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Dwa)_'ne Brt_boks, Chris Welling, Dewanna Scott, Kisha Clark and Patrick Cannon
learning weights and measures in Mrs. John Rigney’s fourth grade class.
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B Schools Are Part

11

Of Dramatic Change

By Joan M. Smith

What do St. Simon Stock
Elementary -School in the
Bronx, and St. Monica’s on
Genesee Street in Rochester
have in common? They are
part and parcel of the
dramatic change in inner-ity
private elementary schools.

St. Simon’s, which is in a
neighborhood of burned-out
buildings and high crime. and
St. Monica’s which is in a
neighborhood that had its
troubles in the 1960s, are
experiencing academic
renewal, enrollment upswings,
and community support. And
they are not isolated incidents
in the revitalization process.

According to a four-year
research project conducted by
League for
Religious and Civil Rights, the
inner-City private elementary
schools, despite financial
difficulties, éeteriorating
buildings, and decreasing
proportions of teaching nuns
and brothers, have managed
survival in  which neigh-
borhood is the key word. No
longer parish schools serving
only the Catholic portion of a
community, the inner<city
private schools have evolved
into neighborhood schools,
open to all faiths, cultures,
and academic achievement
levels.

“The League study. which
sampled 64 schools in eight
cities, reported 56 percent of
the students in the target
schools were black, 31 percent
were Hispanic, 8 percent
white, and 5 percent were

J - members of other minorities.

It also reported that one-third
of the students were non-
Catholic.

The researchers aiso said
that inner-city private schools
succeed not by taking the
cream of the crop but by
emphasizing socialization and
creating a distinctive
education. Based on the

study’s analysis. the
researchers concluded that the
schools serve the same
community as their public
counterparts and that they are
“remarkably egalitarian.”
“The schools,” the report
continued, “have principals
who provide strong and ef-
fective leadership. disciplined
environment which the
teachers find conducive to

learning, and well defined
goals: to provide quality
education integrated with

religious and moral values.™
And that is St. Monica’s.

In 1956, at the hieght of the
golden age of the Catholic
elementary school., St.
Monica's student enrollment
was 1,200 pupils. Afterwards.
in the full flight of suburban
migration, it slipped: into the
low hundreds. Today.
enroliment is steadily clim-
bing, with 250 pupils
currently benefiting from a
full range of education and
creative programs. There Is
the preschool, all-day kin-
dergarten, and hot lunch
programs. Under Title I the
school has a remedial math
and science program comn-
ducted by two teachers
provided by the public school
system. Also provided by the
Rochester School District are
a nurse., social worker,
psychologist. and speech
therapist. There is also a
music and art program.

St. Monica educators have
not ignored the technological
age. There are plans for
computer programs in’ the
curriculum. The main goal,
however, is learning the basics
and this is done in a contained
school room environment.

Sister Mary Ellen Cragan,
SSJ, principal, said education
has gone full cycle. It has gone
from structured classrooms, (0
student grouping according to
abiity, to allowing each
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student to progress at his or
her own pace; and is now
returning to the structured
self-contained classroom. And
this is what parents want —

“a flexible training en-
vironment in a controlled
setting,” Sister Mary Ellen
said.

Another mportant factor
in the comeback of the inner-
city private schools is that
parents are supportive. The

League study found that
parents make f{inancial
sacrifices to keep their

children in the schools
because they believe they
offer superior education and
expose their children to
religious and moral values.

At St. Monicas the
children’s faith is respected
but they aiso share in the
Catholic  faith  heritage
through daily religious in-
struction and by attending
liturgies. According to Sister
Mary Elien the parents affirm
this.

Another contributing
factor to parent interest is that
parents acknowledge the
school as theirs. They i
encouraged to be a part of the
daily routine of the school by
visiting classes to observe
what their children are
learning. and their nput is
sought on matters such as the
school budget. ~

Parents, pupils, teacher
and administrative personnel
are determined to make the
inner-city private school a
viable neigborhood
educational center. The fact
that the pupils can walk to
school is a plus. according tQ
Sister Mary Ellen. “Parents
send their children to a school
within walking distance where
they have a rootedness,” she
said. And it is this “rooted-
ness” which shows in the
attitudes of the pupils who,
attending St. Monica’s, feel
“they belong not only to a
school but to a neighborhood.
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