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Remarks to School Principals & Presidents,  

and Pastors & Business Administrators with Schools 

 

BY THE MOST REVEREND JOHN C. NIENSTEDT 

  

I welcome you here to the Church of St. Peter, a historic community of 

faith, where our forebearers were among the first in what eventually 

would become the State of Minnesota to gather, celebrate and pass on, 

through the celebration of sacraments and their educational efforts, 

our Catholic faith. Those first pioneers and those who came after 

them, men and women of diverse heritage yet united in faith, made a 

significant investment in the future and their witness has been our 

most fortunate inheritance.  I am mindful as I begin my remarks of the 

debt we owe to those who have taught us the faith and helped us 

come to know Jesus, who is the way, the truth and the life. But far 

from a debt that oppresses I am grateful that you, like me, find in this 

debt, in our common inheritance, an encouragement to make our in-

vestment in the future and to be witnesses in our own day.  Our collec-

tive investment and common witness is the inheritance we, too, will 

leave to future generations.  Mindful of this truth, permit me to say at 

the outset how grateful I am for your witness and that of your co-

workers.  We are blessed in this Archdiocese with so many dedicated 

pastors, principals and teachers; know of my gratitude for the good 

and essential work you do in educating and forming the young people 

of this local Church. They are the future of our faith communities and 

I am excited by the reinvestment in their future which we begin here 

today. 
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 This gathering marks an important milestone in the life of this 

local Church. As the announcement of the archdiocesan Strategic Plan 

last October initiated with our parishes, the initiatives announced to-

day commit us to a culture of best practice and sustainability in our 

Catholic schools. All too often in the past, school leaders tried their 

best, albeit often in an isolated fashion, to address declining enroll-

ment and increasing costs. All too often, such challenges multiplied 

and began to imperil the parishes which sponsored them. All too of-

ten, the problems faced by our parishes and schools were brought to 

the attention of the Archdiocese only after they had become acute.  A 

renewed sustainability in all our schools will be served by implement-

ing best practices and consistent standards even as each school will 

remain sponsored by and a reflection of their respective parish faith 

community.  Our effort, as I noted in announcing the Strategic Plan, is 

to build upon our strengths and avoid duplicating our efforts.  

In order that we avoid repeating mistakes of the past, John 

McMahon and Karen Rauenhorst, whom I appointed as co-chairs of  

the Catholic Schools Commission, will in a moment share with you an 

outline of the initiatives I have approved from their Commission’s rec-

ommendations as well as a timeline for our reinvestment to strengthen 

Catholic schools across our Archdiocese. As you will recall, the Catho-

lic Schools Commission was established to build upon the work done 

over the past two years by the Archdiocesan Strategic Planning Task 

Force and the research into national best practice provided by the Alli-

ance for Catholic Education (ACE) consultants from Notre Dame.  The 

Commission made recommendations to me in four strategic areas af-

fecting our elementary schools: governance, educational excellence, 

advancement (or marketing) and funding. Before I ask John and Karen 

to outline the initiatives and the timelines for their implementation, 

however, I want to briefly reflect with you on the strength of our 

schools and affirm, once again, my commitment to Catholic education 

in a shared vision for the future of this local Church. 

 Ever since the first Catholic school opened its doors in the 

Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis 160 years ago, Catholic 

schools have served the mission of this local Church by giving chil-

dren a solid formation in the faith that is fully integrated with an ex-
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cellent, academic education. Catholic schools in this Archdiocese and 

throughout the country have a long and proud tradition of educating 

the poor and the immigrant and of providing all students a foundation 

for success in life. This is a tradition which continues to this day. At 

present, some 30,000 students from families of diverse heritage and 

income attend Catholic schools, from preschool through high school. 

