Jesus must be translated from the ideal into the real. 
The gospel spirit should be evident in a Christian way of thought 
and life which permeates all facets of the educational climate.12 

Essential to the fulfillment of the mission are opportunities for stu-
dents to encounter His presence in Scripture, in the Sacraments, in 
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prayer, in each other, and in their studies. As Pope Benedict XVI 
noted:

First and foremost every Catholic educational institution is a place 
to encounter the living God who in Jesus Christ reveals his trans-
forming love and truth. This relationship elicits a desire to grow 
in the knowledge and understanding of Christ and his teaching. 
In this way those who meet him are drawn by the very power of 
the Gospel to lead a new life characterized by all that is beautiful, 
good, and true; a life of Christian witness nurtured and strength-
ened within the community of our Lord’s disciples, the Church.13 

A further distinctive element of the mission and experience of a Cath-
olic school is its dedication to integral formation. This integral forma-
tion is the unique way the Church responds to the complex and real 
crisis of the age facing her children and facing the whole world.

Since true education must strive for complete formation of the 
human person that looks to his or her final end as well as to the 
common good of societies, children and youth are to be nurtured in 
such a way that they are able to develop their physical, moral, and 
intellectual talents harmoniously, acquire a more perfect sense of 
responsibility and right use of freedom, and are formed to partici-
pate actively in social life.14 

These elements help create a truly Catholic school experience in 
culture, climate, community, and academics where all knowledge is 
illumined by faith.   

The Catholic school pursues cultural goals and the natural develop-
ment of youth to the same degree as any other school. What makes 
the Catholic school distinctive is its attempt to generate a commu-
nity climate in the school that is permeated by the Gospel spirit 
of freedom and love...The Council, therefore, declared that what 
makes the Catholic school distinctive is its religious dimension, 
and that this is to be found in a) the educational climate, b) the per-
sonal development of each student, c) the relationship established 
between culture and the Gospel, d) the illumination of all knowl-
edge with the light of faith.15
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Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are questions designed to facilitate reflection and begin a dis-
cussion of how your school fulfills the mission of Catholic education. 
Choose the most important questions for your school.

School’s Mission

◊ What is our school’s mission? Do we all know it and follow 
it? Do our students and families know it? Do they embrace and 
support it?

◊ How much does our mission guide our efforts? Where can we 
improve?

◊ Is our school’s mission united with the Church’s mission for 
Catholic education?

◊ What in our school’s mission statement specifically distin-
guishes it from local, non-Catholic, and private schools?

Church’s Mission – Evangelization and Salvation 

◊ Does our school’s mission advance the Church’s mission of 
salvation and evangelization?

◊ In which experiences at our school do students encounter the 
living God? How adeptly do they recognize these encounters? 
How can we make these encounters more frequent, evident, and 
fruitful?

Catholic Identity

◊ Is our school proudly and strongly Catholic in its identity? 
How can we tell? Do we sometimes downplay our Catholic 
identity or dilute Catholic teachings? 

◊ Is Christ the foundation of our school? How so? How can we 
make this more evident?
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◊ Does our school transmit a distinctly Catholic culture and 
worldview? Where? How?

◊ Is our school faithful to the teachings of the Magisterium, es-
pecially as expressed in the Catechism of the Catholic Church?

Student Formation 

◊ Are efforts in student formation sufficiently balanced to ac-
complish our mission? Do we in any way limit our vision and 
efforts to utilitarian or worldly purposes?

◊ Does a Christian understanding of the human person, as an 
integrated body and soul created by God, form the basis for our 
formational efforts? Do we sufficiently capitalize on the reality 
that Christ reveals man fully to himself? Where is this evident 
in our efforts?

Action Item: Specific ideas or plans to work toward fulfillment of our 
mission.
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Principle II 
Models Christian  

Communion and Identity
Catholic education teaches communion with Christ, by living commu-
nion with Christ and imitating the love and freedom of the Trinity.16 
This communion begins in the home—with the divinely ordered right 
and responsibility of parents to educate their children—and extends 
to the school community in support and service to the needs of the 
family.17 It unites families and educators with a shared educational 
philosophy to form students for a relationship with God and with oth-
ers.18 The educational community is united to the universal Church in 
fidelity to the magisterium, to the local Church, and to other schools 
and community organizations.19

The school community is a place of ecclesial experience, in which 
the members model confident and joyful public witness in both word 
and action and teach students to live the Catholic faith in their daily 
lives.20 In an environment “humanly and spiritually rich,” everyone 
is aware of the living presence of Jesus evidenced by a Christian way 
of life, expressed in “Word and Sacrament, in individual behaviour, 
[and] in friendly and harmonious relationships.”21 The school climate 
reproduces, as far as possible, the “warm and intimate atmosphere of 
family life.”22 As members of the Church community, students experi-
ence what it means to live a life of prayer, personal responsibility, and 
freedom reflective of Gospel values. This, in turn, leads them to grow 
in their commitment to serve God, one another, the Church, and the 
society.23

All teachers and leaders possess adequate skills, preparation, and 
religious formation and possess special qualities of mind and heart as 
well as the sensitivity necessary for authentic witness to the gospel 
and the task of human formation.24 Teachers and leaders of the edu-
cational community should be “practicing Catholics, who can under-
stand and accept the teachings of the Catholic Church and the moral 
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demands of the Gospel and who can contribute to the achievement of 
the school’s Catholic identity and apostolic goals.”25 

Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 1  
Encourages and Participates in Christian Communion

The Church teaches that education cannot be accomplished in isola-
tion, but finds success when all those responsible for the education of 
the child work together.

Because its aim is to make man more man, education can be car-
ried out authentically only in a relational and community context. 
It is not by chance that the first and original educational envi-
ronment is that of the natural community of the family. Schools, 
in their turn, take their place beside the family as an educational 
space that is communitarian, organic and intentional and they 
sustain their educational commitment, according to a logic of 
assistance.26 

The school is an extension of the family and recognizes parents as the 
primary educators of their children. Therefore, the environment of the 
school, especially at the primary level, should exemplify the charity 
and care found among close family members. 

Considering the special age group they are working with, prima-
ry schools should try to create a community school climate that 
reproduces, as far as possible, the warm and intimate atmosphere 
of family life. Those responsible for these schools will, therefore, 
do everything they can to promote a common spirit of trust and 
spontaneity. In addition, they will take great care to promote close 
and constant collaboration with the parents of these pupils. An 
integration of school and home is an essential condition for the 
birth and development of all of the potential which these children 
manifest in one or the other of these two situations - including their 
openness to religion with all that this implies.27

Through the building up of interpersonal relationships between col-
leagues, students, and families as well as between the school commu-
nity and universal Church, the school gives witness to communion.

By giving witness of communion, the Catholic educational com-
munity is able to educate for communion, which, as a gift that 
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comes from above, animates the project of formation for living to-
gether in harmony and being welcoming. Not only does it cultivate 
in the students the cultural values that derive from the Christian 
vision of reality, but it also involves each one of them in the life of 
the community, where values are mediated by authentic interper-
sonal relationships among the various members that form it, and 
by the individual and community acceptance of them. In this way, 
the life of communion of the educational community assumes the 
value of an educational principle, of a paradigm that directs its 
formational action as a service for the achievement of a culture of 
communion.28 

This type of community facilitates openness for the sharing of values 
and must not remain an ideal, but become a lived and felt reality. 

