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A Catholic Alternative

What's missing in the debate on education

BY ROBERT J. BIRDSELL

he failure to educate poor minority chil-
dren has remained an intractable prob-
lem, unsolved after almost 40 years of
sustained federal efforts, despite the cre-
ation of the U.S. Department of Education in
1979. Arne Duncan, President Barack Obama’s
choice for education secretary, has a big surprise
coming: the problem he inherits is about to get
exponentially worse. In short order, President
Obama’s education team will be buffeted by three
converging forces poised to overwhelm America’s

K-12 school system: the swift decline in revenues
available to fund public schools; the unsustain-
able cost of K-12 education as currently deliv-
ered; and the economic collapse of the Catholic
parochial school system.

Already, the unnecessary and tragic closing of
hundreds of inner-city Catholic schools has
caused the first crushing waves of pressure to be
felt. If this crisis is not addressed soon by more
enlightened policies that support faith-based
schools as a critical component of our national
educational landscape, then hundreds of thou-
sands of students—who previously were educat-
ed at little or no cost to the state—will enter pub-
lic school systems that will be unable to accom-
modate them.

It is time to invite faith-based schools to be part of the
national solution to public education’s woes. What does that
mean? At its simplest, it means making sure that faith-
based schools are part of the national conversation. At its
most complex, it means public support for these schools
beyond lip service or mere financial relief, as a genuine and
effective alternative for inner-city children who have no
access to quality public education.

Defining exactly what “public support” means should be
high on Secretary Duncan’s agenda if he has any hope of
reversing the deterioration of our educational system. Many
of us in faith-based institutions are watching with interest
to see whether bodies like the White House Office of Faith-
Based and Neighborhood Initiatives will accomplish some-
thing or produce only empty talk.

ROBERT J. BIRDSELL is president and chief executive officer of the Cristo
Rey Network, which operates 22 Catholic schools in 19 U.S. cities.
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Certainly things need to begin with talk, but that talk
needs to set a clear agenda leading to concrete action. So let
us get an honest conversation started that includes all the

players. And let us also be clear on the daunting financial
issues facing public education across the country.

The decline in property and other tax revenues that pay
for public education will soon put public schools under
enormous budgetary pressure to accept cuts. More money is
almost always the proposal to fix public education, but that
option is gone for the moment. Instead, brace for announce-
ments like the one almost made in Detroit eatlier this year,
that large urban school systems cannot make payroll and
will have to close their doors.

At the same time, however, the costs involved in deliver-
ing K-12 public education continue to skyrocket. In infla-
tion-adjusted dollars, public schools are spending more than
10 times per student what they spent just after World War
II. Yet the United States now has math and science scores



that are among the worst in the developed world, and fewer
than half of black males graduate from high school.

In short, public education is often too expensive and the
quality is often unacceptable, while the demand for better
outcomes increases. Public education as a whole is not
working well, and to help fix it, Secretary Duncan should

cities across the country. Since its inception in 2001, the

network has grown to 22 schools throughout the country

and now serves more than 5,000 students, with four more
schools planned in the next two years.

The Cristo Rey Network has some lessons for all schools

in the United States, but especially for those serving the

poor, because it is a direct response to three immediate
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needs: providing college preparatory education that
accelerates student learning; providing proper prepara-
tion for students to enter the workplace; and running
schools on a sound financial basis.

As a result of an innovative work-study program
and college prep educational model, Cristo Rey stu-
dents graduate and enroll in colleges at rates substan-
tially higher than their peers. This is an important fact,
given that students who earn a college degree generally
earn higher incomes and have greater opportunities
than those without one. The financial return on a col-
lege education continues to grow as the economy wors-
ens and good jobs become fewer.

The Cristo Rey corporate work-study model, which
ensures building core skills needed to succeed in college
and the workplace, is not limited to the classroom.
Each student works five days each month in an entry-
level clerical job in a professional work environment.
Teams of four or five students share a full-time job.
The objective of these jobs is to reinforce the capabili-
ties—reading comprehension, mathematics, discipline,
a strong work ethic—that students need to be success-
ful in college and career, as well as to provide students
with new opportunities for growth often lacking else-
where in their lives.

It is essential to note that the money Cristo Rey stu-
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turn to elements outside the system to give it some much-
needed relief.

The Cristo Rey Network
For generations, faith-based schools, particularly Catholic
schools, have subsidized our inner cities by educating mil-
lions of disadvantaged students at no cost to taxpayers.
What is more, the Catholic school system
has produced responsible, productive citi-
zens that the broader system would have
left behind. America’s schoolchildren still
need the benefit of this service, but
because conditions have changed for the Catholic Church, a
new response is required.

The Cristo Rey Network was formed eight years ago to
replicate the original Cristo Rey Jesuit High School in
Chicago and provide top-quality, Catholic, college prepara-

tory education to economically disadvantaged students in
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dents earn from their jobs covers most of their school’s
operating costs. The remainder is covered by modest tuition
payments and similarly modest fundraising campaigns.
Since money is hard to come by in a struggling economy,
Secretary Duncan should consider the Cristo Rey solution
as an innovative model that could help sustain America’s
educational system as a whole. But public schools will not
learn how to adapt this model—or other successful models
created by faith-based schools—unless
faith-based schools are at the table.
Faith-based schools are only a part of
the solution, but as they grow stronger
and make this kind of education available
to more children in need, they solve a significant portion of
the overall problem that many other schools have failed to
address. Together, we can fix education at a cost America

can afford.

Above left: A Cristo Rey high school in Silver Spring, Md.
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