According to a report of the Minnesota Catholic Conference, Catholic 

schools in the Archdiocese save Minnesota taxpayers roughly 300 mil-

lion dollars since our students are not enrolled in the public school sys-

tem. That said, the benefits of these schools to society go far beyond 

such financial considerations. Over the past 16 decades, hundreds of 

thousands of students in this Archdiocese have benefitted from our 

endeavor to form the whole person – spiritual, academic, and social – 

while society as a whole has benefited from the investments of time, 

talent and treasure that our graduates have made in their communities 

and places of work. By almost every standard, Catholic schools do an 

outstanding job of educating the whole child in their knowledge of the 

faith, in their understanding of the truth, and in their readiness to 

serve their neighbor by building up the common good.  

 Catholic schools are also, of course, fundamentally important 

to the future of our Church. A recent study by the Center for Applied 

Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University found that those 

educated at Catholic schools were more likely to be among the most 

engaged members at Catholic parishes across this country – not only 

are they more regularly gathered for worship every Sunday but they 

are also more likely to give generously of their time, talent, and treas-

ure thorough the year.  In addition, at a time when an increase in voca-

tions is crucial for the health of our Church, it is important to note that, 

historically, young men and women who attend Catholic school are 

more likely than their non-Catholic school peers to consider seriously 

entering the priesthood or religious life. Catholic schools have also 

provided the formation for tens of thousands of men and women who 

serve as lay ministers in parishes, schools and other institutions not to 

mention almost every conceivable profession in the marketplace. 

 Why are Catholic Schools so successful and why must we rein-
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vest in them in this local Church? During his apostolic visit to the U.S. 

in 2008, Pope Benedict XVI answered those questions when he re-

minded Catholic educators, “Education is integral to the mission of the 

Church to proclaim the Good News. First and foremost every Catholic 

educational institution is a place to encounter the living God who in 

Jesus Christ reveals his transforming love and truth (cf. Spe Salvi, 4).”  

In calling on the entire Catholic community to contribute to the sup-

port of Catholic schools, our Holy Father went on to say, “Their long-

term sustainability must be assured. Indeed, everything possible must 

be done, in cooperation with the wider community, to ensure that they 

are accessible to people of all social and economic strata. No child 

should be denied his or her right to an education in faith, which in 

turn nurtures the soul of a nation.”  

 Our goal of sustained and increased access to our Catholic 

schools is not, for me, a theoretical aspiration.  As you may know, I, 

myself, am a product of a parish elementary and Catholic high school 

in Detroit where I was blessed throughout my education to encounter 

the living God and the transforming power of his love and truth re-

vealed in Jesus Christ.  I believe the education and the formation I re-

ceived early in life prepared me for the responsibilities which the Lord 

has subsequently asked me to assume.  And so it should be and, I 

pray, continues to be for every student of Catholic education regard-

less of whether they serve in the Church or in the world. Convinced of 

the blessing that our Catholic schools are for us, it has been a great joy 

for me to visit 73 of our elementary schools and all 13 of our high 

schools since arriving three years ago.  

 As our Catholic schools are an indispensible tool for the mis-

sion of the Church and the soul of our nation I believe that this entire 

local Church should share responsibility for supporting our Catholic 

schools.  Such support for Catholic schools was one of the seven guid-

ing principles that I established for the strategic planning process 

which was launched in February 2009. As you may recall under the 

archdiocesan Strategic Plan announced in October 2010, all of our 

Catholic school communities were asked to review their sustainability 

and this work continues.   

 For its part, the Catholic Schools Commission, after wide con-
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sultation with stakeholders across the Archdiocese, recommended 

steps to foster a culture of ongoing evaluation and greater sustainabil-

ity in Catholic schools throughout this Archdiocese. To assist in the 

realization of this culture the Commission recommended the establish-

ment of an Archdiocesan Catholic Schools Advisory Council. I have 

accepted this recommendation and it will be the role of this Council 

and the Office of Catholic Schools to carry forward this critical work.  

In accomplishing this work in the coming months and years, the Arch-

diocesan Catholic Schools Advisory Council together with the Office 

of Catholic Schools will continue to draw on the expertise of educators 

who work every day in our schools and are closest to the critical issues 

in our classrooms as well as in our communities. 