The school must be a community whose values are communicated 
through the interpersonal and sincere relationships of its members 
and through both individual and corporative adherence to the out-
look on life that permeates the school.29 

Church documents give guidance of how this is accomplished.
Some of the conditions for creating a positive and supportive 
climate are the following: that everyone agree with the educational 
goals and cooperate in achieving them; that interpersonal relation-
ships be based on love and Christian freedom; that each individual, 
in daily life, be a witness to Gospel values; that every student be 
challenged to strive for the highest possible level of formation, 
both human and Christian. In addition, the climate must be one 
in which families are welcomed, the local Church is an active 
participant, and civil society—local, national, and international—is 
included. If all share a common faith, this can be an added advan-
tage.30 

Students are instructed on proper interaction among peers and adults 
in order to facilitate healthy and wholesome personal growth and 
flourishing. 

In these educational centres [Catholic schools]—which are open 
to all who share and respect their educational goals—the atmo-
sphere must be permeated by the evangelical spirit of freedom and 
charity, which fosters the harmonious development of each one’s 
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personality. In this setting, human culture as a whole is harmonised 
with the message of salvation, so that the pupils gradually acquire 
a knowledge of the world, life and humanity that is be enlightened 
by the Gospel.31 

While the community of the school builds on the family and is lived 
and nurtured within its walls, the students should also experience a 
sense of belonging to the community of the universal Church.

Concretely, the educational goals of the school include a concern 
for the life and the problems of the Church, both local and univer-
sal. These goals are attentive to the Magisterium, and include co-
operation with Church authorities. Catholic students are helped to 
become active members of the parish and diocesan communities. 
They have opportunities to join Church associations and Church 
youth groups, and they are taught to collaborate in local Church 
projects.32 

Finally, this ecclesial community is destined not for itself, but to be of 
service to the common good of the world through evangelization and 
service.

More than any other program of education sponsored by the 
Church, the Catholic school has the opportunity and obligation to 
be unique, contemporary, and oriented to Christian service; unique 
because it is distinguished by its commitment to the threefold pur-
pose of Christian education and by its total design and operation 
which foster the integration of religion with the rest of learning and 
living; contemporary because it enables students to address with 
Christian insight the multiple problems which face individuals and 
society today; oriented to Christian service because it helps stu-
dents acquire skills, virtues, and habits of heart and mind required 
for effective service to others.33 

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are questions designed to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school encourages and participates in 
Christian communion. Choose the most important questions for your 
school. 
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Communion in General

◊ Is our school community open and inviting to all, or can we 
be considered by some as overly exclusive?

◊ How does our school environment evidence a Christian way 
of life that reproduces, as far as possible, the warm and intimate 
atmosphere of family life?

Communion with Parents

◊ Is our school community welcoming to, and appreciative of, 
all parents? In what ways?

◊ How can we increase parental involvement? 

◊ How can we better support the efforts of parents as the prima-
ry educators of their children? 

Communion among Students

◊ Do students treat each other with respect and kindness? Do 
students engage openly and freely with each other? Do cliques 
or other restrictive social groupings exist? Have we addressed 
this?

◊ Do students help each other grow and flourish? Do students 
show each other mercy, forgiveness, and acceptance? 

◊ How do we assist students to heal hurting or broken relation-
ships? Is there any bullying, detraction, or belittling? Do we 
have a Gospel-based plan to address bullying and conflicts?

◊ Do our students actively and joyfully defend the rights of the 
most vulnerable: the unborn, the elderly, the disabled, the home-
less and shut-in, the handicapped and marginalized?
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◊ Are students active in service programs for the school and 
for the community? Do they perform voluntary service? How 
can we assist in developing concern for others and the common 
good in our students?

◊ Do our students experience the universality of the Catholic 
Church and its extent beyond our school walls? Do they feel 
at home in the Catholic Church and embrace it outside of the 
school experience? 

Communion with the Broader Community

◊ How effectively do we relate with and support other area 
Catholic schools, our local parishes, the efforts of the diocesan 
school office, and the efforts of the universal Church? Are there 
opportunities to do more? 

Action Item: Specific ideas or plans to work toward building a more 
Christian community.
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Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 2  
Models Communion in Christ

The community of a Catholic school begins with its faculty and staff. 
Teachers play a special role in creating an enriching atmosphere 
throughout the school.

In the Catholic school, “prime responsibility for creating this 
unique Christian school climate rests with the teachers, as individ-
uals and as a community”. Teaching has an extraordinary moral 
depth and is one of man’s most excellent and creative activities, for 
the teacher does not write on inanimate material, but on the very 
spirits of human beings. The personal relations between the teacher 
and the students, therefore, assume an enormous importance and 
are not limited simply to giving and taking. Moreover, we must 
remember that teachers and educators fulfill a specific Christian 
vocation and share an equally specific participation in the mission 
of the Church, to the extent that “it depends chiefly on them wheth-
er the Catholic school achieves its purpose.”34 

For this reason, Catholic educators need a “formation of the heart”: 
they need to be led to that encounter with God in Christ which 
awakens their love and opens their spirits to others, so that their 
educational commitment becomes a consequence deriving from 
their faith, a faith which becomes active through love. In fact, even 
care for instruction means loving. It is only in this way that they 
can make their teaching a school of faith, that is to say, a transmis-
sion of the Gospel, as required by the educational project of the 
Catholic school.35 

The success of the faculty and staff in creating a community that 
assists in leading students to communion with Christ and His Church 
depends upon their authentic witness and faithfulness in both word 
and action.

The more completely an educator can give concrete witness to the 
model of the ideal person [Christ] that is being presented to the 
students, the more this ideal will be believed and imitated.36 
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In light of this, the Church insists that
Instruction and education in a Catholic school must be based on the 
principles of Catholic doctrine, and the teachers must be outstand-
ing in true doctrine and uprightness of life.37

Because authentic and lived teaching and living in communion is so 
critical to a Catholic school’s mission, the school needs to hire teach-
ers who are formed and willing to participate in the mission of Catho-
lic education to the fullest extent possible.

Recruit teachers who are practicing Catholics, who can understand 
and accept the teachings of the Catholic Church and the moral 
demands of the gospel, and who can contribute to the achieve-
ment of the school’s Catholic identity and apostolic goals…As a 
catechetical leader in the Catholic school, the principal is called 
to provide opportunities for ongoing catechesis for faculty mem-
bers…The distinctive Catholic identity and mission of the Cath-
olic school also depend on the efforts and example of the whole 
faculty…All teachers in Catholic schools share in the catechetical 
ministry… While some situations might entail compelling reasons 
for members of another faith tradition to teach in a Catholic school, 
as much as possible, all teachers in a Catholic school should be 
practicing Catholics.38 

Also, as life is a pilgrimage of deeper understanding of the faith, and 
an ever-growing relationship with Christ, ample opportunities for 
learning, prayer, forgiveness, and growth should be a part of the life 
of a Catholic schoolteacher.

The preparation and ongoing formation of new administrators and 
teachers is vital if our schools are to remain truly Catholic in all as-
pects of school life. Catholic school personnel should be grounded 
in a faith-based Catholic culture, have strong bonds to Christ and 
the Church, and be witnesses to the faith in both their words and 
actions. The formation of personnel will allow the Gospel message 
and the living presence of Jesus to permeate the entire life of the 
school community and thus be faithful to the school’s evangelizing 
mission.39
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Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are a series questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school models communion with Christ. 
Choose the most important questions for your school.

Christian Atmosphere

◊ How do we, as a faculty, let students know they are precious 
to us and to God?

◊ Are there ways we, as a faculty, can improve our relationship 
with our students? Do we spend non-classroom time with them? 
Do we interact and socialize with them in ways that are both 
appropriate and joyful? 

◊ Do we, as a faculty, offer mercy and forgiveness to our stu-
dents when they fall? To our parents? To our colleagues? Do we 
ask for forgiveness when we fall?

Christian Vocation

◊ Do we experience our teaching vocation as a call from God? 
What does that mean in the context of our personal and profes-
sional lives?

◊ The Church holds that all teachers share in the religious for-
mation of students and the catechetical ministry of the school. 
How fully have we realized this expectation among us? Do the 
students experience this? How can we help and encourage all 
teachers in all subjects to get involved in joyful faith formation? 

