Coed Catholic school sought

Religious group proposes a unique work-study program in which students pay for own education.
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A group of religious education advocates are considering a new coed Catholic high school in Detroit whose students would be required to work to raise money for their school costs.
The effort, which has attracted a $50,000 grant from the Detroit-based Skillman Foundation and $5,000 from the Archdiocese of Detroit, would re-establish a coeducational Catholic high school in Detroit. The grants will explore the feasibility of adding a school in a city in which many parents continue to seek a safe quality education apart from the public schools.

A model being considered would involve local businesses providing students with jobs to help pay for their schooling. Known as the Cristo Rey model, it is now used in 11 urban areas across the country to provide low-income students with a Catholic education.

Sister Canice Johnson, a Sister of Mercy nun coordinating the feasibility study, isn't certain what form the school would take, but she's confident there will be another coed Catholic high school by 2007 in Detroit, which was left without one when the Archdiocese of Detroit closed 18 Catholic schools earlier this year. Because only two all-boys Catholic high schools remain, there's a need for a coed program, advocates say.

"We do expect it to happen," said Johnson. "Most people are very excited. We've talked with a lot of middle school children. One of the first things they say is they want it to be safe."

Detroiter Ken Daniels was pleased to hear that the effort to keep Catholic education in Detroit alive hasn't died.

"Anything that would help the kids in Detroit get a quality education, I wholeheartedly support," said Daniels, who had to help his daughter find a new school for her senior year after Trinity High School in Harper Woods closed. "The cardinal made a big mistake and a lot of kids suffered."

The Skillman Foundation was impressed with the group doing the study, which is being run under the Detroit Catholic Pastoral Alliance, said President and Chief Executive Carol Goss.

"Our goals and objectives are around high-quality schools for all kids regardless of the governing structure," said Goss. "This is a group really committed to looking at the feasibility of a coeducational Catholic high school in the city of Detroit. We support that."

Archdiocese of Detroit officials support the effort."It's very important that a new school begin with a thorough assessment of the needs and the interests of the community," said Rich Laskos, spokesman for the Archdiocese. "We believe this is an outgrowth of the Together in Faith process where new methods are being developed to come up with creative solutions and new models (for Catholic education)."

Startup costs for a new school are expected to run in the millions of dollars, Johnson said.

The Cristo Rey model, which operates like a temporary service to provide jobs to businesses in the community, helps students fund up to 70 percent of their school costs. Jeff Thielman, vice president of the Cristo Rey Network and based in the Boston offices, thinks the concept could benefit Detroit businesses while also opening a new world for students.

"It makes private, Catholic, college prep schools accessible to young people who wouldn't have a chance at it," said Thielman. "The work-study program makes education relevant for kids. It exposes them to the corporate world and it introduces them to opportunities they never knew existed and it makes kids more self-confident and more sure of themselves."

The feasibility study, expected to be finished in May, will include surveys of middle school students, their parents, focus groups and meetings with business leaders.