 I have also accepted the Commission’s recommendation that an 

independent foundation be formed to work with the Archdiocesan 

Catholic Schools Advisory Council and the Office of Catholic Schools 

to leverage new sources of support for Catholic schools.  (I am pleased 

to announce a recent gift of $600,000 that a young Catholic couple 

made which will serve as the beginning of this foundation.) 

 Our overall goal must include more than an excellent educa-

tion in reading, writing, math, and science.  It must aim at more than 

the development of personal character through social relationships, 

successful sports teams, creative arts, and service projects. The overall 

goal for all Catholic schools is to prepare young men and young 

women to be virtuous disciples of Christ and, as such, to be active 

leaders in our Catholic Church as well as our civic communities; bring-

ing their gifts of faith and reason to the issues and challenges of our 

world today. Guiding us to this goal is a vibrant and cohesive vision 

which we affirm anew today:  The Catholic schools of the Archdiocese 

of Saint Paul and Minneapolis form students to live out the Gospel 

message, achieve academic excellence, and lead by faith, virtue, and 

reason. 

 However, there are significant challenges in realizing this vi-

sion. The dramatic demographic shifts of the past half century, along 

with the need for more specialization, constantly changing technology 

in the classroom, and greater accountability regarding educational 

quality have changed substantially the landscape for all schools: pub-

lic, private, and parochial.  
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 At present, our Catholic schools have, on the whole, 20% more 

seats than they have students. When many of the current Catholic 

schools were built, families were able to send their children to Catholic 

schools at relatively nominal cost thanks, in large part, to the religious 

sisters and brothers who administered and taught in those schools. To-

day, many dedicated lay men and women serve in schools and justice 

demands a wage worthy of their effort. This is a reality we must ac-

knowledge when taking account of our overall costs. 

 Moreover, there are families who desire a Catholic school edu-

cation but believe that Catholic schools are unaffordable or otherwise 

inaccessible. During the 2004-2005 school year, for example, roughly a 

quarter of all children baptized in the Catholic Church in this Archdio-

cese were attending Catholic school. In 2011, a local parent survey par-

ticipated in by more than 2,500 parents or guardians of school age or 

soon to be school age children found that tuition costs were the most 

significant negative factor associated with our Catholic schools in their 

school decision-making process. Nationally, Catholic schools enroll a 

mere three percent of all Latino children, from a population that is pre-

dominantly Catholic and deeply committed to the faith. National and 

local surveys have shown that tuition costs as well as a perception that 

Catholic schools are too elite were the major barriers to Catholic school 

attendance among Latino families.  

 The increased mobility of our society and the concurrent loss of 

neighborhood parish-based Catholic culture also play a role in the de-

clining enrollment at some Catholic schools. Perhaps the primary fac-

tor, however, is a loss of the sense of the value of a Catholic education 

and an erosion of the belief that support of such schools should be the 

responsibility of the entire Catholic community. 

 The schools within this Archdiocese are not unique in their 

need for strategic investments in order to be better positioned for the 

future. Many other dioceses across the United States, as well as public 

institutions locally and nationally, have gone through such reorganiza-

tion in the past several decades.  In 1965, the total school age popula-

tion in the United States was 56.5 million, according to the U.S. Census 

Bureau. Today, that number is 62 million. However, while there are 

more than 5 million additional children in the school age population 
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group now than there were in the mid-1960s, a smaller percentage of 

children in this age group (just more than 3 percent versus nearly 10 

percent in 1965) are enrolled in Catholic school. Locally, there are just 

more than 30,000 students currently enrolled in 95 Catholic schools 

(both elementary and secondary). In 1965, that figure was nearly 

90,000 children enrolled in 180 Catholic schools within the Archdio-

cese. 