◊ Do all faculty members frequently, openly, and naturally pray 
with students in both formal and informal ways? Do all faculty 
joyfully attend Mass and other prayer activities of the school?
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Christian Witness

◊ How do we, as a faculty, witness the Gospel message? Do we 
live the Gospel with integrity in the entirety of our lives? Are 
our personal witness and our life consistent with the teachings 
of the Catholic Church?

◊ How does the school assist faculty and staff with opportuni-
ties to grow in faith and in virtue? Do we have faith-formation 
programs or retreats? Can we pray together more? How do we 
socialize first-time teachers in a Catholic school? 

◊ Since the Catholic mission of the school depends almost 
entirely on us as a faculty, how might we grow in fellowship as 
a faculty to more fully achieve unity in mission and strength in 
camaraderie? 

Action Items: Specific ideas or plans to work toward better modeling 
of communion with Christ.
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Principle III 
Encounters Christ in Prayer, 

Scripture, and Sacrament
Rooted in Christ, Catholic education is continually fed and stimu-
lated by Him in the frequent experience of prayer, scripture, and the 
Church’s liturgical and sacramental tradition.40 The transmission of 
faith, catechesis, is intrinsically linked to these living encounters with 
Christ, by which He nurtures and educates souls in the divine life of 
grace and the gifts of the Holy Spirit.41 By their witness and sharing 
in these encounters, educators help students grow in understanding 
of what it means to be a member of the Church.42 Students discover 
the real value of the Sacraments, especially the Eucharist and Recon-
ciliation, in accompanying the Christian in the journey through life. 
They learn “to open their hearts in confidence to Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit through personal and liturgical prayer,” which makes the 
mystery of Christ present to students.43

Reflection on Church Teaching

The community comprising the Catholic school finds its source of 
nourishment in the Word, in the Sacraments, and in the traditions of 
the Church.

No Catholic school can adequately fulfill its educational role on its 
own. It must continually be fed and stimulated by its Source of life, 
the Saving Word of Christ as it is expressed in Sacred Scripture, in 
Tradition, especially liturgical and sacramental tradition, and in the 
lives of people, past and present, who bear witness to that Word.44 

The characteristics of a rich faith life include easily identifiable repre-
sentations of the spiritual life such as crucifixes, statues, or pictures of 
saints and a place set aside for prayer.

From the first moment that a student sets foot in a Catholic school, 
he or she ought to have the impression of entering a new envi-
ronment, one illumined by the light of faith, and having its own 
unique characteristics.45 
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It also involves introducing students to traditional Catholic prayers, 
traditions of the Church, and spiritual devotions, especially Marian 
devotions.

An awareness of Mary’s presence can be a great help toward 
making the school into a “home”. Mary, Mother and Teacher of the 
Church, accompanied her Son as he grew in wisdom and grace; 
from its earliest days, she has accompanied the Church in its mis-
sion of salvation.46 

As important as these Catholic devotions are, an essential element to 
any Catholic school is a rich and faithful sacramental life.

An understanding of the sacramental journey has profound educa-
tional implications. Students become aware that being a member 
of the Church is something dynamic, responding to every person’s 
need to continue growing all through life. When we meet the 
Lord in the Sacraments, we are never left unchanged. Through the 
Spirit, he causes us to grow in the Church, offering us “grace upon 
grace”; the only thing he asks is our cooperation. The educational 
consequences of this touch on our relationship with God, our wit-
ness as a Christian, and our choice of a personal vocation.47 

Especially important in the documents is a rich Eucharistic compo-
nent.

The essential point for students to understand is that Jesus Christ is 
always truly present in the Sacraments which he has instituted, and 
his presence makes them efficacious means of grace. The moment 
of closest encounter with the Lord Jesus occurs in the Eucharist, 
which is both Sacrifice and Sacrament. In the Eucharist, two 
supreme acts of love are united: Our Lord renews his sacrifice of 
salvation for us, and he truly gives himself to us.48 

In the life of a Catholic school the Eucharist and the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation become frequent, lived, and loving encounters with 
God.

The teacher will assist students to open their hearts in confidence to 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit through personal and liturgical prayer. 
The latter is not just another way of praying; it is the official prayer 
of the Church, which makes the mystery of Christ present in our 
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lives—especially through the Eucharist, Sacrifice and Sacrament, 
and through the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Religious experienc-
es are then seen, not as something externally imposed, but as a free 
and loving response to the God who first loved us. The virtues of 
faith and religion, thus rooted and cultivated, are enabled to devel-
op during childhood, youth, and in all the years that follow.49 

As with all elements of the integral formation of its students, the au-
thentic and lived participation of the faculty and staff in liturgies and 
Sacraments play a critical role in the spiritual life of the school.

As a visible manifestation of the faith they profess and the life 
witness they are supposed to manifest, it is important that lay Cath-
olics who work in a Catholic school participate simply and actively 
in the liturgical and sacramental life of the school. Students will 
share in this life more readily when they have concrete examples: 
when they see the importance that this life has for believers. In 
today’s secularized world, students will see many lay people who 
call themselves Catholics, but who never take part in liturgy or sac-
raments. It is very important that they also have the example of lay 
adults who take such things seriously, who find in them a source 
and nourishment for Christian living.50 

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are a series questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school offers opportunities for encounter 
Christ through prayer, scripture, and Sacrament.

Choose the most important questions for your school.

Prayer

◊ Is prayer a norm in our school? How often do we pray (e.g., 
start and end of school, before meals, before classes, before 
athletic events, assemblies, and events)? Do our students know 
traditional Catholic prayers and practices?

◊ Does our school’s prayer life facilitate a clear, joyful, and per-
sonal communication with God? Do we provide quiet time and 
space for this encounter?
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◊ Are enough retreats available? Are they appropriate and effec-
tive? Do students enjoy and attend them and grow in faith? Are 
they spiritually substantial and well-organized? 

Sacraments

◊ How frequently do our students attend Mass as a school? Is 
this enough? Do they receive the Eucharist worthily and re-
spectfully? How can we provide for greater student attentive-
ness, reverence, and participation in Mass? 

◊ Is there an opportunity for Eucharistic adoration, benediction, 
and/or processions? 

◊ How often is confession available for our students? Do they 
value it? Is this enough? What do we do to help them prepare? 
Is quality spiritual direction available to students? Vocational 
discernment opportunities?

Saints and Devotions

◊ How well do we foster devotion to our Blessed Mother? Do 
we celebrate her feast days and pray the Rosary?

◊ How well do we celebrate the liturgical year, Holy Days of 
Obligation, Saints, and feast days?

◊ Do students know, understand, and practice the charism of our 
school (if appropriate and existing)?

Spiritual Life of the School

◊ How faithful are we as faculty to participation in the school’s 
spiritual life? 

◊ How do we assist or account for students who may not have 
all the spiritual support they need at home (e.g., no access to 
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Mass, or fallen-away parents)? How do we assist non-Catholics 
in understanding the faith and participating in all spiritual activ-
ities to the fullest degree possible?

◊ How are parents involved in the spiritual and sacramental life 
of the school?

Sacred Environment

◊ Upon entering the school, does one experience a sense of 
hospitality and sacredness? 

◊ Are sacred works of art (paintings, statues, crucifixes, and 
other symbols) used to enhance the sense of transcendence and 
Catholic identity throughout the school?

Action Items: Specific action items or plans to work toward encoun-
tering Christ in prayer, Scripture, and Sacraments.





27

Principle IV 
Integrally Forms the Human Person

The complex task of Catholic education is the integral formation of 
students as physical, intellectual, and spiritual beings called to perfect 
humanity in the fullness of Christ, which is their right by Baptism.51 
The human person is “created in ‘the image and likeness’ of God; 
elevated by God to the dignity of a child of God; unfaithful to God 
in original sin, but redeemed by Christ; a temple of the Holy Spirit, a 
member of the Church; destined to eternal life.”52  Catholic education 
assists students to become aware of the gift of Faith, worship God the 
Father, develop into mature adults who bear witness to the Mystical 
Body of Christ, respect the dignity of the human person, provide ser-
vice, lead apostolic lives, and build the Kingdom of God.53

Catholic education forms the conscience through commitment to 
authentic Catholic doctrine. It develops the virtues and characteristics 
associated with what it means to be Christian so as to resist relativ-
ism, overcome individualism, and discover vocations to serve God 
and others.54 “Intellectual development and growth as a Christian go 
forward hand in hand” where faith, culture, and life are integrated 
throughout the school’s program to provide students a personal close-
ness to Christ enriched by virtues, values, and supernatural gifts.55 
As a child of God, made in his image, human formation includes the 
development of personal Christian ethics and respect for the body by 
promoting healthy development, physical activity, and chastity.56 

In Catholic education, “There is no separation between time for learn-
ing and time for formation, between acquiring notions and growing 
in wisdom”; education and pedagogy inspired by Gospel values and 
distinguished by the “illumination of all knowledge with the light 
of faith” allows formation to become living, conscious and active.57 
The atmosphere is characterized by discovery and awareness that 
enkindles a love for truth, and a desire to know the universe as God’s 
creation. The Christian educational program facilitates critical think-
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ing that is ordered, precise, and responsible as it builds strength and 
perseverance in pursuit of the truth.58 

Reflection on Church Teachings: Part 1 
Integral Formation Focused on Intellectual Development

The Catholic intellectual tradition is about much more than maximiz-
ing intellectual skills; it is about ensuring that the person is authenti-
cally human, integrated, and oriented toward wisdom.

Catholic schools are encouraged to promote a wisdom-based soci-
ety, to go beyond knowledge and educate people to think, evalu-
ating facts in the light of values. In teaching the various academic 
disciplines, teachers share and promote a methodological view-
point in which the various branches of knowledge are dynamically 
correlated, in a wisdom perspective.59

We do not just seek knowledge for the sake of power and utilitarian 
purposes, but rather for complete human flourishing and complete 
human formation.

In the Catholic school’s educational project there is no separation 
between time for learning and time for formation, between acquir-
ing notions and growing in wisdom. The various school subjects 
do not present only knowledge to be attained, but also values to 
be acquired and truths to be discovered. All of which demands an 
atmosphere characterized by the search for truth, in which compe-
tent, convinced and coherent educators, teachers of learning and of 
life, may be a reflection, albeit imperfect but still vivid, of the one 
Teacher. In this perspective, in the Christian educational project 
all subjects collaborate, each with its own specific content, to the 
formation of mature personalities.60

This Catholic understanding of the unity of knowledge and how each 
branch finds its origin and end in God is complemented by the notion 
of man’s desire and sense of responsibility to pursue and value all that 
is beautiful, good, and true in God’s creation.

The world, in all its diversity, is eager to be guided towards the 
great values of mankind, truth, good and beauty; now more than 
ever…teaching means to accompany young people in their search 
for truth and beauty, for what is right and good.61 
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This intellectual work unites all three elements of truth, beauty, and 
goodness in a pursuit of wisdom sharpening the skills of analysis and 
precision as well as perseverance and mental fortitude.

Within the overall process of education, special mention must be 
made of the intellectual work done by students. Although Christian 
life consists in loving God and doing his will, intellectual work is 
intimately involved. The light of Christian faith stimulates a desire 
to know the universe as God’s creation. It enkindles a love for the 
truth that will not be satisfied with superficiality in knowledge or 
judgment. It awakens a critical sense which examines statements 
rather than accepting them blindly. It impels the mind to learn with 
careful order and precise methods, and to work with a sense of re-
sponsibility. It provides the strength needed to accept the sacrifices 
and the perseverance required by intellectual labor.62 

The Church does not shy away from a bold claim to know and teach 
the truth in a modern relativistic culture. St. John Paul II encouraged 
American educators to realize this point.

The greatest challenge to Catholic education in the United States 
today, and the greatest contribution that authentically Catholic ed-
ucation can make to American culture, is to restore to that culture 
the conviction that human beings can grasp the truth of things, and 
in grasping that truth can know their duties to God, to themselves 
and their neighbors. The contemporary world urgently needs the 
service of educational institutions which uphold and teach that 
truth is “that fundamental value without which freedom, justice 
and human dignity are extinguished.”63 

We seek the truth wherever it can be found. Follow it wherever it 
leads and conform our lives to it.

Respect for those who seek the truth, who raise fundamental ques-
tions about human existence. Confidence in our ability to attain 
truth, at least in a limited way—a confidence based not on feeling 
but on faith. God created us “in his own image and likeness” and 
will not deprive us of the truth necessary to orient our lives.  The 
ability to make judgments about what is true and what is false; 
and to make choices based on these judgments.  Making use of a 
systematic framework, such as that offered by our philosophical 
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heritage, with which to find the best possible human responses to 
questions regarding the human person, the world, and God.  Lively 
dialogue between culture and the Gospel message.  The fullness of 
truth contained in the Gospel message itself, which embraces and 
integrates the wisdom of all cultures, and enriches them with the 
divine mysteries known only to God but which, out of love, he has 
chosen to reveal to us.  With such criteria as a basis, the student’s 
careful and reflective study of philosophy will bring human wis-
dom into an encounter with divine wisdom.64                                    

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school approaches the intellectual devel-
opment of a student. Choose the most important questions for your 
school.

Pedagogy

◊ Are we, as a faculty, versatile in the areas of both academ-
ic content and catechesis? Are we able and willing to enrich 
discussions in any discipline or on any topic with a spiritual and 
faith-based perspective naturally and with ease? 

◊ Where and how do we explicitly relate different academic dis-
cipline areas to reflect the unity of truth and interrelationships 
among various elements of God’s creation?

◊ Do we fully account for the physical, mental, spiritual, and 
moral development and capabilities of our students? 

◊ Are adequate counseling and professional services available 
to our students with special needs or circumstances? 

Philosophy

◊ Is knowledge and learning celebrated for its own sake and 
worth, or is knowledge viewed as a means to an end, a neces-
sary commodity to get to the next level of high school, college, 
or career?
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◊ How and where do we see students growing in wisdom as 
opposed to just knowledge?

◊ Where and how do we explicitly and purposefully expose stu-
dents to beauty? Do they know how to evaluate reality through 
this lens by asking why something is beautiful, how it attracts, 
or how the perfection of form shines through something?

◊ Where and how do we explicitly and purposefully expose 
students to goodness? Do they know how to evaluate reality 
through this lens as they seek to explore what a thing is for and 
how well it fulfills its potentialities?

◊ Where and how do we explicitly teach how to come to know 
Truth? How to seek it, define it, and embrace it once discov-
ered? How do we train students to appreciate especially those 
truths that transcends culture and opinion and which are know-
able through reason, senses, natural law, and revelation?

◊ How and where (at an age-appropriate level) are students 
introduced to and prepared to respond to relativism and skepti-
cism?

Action Items: Specific ideas or plans to work on the intellectual de-
velopment of students.
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Reflection on Church Teachings: Part 2 
Integral Formation Focused on Spiritual Development

All schools focus on developing the intellect, but Catholic schools 
have a long history of particularly excelling in this academic enter-
prise. As schools focused on the human person, we have the added 
advantage of being able to actively form not only the intellect, but the 
spiritual dimension as well. The spiritual life we model and the spir-
itual truths we teach must be completely faithful to the Church and 
should permeate and sit proudly alongside all academic disciplines of 
a school’s program.