 In order to support school and parish leaders, teachers, staff, 

parents, and other stakeholders in their efforts to keep our schools vi-

able, and to realize fully this Catholic vision for schools, change - or 

more fittingly reinvestment - is needed.  The challenges that lie before 

us are opportunities to strengthen our schools and allow us to move 

forward in confidence, knowing that our faith grounds us in Jesus 

Christ who calls us and his whole Church to a continuing conversion 

and towards the new life he offers.  

 The initiatives announced today are part of an overarching vi-

sion for this local Church, as articulated in the Strategic Plan, aimed at 

fostering a culture of ongoing evaluation and greater accountability so 

as to realize a more vibrant community of faith, hope, and love.  These 

are not the only initiatives necessary to attain that end.  We still have 

need, for example, to reinvest in the religious education of students 

who are not fortunate enough to attend Catholic schools as well as to 

build faith relationships with all Catholic teenagers and college-aged 

youth. But these initiatives with respect to Catholic schools are neces-

sary and an important part of the investment we are called to make 

since Catholic schools are an essential part of the mission of this local 

Church to make the name of Jesus Christ known and loved by promot-

ing and proclaiming the Gospel in word and deed through vibrant 

parish communities, quality Catholic education, and ready outreach to 

the poor and marginalized. Together, we can work to strengthen our 

schools for this next generation – as well as the following generations 

to come.  

 Again, I and this entire local Church thank you all for the good 

and essential work that you do.  Please know of my prayerful support 

for you.  At the same time, I ask for your prayers, as well, as we move 

forward in this reinvestment together.  May God bless you! 
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THE COMMISSION’S WORK 
 

The Catholic Schools Commission worked to establish a road-

map for realizing Archbishop Nienstedt’s vision for the future of 

schools in this Archdiocese. To fulfill this vision, Catholic schools 

in this Archdiocese must be academically superb, financially sus-

tainable, well-administered, and consistently excellent. The life-

changing value of a Catholic school education must be clearly 

communicated to parents, as well as to all the Catholic faithful, 

current and potential benefactors, and society as a whole. 

 

Under the archdiocesan Strategic Plan announced in October 

2010, Catholic schools were called to meet consistent standards 

of excellence and transparency. This means that when parents 

choose a Catholic school they will know that the school meets 

defined standards in the areas of Catholic identity, governance, 

educational excellence, advancement and funding models/

financial management. With those goals in mind, and consider-

ing the work of national consultants, the Commission made rec-

ommendations to Archbishop Nienstedt in June 2011. After a pe-

riod of review, the Archbishop approved the initiatives outlined 

in the coming pages. 

 

There are two points which should be noted regarding the scope 

of the Commission’s work. First, its focus was on elementary 

schools. The newly-formed Archdiocesan Catholic Schools Advi-

sory Council (ACSAC) will, however, engage high school leaders 

and other stakeholders associated with secondary schools. Sec-

ond, the effort for all schools to evaluate their sustainability and 

carefully examine opportunities for greater collaboration with 

other Catholic schools, as called for under the Strategic Plan, con-

tinues. 
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CONSULTATION 
 

The Commission engaged with stakeholders across the Archdio-

cese throughout its work. Eleven school principals and presidents 

and two pastors were members of the Commission and/or a com-

mittee of the Commission. Commission members attended school 

leadership meetings, solicited input via a webpage and collected 

data through web surveys participated in by more than 3,000 

school and parish leaders, parents, teachers, and other stake-

holders. In addition, the Commission held eight focus groups, par-

ticipated in by 24 school principals/presidents, nine pastors, six 

business administrators, as well as teachers, marketing staff and 

volunteers, school council members, parish finance council mem-

bers, benefactors, and parents. 
 

Among the themes prominent in the Commission’s consultation, 

there are three that guided this effort at reinvesting in our schools: 

 A clear message from the Archdiocese that Catholic schools 

are a priority is necessary; 

 Standards that add value and opportunities for input are 

welcome and needed; and 

 New sources of support for Catholic schools must be lever-

aged through enhanced marketing and development. 
 