The integration of religious truth and values with life distinguishes 
the Catholic school from other schools. This is a matter of crucial 
importance today in view of contemporary trends and pressures 
to compartmentalize life and learning and to isolate the religious 
dimension of existence from other areas of human life.65 

A school’s religious formation must not be half-hearted, compro-
mised, or an afterthought.

To use the words of Leo XIII: It is necessary not only that religious 
instruction be given to the young at certain fixed times, but also 
that every other subject taught, be permeated with Christian piety. 
If this is wanting, if this sacred atmosphere does not pervade and 
warm the hearts of masters and scholars alike, little good can be 
expected from any kind of learning, and considerable harm will 
often be the consequence.66 

One component of spiritual development is specific teaching of Cath-
olic doctrine.

Educational programs for the young must strive to teach doctrine, 
to do so within the experience of Christian community, and to 
prepare individuals for effective Christian witness and service to 
others.  In doing this they help foster the student’s growth in per-
sonal holiness and his relationship with Christ.67 

The presentation of Catholic doctrine through religious instruction is 
not the whole of the school’s efforts; a catechetical component is also 
involved.



Faculty and Staff In-Service

33

Religious instruction is appropriate in every school, for the 
purpose of the school is human formation in all of its fundamen-
tal dimensions, and the religious dimension is an integral part of 
this formation. Religious education is actually a right - with the 
corresponding duties - of the student and of the parents. It is also, 
at least in the case of the Catholic religion, an extremely important 
instrument for attaining the adequate synthesis of faith and culture 
that has been insisted on so often.  Therefore, the teaching of the 
Catholic religion, distinct from and at the same time complemen-
tary to catechesis properly so called, ought to form a part of the 
curriculum of every school.68  

A result of this process is a religious formation that leads to an active 
and lived life of faith and worship.

The life of faith is expressed in acts of religion. The teacher will 
assist students to open their hearts in confidence to Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit through personal and liturgical prayer. The latter 
is not just another way of praying; it is the official prayer of the 
Church, which makes the mystery of Christ present in our lives 
- especially through the Eucharist, Sacrifice and Sacrament, and 
through the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Religious experiences are 
then seen, not as something externally imposed, but as a free and 
loving response to the God who first loved us. The virtues of faith 
and religion, thus rooted and cultivated, are enabled to develop 
during childhood, youth, and in all the years that follow.69

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school fulfills focuses on the spiritual 
development of students. Choose the most important questions for 
your school.

Catechetical Content

◊ Are the school’s catechetical efforts well thought out, effec-
tive, joyful, and targeted toward the development of a fully 
integrated faith life which engages the students’ minds and finds 
lived expression in their day-to-day lives?
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◊ How effectively does our catechetical program engage the in-
tellect and will of our students? Is our religion program rigorous 
enough? Do our students understand the tenets of our Catholic 
faith with sufficient depth?

◊ Do our students know the basics of the Catholic faith and 
doctrine appropriate to their grade level? Do they know basic 
prayers and traditions of the Church?

◊ How well does our catechetical program present our un-
derstanding that God’s revelation – received by means of the 
gift of supernatural faith – is transmitted to us through Sacred 
Scripture, the living Tradition of the Church, and the authentic 
Magisterium?

◊ Does our catechetical program adequately reflect the reality of 
God’s mercy and forgiveness, His call for His disciples to live 
lives of love and service to others, to seek justice, and to minis-
ter to the poor, marginalized, and outcast?

◊ Where and how are foundational principles of Catholic Social 
Teaching explicitly taught?

◊ Are all Catholic materials presented in our catechetical 
coursework without any doctrinal error and completely faith-
ful to Catholic teaching as presented in the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church? Do we send any mixed signals to our students 
or families that “some” Church doctrine is in error or can be 
ignored?

◊ Is Sacred Scripture an integral part of students’ school life?
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Action Items: Specific ideas or plans to work on the spiritual devel-
opment of students.

Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 3 
Integral Formation Focused on Moral Development

The intellectual and spiritual formation we provide our students as-
sists them in living a life of virtue guided by a well-formed Catholic 
conscience and a consistent moral ethic.

While Catholic establishments should respect freedom of conscience, 
that is to say, avoid burdening consciences from without by exerting 
physical or moral pressure, especially in the case of the religious activity 
of adolescents, they still have a grave duty to offer a religious training 
suited to the often widely varying religious situations of the pupils. They 
also have a duty to make them understand that, although God’s call to 
serve Him in spirit and truth, in accordance with the Commandments 
of God and the precepts of the Church, does not apply constraint, it is 
nevertheless binding in conscience unrestrained liberty, at once illusory 
and false.70 

Authentic freedom, the ability to do what one ought in pursuit of the 
good, requires instruction and practice in virtues.

…the Catholic school tries to create within its walls a climate 
in which the pupil’s faith will gradually mature and enable him 
to assume the responsibility placed on him by Baptism. It will 
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give pride of place in the education it provides through Christian 
Doctrine to the gradual formation of conscience in fundamental, 
permanent virtues—above all the theological virtues, and charity in 
particular, which is, so to speak, the life-giving spirit which trans-
forms a man of virtue into a man of Christ.71 

In an age of pluralism and relativism, the Catholic school holds out 
fundamental goods and teaches clearly about what is right and what is 
wrong.

Cultural pluralism, therefore, leads the Church to reaffirm her 
mission of education to insure strong character formation. Her 
children, then, will be capable both of resisting the debilitating 
influence of relativism and of living up to the demands made on 
them by their Baptism…For this reason the Church is prompted to 
mobilize her educational resources in the face of the materialism, 
pragmatism and technocracy of contemporary society.72 

In forming the moral compass of our students based on Catholic 
truths, the school works closely with the student’s primary educators, 
the parents.

Partnership between a Catholic school and the families of the stu-
dents must continue and be strengthened: not simply to be able to 
deal with academic problems that may arise, but rather so that the 
educational goals of the school can be achieved. Close cooperation 
with the family is especially important when treating sensitive 
issues such as religious, moral, or sexual education, orientation 
toward a profession, or a choice of one’s vocation in life. It is not a 
question of convenience, but a partnership based on faith. Catho-
lic tradition teaches that God has bestowed on the family its own 
specific and unique educational mission.73 

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin 
a discussion of how well your school approaches the moral devel-
opment of students. Choose the most important questions for your 
school.
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Virtues

◊ How and where do we teach the virtues, and how and where 
do we encourage a life of virtue?

◊ How do we integrate virtues into our student discipline/for-
mation program? Is our discipline program developmentally 
sensitive and focused on human dignity and the flourishing of 
the person?

◊ How can we help students maintain purity of life and chastity 
in all relationships in a world which suggests a different path to 
happiness?

Moral Teachings
◊ How confident are we that students’ consciences (appropriate 
to their age and developmental stages) are being fully informed 
by teachings faithful to the Catholic Church? 

◊ Are we sufficiently arming them with strong intellectual 
understanding of objective truth and Catholic dogma that they 
can bring to bear on their subjective desires when in a moral 
dilemma? How can we strengthen them against a culture of 
relativism?

◊ How well have we addressed issues of the misuse of technol-
ogy, influences of the secular media, risky behavior, or activities 
that compromise chastity?

◊ Do we, at the age-appropriate level, confront the moral and 
ethical flashpoints between Catholicism and the common 
culture? Specifically, is our witness and instruction clear on 
issues of the dignity of all human life and the particular evils 
of abortion and euthanasia; on the sanctity of natural marriage 
as the indissoluble lifelong union of one man and one woman; 
the beauty and fullness of human sexuality which can only be 
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properly exercised by married couples in the service of both 
love and life?

◊ Which moral issues are our students struggling with most? 
What are we doing to clearly present Church teaching in this 
area and with what effect?

◊ Is all our moral formation 100 percent faithful to the teachings 
of the Catholic faith, especially as articulated in the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church? 

Partnering with Parents

◊ Are parents involved in any human sexuality programs ad-
ministered by our school? Are parents allowed to opt out their 
students from these programs or other sensitive programs or 
initiatives of the school? 

◊ Does our school support or sponsor family-based human 
sexuality programs? Does our school have a means for assisting 
parents in this area?

Action Items: Specific ideas or plans to work on the moral develop-
ment of students.



Faculty and Staff In-Service

39

Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 4  
Integral Formation Focused on Physical Development and Ex-
pression

The Catholic Church teaches of an intimate unity between body and 
soul. We are incarnate beings whose physical lives and bodily ex-
pression should be in deep and natural accord with our souls and our 
spiritual life and dispositions. The Catholic school seeks to develop 
all these facets of the human person.

Since true education must strive for complete formation of the 
human person that looks to his or her final end as well as to the 
common good of societies, children and youth are to be nurtured in 
such a way that they are able to develop their physical, moral, and 
intellectual talents harmoniously, acquire a more perfect sense of 
responsibility and right use of freedom, and are formed to partici-
pate actively in social life.74 

This understanding of the human person is based on a Christian an-
thropology which acknowledges our complete human nature, includ-
ing our dignity and our brokenness:

Students should be helped to see the human person as a living 
creature having both a physical and a spiritual nature; each of us 
has an immortal soul, and we are in need of redemption. The older 
students can gradually come to a more mature understanding of all 
that is implied in the concept of “person”: intelligence and will, 
freedom and feelings, the capacity to be an active and creative 
agent; a being endowed with both rights and duties, capable of in-
terpersonal relationships, called to a specific mission in the world.75 

The Catholic school provides assistance for a student’s complete hu-
man experience: mind, soul, and body.

Therefore children and young people must be helped, with the aid 
of the latest advances in psychology and the arts and science of 
teaching, to develop harmoniously their physical, moral and intel-
lectual endowments so that they may gradually acquire a mature 
sense of responsibility in striving endlessly to form their own lives 
properly and in pursuing true freedom as they surmount the vicissi-
tudes of life with courage and constancy.76 
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Mindful of the incarnate nature of human experience, formation at 
a Catholic school involves helping students carry themselves with 
integrity and harmony as they interact with God’s creation.

The human person is present in all the truths of faith: created in 
“the image and likeness” of God; elevated by God to the dignity 
of a child of God; unfaithful to God in original sin, but redeemed 
by Christ; a temple of the Holy Spirit; a member of the Church; 
destined to eternal life…In practice, this means respect for oneself 
and for others.77 

It also means respect and care for one’s physical health and a life 
lived chastely. 

Not a few young people, unable to find any meaning in life or 
trying to find an escape from loneliness, turn to alcohol drugs, the 
erotic, the exotic etc. Christian education is faced with the huge 
challenge of helping these young people discover something of 
value in their lives...We must learn to care for our body and its 
health, and this includes physical activity and sports. And we must 
be careful of our sexual integrity through the virtue of chastity, 
because sexual energies are also a gift of God, contributing to the 
perfection of the person and having a providential function for the 
life of society and of the Church. Thus, gradually, the teacher will 
guide students to the idea, and then to the realization, of a process 
of total formation.78 

Questions to Aid Reflection or Assessment:

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of physical development and expression. Choose the most 
important questions for your school.

◊ Do we have programs in place that address the physical devel-
opment and expression of our students?

◊ Do all our programs fully support the Christian integral for-
mation of our students by bringing in spirituality, intellectual 
growth, and maturing discernment? 
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◊ Do we have sufficient protocols to protect and guide our 
programs to ensure they are always on mission? How do we ad-
dress inappropriate issues and events that sometimes sneak by?

◊ Does each program explicitly lead our students to a fuller ex-
pression of, appreciation of, and participation in Truth, Beauty, 
and Goodness? Where do we see this?

Extra-Curricular and Co-Curricular Programs

◊ Do our extra-curricular programs assist in developing our stu-
dents into the fullness of their humanity in Christ? As Christ is 
the model for our school, is He the model of all extra-curricular 
programs? Is He welcome in each program? Would He feel at 
home on one of our teams or at our dances?

◊ Is all that we present and hold forth in our extra-curricular 
programs lead to greater spiritual and emotional health and 
maturity? Is there anything working against our goals for virtue 
development, especially the virtues of kindness, respect, purity, 
and modesty?

◊ Do we represent our Christian and Catholic faith well in word 
and deed to audience members, spectators, visitors, and oppos-
ing teams?

Student Physical Health

◊ What can we do better in terms of drug and alcohol preven-
tion or response? Do we have a faith-based plan to assist student 
who may be struggling with drugs or alcohol problems?

◊ How does our school address the needs of at-risk students 
(i.e., students living in poverty or with single parents)?
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Action Items: Specific actions items or plans to work on physical 
development and expression.
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Principle V 
Imparts a Christian  

Understanding of the World
In the light of faith, Catholic education critically and systematically 
transmits the secular and religious “cultural patrimony handed down 
from previous generations,” especially that which makes a person 
more human and contributes to the integral formation of students.79 
Both educator and student are called to participate in the dialogue 
with culture and to pursue “the integration of culture with faith and 
faith with living.”80 Catholic education imparts a “Christian vision of 
the world, of life, of culture, and of history,” ordering “the whole of 
human culture to the news of salvation.”81 This hallmark of Catholic 
education, to “bring human wisdom into an encounter with divine 
wisdom,”82 cultivates “in students the intellectual, creative, and aes-
thetic faculties of the human person,” introduces a cultural heritage, 
and prepares them for professional life and to take on the responsibil-
ities and duties of society and the Church.83 Students are prepared to 
work for the evangelization of culture and for the common good of 
society.84

Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 1 
Traditions, Values, and Evangelization

The Church teaches that the task of a Catholic school is to provide, 
fundamentally a synthesis of culture and faith, and a synthesis of 
faith and life: the first is reached by integrating all the different as-
pects of human knowledge through the subjects taught, in the light 
of the Gospel; the second in the growth of the virtues characteristic 
of the Christian.85 

In this synthesis of faith, life, and culture, culture can be understood 
as the artistic and intellectual achievements of the surrounding soci-
ety. Additionally,

…the term culture indicates all those means by which “man devel-
ops and perfects his many bodily and spiritual qualities; he strives 



Principles of Catholic Identity in Education

44

by his knowledge and his labour, to bring the world itself under his 
control. He renders social life more human both in the family and 
the civic community, through improvement of customs and institu-
tions. Throughout the course of time he expresses, communicates 
and conserves in his works, great spiritual experiences and desires, 
that they might be of advantage to the progress of many, even of 
the whole human family.86 

Both the current common culture and aspects of cultural history giv-
ing rise to it are to be explored and critically analyzed in the light of 
the Catholic faith. Positive elements that can be brought into harmony 
with the faith are to be celebrated and expanded. Elements appearing 
in contradiction to the faith are to be challenged and critically ana-
lyzed. This is a role to which Catholic schools are particularly suited.