 

INITIATIVES 
 

 

 

The Commission was charged with fulfilling deliverables in four 

areas: governance; educational excellence; advancement; and 

funding models/financial management. The Commission’s devel-

opment of deliverables in all four of these areas was informed by 

Catholic identity, which is central to all Catholic schools and core 

to our mission. In the initiatives that follow, an asterisk (*) indi-

cates that a particular initiative will need to be implemented in 

order for schools to be eligible for future archdiocesan support. 
 

11 



 

 

CATHOLIC IDENTITY 
 

A viable Catholic school has as its foundation a solid Catholic 

identity. It is guided by the teaching and doctrines of the Roman 

Catholic Church so as to unite us in communion and send us 

forth on mission. It is committed to teaching the fullness of the 

Catholic faith, values, and practices and to integrating these core 

values into all academic subject areas. This integration of Catho-

lic faith and values with life distinguishes a Catholic school from 

other schools and helps all students in developing a faith-filled, 

virtuous character. In order to assist schools to realize this end,  

enhanced Catholic identity standards were developed in a proc-

ess parallel to the work of the Catholic Schools Commission. Be-

ginning in the 2012-2013 school year, each Catholic school will 

complete an annual Catholic identity report based on these en-

hanced standards, for submission to and review by the Office of 

Catholic Schools.* Office of Catholic Schools staff will also con-

duct periodic onsite review of Catholic identity. 

 

GOVERNANCE 
 

Effective governance structures and leadership are essential 

to the viability of Catholic schools. A decentralized archdiocesan 

structure can present unique challenges and opportunities in 

many areas, including governance and leadership. The Strategic 

Plan for the Archdiocese contains a common theme of greater 

collaboration in all areas - including schools - while maintaining 

our fundamental parish-based structure. The establishment of 

the Archdiocesan Catholic Schools Advisory Council will im-

prove coordination and support a culture of ongoing evaluation 

and greater sustainability in Catholic schools in this Archdiocese. 

Best practices, roles, responsibilities, and membership for indi-

vidual school advisory councils, as well as consolidated school 

advisory councils, have been clearly articulated and their adop-
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tion will establish consistency in governance structures, while 

respecting schools’ various cultures. The Commission also out-

lined operating principles which will be modified as needed 

based upon implementation of related initiatives and communi-

cated at a later date. Furthermore, the archdiocesan Office of 

Catholic Schools will be reviewed with the goal of aligning the 

office with the Archbishop’s initiatives and better positioning the 

office as a strong leadership resource for schools.  

 

KEY POINTS 

Establish Archdiocesan Catholic Schools Advisory Council 

(ACSAC) to advise and counsel the Archbishop on matters relat-

ing to schools and to provide guidance and support to the Office 

of Catholic Schools.  

 Initial members named August 2011 

 

Articulate one parish and one consolidated school governance 

model to increase accountability, efficiency, and leadership. 

There are currently dozens of variations on governance models 

used by schools throughout the Archdiocese. 

 To be adopted by May 2013* 

 

Align Office of Catholic Schools with Archbishop’s initiatives. 

 Better position as leadership resource for schools begin-

ning autumn of 2011 

 

EDUCATIONAL EXCELLENCE 
 

Catholic schools have long enjoyed a reputation of educational 

excellence. While intentionally permeating Catholic teaching and 

values throughout the school day is what truly sets Catholic 

schools apart, without high quality academics Catholic schools 

cannot thrive. To help ensure that parents may choose any 
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Catholic school in this Archdiocese and know they are selecting 

an institution committed to high academic quality, the Commis-

sion worked to identify a holistic process for developing school, 

principal and teacher, and student performance evaluation. In-

cluded in this process is the framework for developing archdioc-

esan learning standards and multi-grade uniform standardized 

testing. Strong school leaders and teachers are a critical compo-

nent of school viability and we are fortunate to be blessed with 

many. For this reason, a framework for recruitment and en-

hanced support of principals, along with a structure for ongoing 

professional development for principals and teachers will be es-

tablished, in consultation with school leaders, faculty, and other 

stakeholders. Additionally, by July 1, 2015, all current principals 

and teachers should have an up-to-date Minnesota Department 

of Education license or equivalent. It is also expected that the hir-

ing process strongly emphasizes hiring to mission and therefore 

recruiting practicing Catholics who understand the teachings of 

the Catholic Church and the moral demands of the Gospel. Fi-

nally, additional formation opportunities related to schools will 

be provided for seminarians and priests within the coming two 

years. 

 

KEY POINTS: 

Establish a process by which to holistically evaluate school per-

formance, principal and teacher performance, and student per-

formance, to be developed in consultation with school leaders 

and other stakeholders. 
 

 New standardized student testing requirement begins 

initial phase of implementation during 2012-2013.* 

 Test to allow comparison for marketing and develop-

ment purposes 

 Test to measure student achievement, growth, and 

progress 
 

Establish teacher and principal licensure requirement. 

 To take effect July 1, 2015 
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ADVANCEMENT 
 

Every school should have in place intentional marketing and stu-

dent recruitment and retention efforts, as well as development 

plans. Clearly communicating the life-changing value of Catholic 

schools is essential. Work to develop a comprehensive marketing 

plan continues in consultation with school leaders and others, 

the first phase of which will be completed in late 2011. The mar-

keting work is based on the premise that although each school is 

a unique community the value of Catholic education is constant 

regardless of the size, location, or community demographics of a 

particular school. The goal is to develop a brand and value mes-

sage, as well as a means for all schools to implement an effective 

marketing program, so that no matter what marketing support a 

school’s leadership has, the plan is implementable in an effective 

way. Advancement efforts will be carried forward under the AC-

SAC. 

 

KEY POINTS 

Establish marketing plan to be rolled out beginning in early 2012. 

Create marketing toolkit for schools.  

 

FUNDING MODELS/ 

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT 
 

School leaders in this Archdiocese, like those in many other dio-

ceses, must wrestle with ways to help ensure schools are sustain-

able for the long term while being accessible to all families who 

desire a Catholic school education. The Archbishop has accepted 

three key recommendations from the Commission related to 

funding models for schools. First, the amount of support flowing 

through the Archdiocese to our Catholic schools will need to in-

crease. Second, a foundation will be formed in the autumn of    
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2011 with a goal of providing $3.5 million in new annual support 

to Catholic schools by 2014-2015. Third, the combined financial 

resources will move away from block grants at the elementary 

level to primarily student-based financial aid; a model which is 

currently utilized at the high school level in this Archdiocese. 

Additionally, some standardization of financial accounting and 

reporting requirements will be instituted. This standardization 

will provide for increased efficiency and accountability and al-

low the Archdiocese to provide better financial analysis and 

other support to schools. This standardization will also assist in 

improving communication with parents and other stakeholders 

about the true cost of education in a Catholic school. Research 

into additional strategies to pursue for revenue enhancement 

and cost reduction will be pursued under the ACSAC. 

 

KEY POINTS 

Increase archdiocesan financial support to Catholic schools. 

 To take effect by 2013-2014 
 

Establish Catholic schools foundation to leverage new sources of 

support.  

 Additional $3.5 million annually in student-based finan-

cial aid by 2014-2015 
 

Articulate consistent financial accounting and reporting mecha-

nisms to increase efficiency and accountability. There are cur-

rently dozens of variations in the charts of accounts being used 

by schools throughout the Archdiocese. 

 Standard chart of accounts by 2012-2013* 

 Cornerstone/Logos by 2012-2013* 
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VISION STATEMENT 
 

The Catholic schools of the  

Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis 

form students to live out the Gospel message, 

achieve academic excellence, and lead  

by faith, virtue, and reason. 

ABOUT THIS BOOKLET 
 

This executive summary is not intended to provide  

comprehensive information. Additional information about the  

initiatives announced today will be distributed throughout the  

coming months. Information also will be posted periodically online. 



 

www.archspm.org/reinvesting-in-schools 