 A school uses its own specific means for the integral formation of 
the human person: the communication of culture. It is extremely 
important, then, that the Catholic educator reflect on the profound 
relationship that exists between culture and the Church. For the 
Church not only influences culture and is, in turn, conditioned by 
culture; the Church embraces everything in human culture which is 
compatible with Revelation and which it needs in order to proclaim 
the message of Christ and express it more adequately according to 
the cultural characteristics of each people and each age. The close 
relationship between culture and the life of the Church is an espe-
cially clear manifestation of the unity that exists between creation 
and redemption. For this reason, if the communication of culture 
is to be a genuine educational activity, it must not only be organ-
ic, but also critical and evaluative, historical and dynamic. Faith 
will provide Catholic educators with some essential principles for 
critique and evaluation; faith will help them to see all of human 
history as a history of salvation which culminates in the fullness of 
the Kingdom. This puts culture into a creative context, constantly 
being perfected.87 

Catholic schools do not approach various cultures and cultural ele-
ments from a timid relativistic mindset, but by evaluating them in 
terms of the Gospel and especially authentic human flourishing.
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The transmission of a culture ought to be especially attentive to 
the practical effects of that culture, and strengthen those aspects 
of it which will make a person more human. In particular, it ought 
to pay attention to the religious dimension of the culture and the 
emerging ethical requirements to be found in it.88 

In addition to critically examining and transmitting those best ele-
ments of human culture in general, the school also embodies and im-
parts a specific Catholic culture: that is an integrated pattern of knowl-
edge, values, beliefs, behaviors, and traditions that celebrate and pass 
on to a new generation the unique contributions of the Church in the 
arts and the intellectual life, enriching the social and faith lives of our 
students with the great patrimony of the Catholic Church.

Catholic schools provide young people with sound Church teach-
ing through a broad-based curriculum, where faith and culture are 
intertwined in all areas of a school’s life. By equipping our young 
people with a sound education, rooted in the Gospel message, the 
Person of Jesus Christ, and rich in the cherished traditions and 
liturgical practices of our faith, we ensure that they have the foun-
dation to live morally and uprightly in our complex modern world. 
This unique Catholic identity makes our Catholic elementary and 
secondary schools “schools for the human person” and allows them 
to fill a critical role in the future life of our Church, our country, 
and our world.89 

Through this transmission of culture, students become Christ for oth-
ers and work to evangelize both inside and outside the school commu-
nity.

The mission of the Catholic school is the integral formation of 
students, so that they may be true to their condition as Christ’s 
disciples and as such work effectively for the evangelization of 
culture and for the common good of society.90

Questions to Aid Reflection and Assessment:

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school imparts traditions, values, and 
Catholic culture and at the same time evangelizes students, families, 
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and the surrounding community. Choose the most important questions 
for your school.

Catholic Culture

◊ Where and how do we transmit the best of our Catholic 
culture? Where do our students experience the best in Catholic 
music and art? How well-versed and comfortable are our stu-
dents with all things Catholic (e.g., imagery, stories, traditions, 
symbols, language)?

Common Culture

◊ Where and how do we transmit the best of our common 
human culture? Where do our students experience the best in 
music, drama, art, and dance? Are they culturally literate? Are 
they cultured?

◊ How well equipped are our students to stand strong against 
harmful elements of popular culture? 

◊ How well do we harmonize culture and faith, and faith and 
life, in our classes and in all aspects of our school?

Culture and Curriculum

◊ How do we seek to integrate various disciplines so as to 
expose deep sympathies between subject matters, using them 
to clarify and perfect each other and to build a school culture 
based on wisdom? 

◊ Have we unthinkingly conformed to educational paradigms, 
consumerist parental demands, or societal norms and expec-
tations, thus jeopardizing, or diluting, our mission of Catholic 
education? 

◊ Do secular school standards (such as the Common Core, Inter-
national Baccalaureate, Advanced Placement, etc.), in whole or 
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in part, inform the curriculum? What particular Catholic stan-
dards are offered instead of, or in addition to, secular standards 
in each discipline so as to further Catholic culture and a rich 
intellectual life focused on the pursuit of the true, good, and 
beautiful?

Evangelization

◊ How do we address interreligious issues in theology classes, 
religious instruction, and throughout academic disciplines and 
remain faithful to the evangelistic mission of the Church?

◊ How well equipped are they to transform those errant ele-
ments and evangelize the common culture?

◊ Do we as teachers live a life of culture, pursuing the higher 
things and the good and beautiful in our lives? How do we share 
a joy for what we read, study, create, watch, and listen to so as 
to provide an attractive example for our students? 

Action Items: Specific action items and plans to work on imparting 
traditions, values, common culture, and evangelization efforts at the 
school.
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Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 2 
Literature, History, and the Arts

The school’s curriculum is the vehicle for examining various cultural 
elements.  

From the nature of the Catholic school also stems one of the 
most significant elements of its educational project: the synthesis 
between culture and faith. The endeavor to interweave reason and 
faith, which has become the heart of individual subjects, makes for 
unity, articulation, and coordination, bringing forth within what 
is learned in a school a Christian vision of the world, of life, of 
culture, and of history.91 

A Catholic school curriculum examines issues of culture, meaning, 
faith, and value in the light of the Gospel. Literature, history, and the 
arts lend themselves readily to this enterprise.

Literature and the arts are also, in their own way, of great impor-
tance to the life of the Church. They strive to make known the 
proper nature of man, his problems and his experiences in trying 
to know and perfect both himself and the world. They have much 
to do with revealing man’s place in history and in the world; with 
illustrating the miseries and joys, the needs and strengths of man 
and with foreshadowing a better life for him. Thus they are able 
to elevate human life, expressed in multifold forms according to 
various times and regions.92 

Not only is history analyzed for its content and facts, but also for its 
comportment to reality and truth. Catholic schools are free to discuss 
and unravel the numerous historical circumstances where God’s hand 
is seen interjecting itself in temporal affairs. These opportunities are 
vast and plentiful and add an additional dimension to the study of 
historical timelines.

Teachers should guide the students’ work in such a way that they 
will be able to discover a religious dimension in the world of 
human history. As a preliminary, they should be encouraged to 
develop a taste for historical truth, and therefore to realize the need 
to look critically at texts and curricula which, at times, are imposed 
by a government or distorted by the ideology of the author…they 
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will see the development of civilizations, and learn about prog-
ress…When they are ready to appreciate it, students can be invited 
to reflect on the fact that this human struggle takes place within the 
divine history [of] universal salvation. At this moment, the reli-
gious dimension of history begins to shine forth in all its luminous 
grandeur.93 

The study of human historical and social realties in a Catholic school 
occurs in the context of a permanent philosophical heritage which 
must be understood.

Every society has its own heritage of accumulated wisdom. Many 
people find inspiration in these philosophical and religious con-
cepts which have endured for millennia. The systematic genius of 
classical Greek and European thought has, over the centuries, gen-
erated countless different doctrinal systems, but it has also given us 
a set of truths which we can recognize as a part of our permanent 
philosophical heritage.94 

This heritage includes a rich patrimony of social justice which should 
also be reflected in the curriculum.

The curriculum must help the students reflect on the great prob-
lems of our time, including those where one sees more clearly the 
difficult situation of a large part of humanity’s living conditions. 
These would include the unequal distribution of resources, poverty, 
injustice and human rights denied.95 

Especially in the arts, both auditory and visual, Catholic schools have 
a rich tradition to draw from for discussions of beauty and harmony 
and that which fulfills a human soul.

Literary and artistic works depict the struggles of societies, of fam-
ilies, and of individuals. They spring from the depths of the human 
heart, revealing its lights and its shadows, its hope and its despair. 
The Christian perspective goes beyond the merely human, and of-
fers more penetrating criteria for understanding the human struggle 
and the mysteries of the human spirit. Furthermore, an adequate 
religious formation has been the starting point for the vocation of 
a number of Christian artists and art critics. In the upper grades, a 
teacher can bring students to: an even more profound appreciation 
of artistic works: as a reflection of the divine beauty in tangible 
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form. Both the Fathers of the Church and the masters of Christian 
philosophy teach this in their writings on aesthetics—St. Augustine 
invites us to go beyond the intention of the artists in order to find 
the eternal order of God in the work of art; St. Thomas sees the 
presence of the Divine Word in art.96 

Questions to Aid Reflection and Assessment:

Below are a series of questions to facilitate reflection and to begin 
a discussion of how well your school understands how a Catholic 
school passes on culture through history, literature, and the arts. 
Choose the most important questions for your school.

Literature Curriculum 

◊ Is literature selected that teaches by positive or negative 
example what it means to be genuinely and fully human and 
ethical as understood by the Catholic Church and as modeled by 
the one perfect man, Jesus?

◊ How do we select and use literature to develop a general 
awareness of a lived Catholic worldview and approach to life? 
Does the literature we use accurately portray Catholics and the 
Catholic experience?

◊ How do we select and use literature to assist our students 
to move beyond the self? Are sufficient examples of nobility, 
imagination, and healthy adventure presented to the students for 
their inspiration and emulation? 

◊ How do we evaluate literature for its developmental appropri-
ateness, so as not to offend the sensibilities or growth in virtue 
of the student?

◊ How do we select and use literature to develop a general cul-
tural literacy and familiarity with the great works of the world? 
Where do our students gain cultural literacy of the great books 
which have influenced western thought? 
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◊ Do we promote and present literature and reading for the 
sheer joy and creativity of the experience? Do we properly feed 
the imaginations of the students with excellent works and let 
them grow in wonder and delight?

History Curriculum

◊ What changes and additions, if any, does our program make to 
secular history materials to account for a Catholic understanding 
of human history?

◊ How do we present the Catholic worldview that history begins 
in God and ends in God? That history has and serves a divine 
purpose?

◊ How and where does our program include an account of the 
history of the Catholic Church and its impact in human events? 
How and where does the program include the stories of import-
ant Catholic figures and saints in the development of human 
history?

◊ How do we challenge students to evaluate history in light of 
Catholic moral norms so as to improve their own moral life and 
decision-making? 

◊ How do we use history to discover the motivating values that 
have informed particular societies and how they correlate with 
Catholic teaching?

◊ How does our social studies curriculum help students under-
stand and commit to the common good, particularly the needs 
of the poor, injustices, human rights and dignity, and threats to 
religious freedom?
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Music and Arts Curriculum

◊ Does our school have a robust music and visual arts program? 
How can we do more with the arts?

◊ How can, or do, we use the visual and performing arts pro-
grams to form the human intellect and delight the soul? 

◊ How does our program assist in the development of discrim-
ination and taste? How do we provide our students with the 
tools, experiences, and exposure to great works of art and music 
so they are able to explore harmony, radiance, balance, and 
perfection? 

◊ Does our program nurture healthy creativity, mirroring that 
part of our being that makes us in the image and likeness of 
God?

Action Items: Specific action items and plans to pass on a Catholic 
culture through literature, history, music, and the arts. 
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Reflection on Church Teaching: Part 3 
Science and Mathematics

The school’s science and math curriculum is the vehicle not just for 
examining standard scientific content, but also for introducing stu-
dents to the Catholic intellectual tradition and the specific contribu-
tions of Catholics to the world of math and science. It can help the 
students see the limitations of materialism and open them up to the 
depths of wonder held in God’s creation. 

The Catholic school should teach its pupils to discern in the voice 
of the universe the Creator Whom it reveals and, in the conquests 
of science, to know God and man better.97 

By not ignoring the religious dimension, Catholic schools
…help their students to understand that positive science, and the 
technology allied to it, is a part of the universe created by God. 
Understanding this can help encourage an interest in research: the 
whole of creation, from the distant celestial bodies and the immea-
surable cosmic forces down to the infinitesimal particles and waves 
of matter and energy, all bear the imprint of the Creator’s wisdom 
and power, The wonder that past ages felt when contemplating 
this universe, recorded by the Biblical authors, is still valid for the 
students of today; the only difference is that we have a knowledge 
that is much more vast and profound. There can be no conflict 
between faith and true scientific knowledge; both find their source 
in God. The student who is able to discover the harmony between 
faith and science will, in future professional life, be better able to 
put science and technology to the service of men and women, and 
to the service of God. It is a way of giving back to God what he 
has first given to us.98

Creation is explored and celebrated as a beautiful and gratuitous gift 
from God and which has its own end and value in God’s plan. Scien-
tific education, like all education, 

is not given for the purpose of gaining power but as an aid towards 
a fuller understanding of, and communion with man, events and 
things.99 
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Education in science includes the relationship of science to other dis-
ciplines in the life of the intellect.

Furthermore, when man gives himself to the various disciplines 
of philosophy, history and of mathematical and natural science, 
and when he cultivates the arts, he can do very much to elevate the 
human family to a more sublime understanding of truth, good-
ness, and beauty, and to the formation of considered opinions 
which have universal value. Thus mankind may be more clearly 
enlightened by that marvelous Wisdom which was with God from 
all eternity, composing all things with him, rejoicing in the earth 
and delighting in the sons of men. In this way, the human spirit, 
being less subjected to material things, can be more easily drawn 
to the worship and contemplation of the Creator. Moreover, by the 
impulse of grace, he is disposed to acknowledge the Word of God, 
Who before He became flesh in order to save all and to sum up 
all in Himself was already “in the world” as “the true light which 
enlightens every man” (John 1:9-10). Indeed today’s progress in 
science and technology can foster a certain exclusive emphasis on 
observable data, and agnosticism about everything else. For the 
methods of investigation which these sciences use can be wrongly 
considered as the supreme rule of seeking the whole truth. By vir-
tue of their methods these sciences cannot penetrate to the intimate 
notion of things. Indeed the danger is present that man, confiding 
too much in the discoveries of today, may think that he is sufficient 
unto himself and no longer seek the higher things.100 

This notion is in line with the Catholic intellectual tradition in which
Catholic schools strive to relate all of the sciences to salvation and 
sanctification. Students are shown how Jesus illumines all of life—
science, mathematics, history, business, biology, and so forth.101

As God is the source of all reality and because all things live, move, 
and have their being in Him, an understanding of all aspects of 
creation can assist in understanding and glorifying God in whom all 
truths converge. 

Questions to Aid Reflection and Assessment:

Below are a series questions to facilitate reflection and to begin a 
discussion of how well your school imparts a Christian understanding 
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of science and mathematics. Choose the most important questions for 
your school.

Science Curriculum

◊ How does our science curriculum promote the unity of faith 
and reason and confidence there is no contradiction between the 
God of nature and the God of faith? 

◊ How does our science curriculum assist students in appreciat-
ing that God manifests Himself in creation to human reason in 
its natural operation?

◊ How does our science curriculum instill a deep sense of won-
der about the natural universe and the beauty and goodness of 
God reflected in the natural sciences?

◊ How do we instill a respect for God’s role and purpose for 
creation? How do we insure that scientific knowledge is not 
used for utilitarian purposes alone or for a misguided manipu-
lation of nature, but rather especially is focused on pursuit of 
Truth for its own value and for the greater glory of God? 

◊ Where does our science program present the significant con-
tributions of the Catholic Church and Catholic scientists such as 
Mendel, Lavoisier, Pasteur, Galileo, Gregor, Volta, and Coper-
nicus? Where and how do we counteract the false narrative that 
the Church is anti-science?

◊ How do we assist students to address complex issues of cre-
ation, evolution, care for the environment, and respect for the 
human person (and the human body) from a Catholic perspec-
tive?
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Mathematics Curriculum

◊ How does our program assist students to see the beauty pres-
ent in mathematics? How do we use mathematics as a tool to 
develop intellectual discipline and a love of order?

◊ How do we use mathematics to open the mind to the wonders 
of creation? Do we develop a sense of wonder about mathemat-
ical relationships and the glory and dignity of human reason as 
both a gift from God and a reflection of Him? 

◊ How do we assist students to develop their reason for precise, 
determined, and accurate questioning and inquiry in the pursuit 
infinite and ultimate knowledge and Truth? 
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