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ABSTRACT

A COMPARISON OF STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT 

IN ECONOMICALLY DIFFERENT BUT ACADEMICALLY 

EQUIVALENT CATHOLIC SCHOOL PROGRAMS 

Roseanne L. Williby 

University of Nebraska 

Advisor: Dr. John W. Hill

Urban and suburban religious educational programs were 

evaluated to determine if achievement and readiness for 

high school transition were the same for students with 

similar parent commitment and equivalent Catholic school 

program experiences but differing socioeconomic 

advantages. Following five consecutive years in their 

programs, urban and suburban 4th-grade pretest compared 

to 8th-grade posttest gains made by students (n = 56) 

demonstrated positive academic outcomes for both 

programs. As reflected by subject test scores and 

composite percentile rank scores, urban and suburban 

programs equally prepared students for posttest 

performance on achievement tests and unconditional 9th- 

grade acceptance into college preparatory Catholic High 

Schools. Regardless of the school's demographic 

identification, the study results should encourage local
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policymakers and parents to continue their support for 

religious educational programs in the Omaha Archdiocese.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

"A journey of a thousand miles begins with one 

step", my mother has often told me quoting Confucius. She 

and my father have modeled hard work and determination 

throughout their lives. Despite personal hardships, their 

faith and determination has carried them over many roads 

to a destination of happiness and success. Motivated by 

the career achievements of my brother and sisters as 

well, their accomplishments have intensified my resolve 

to succeed in this endeavor. As I take these final steps 

toward completion of my doctoral degree, I recognize the 

contributions of the staff in the Department of 

Administration and Supervision, of my family, and of my 

co-workers in the Omaha Archdiocesan schools.

Inspired by their talents and dedication, I am most 

grateful to the guidance I have received from the staff 

in the department of Educational Administration and 

Supervision. In particular, my supervisor, Dr. John Hill, 

was unmatched in his professional contribution and 

unparalleled in the amount of time he generously shared. 

As readers on the committee, I greatly appreciate the 

attention to detail Dr. Kay Keiser and Dr. Neal 

Grandgenett provided in their scrutiny of my work. I am 

thankful for the contributions committee members Dr.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



v i

Karen Hayes and Dr. Larry Dlugosh have made in this 

process. I wish to also recognize Dr. Ken Rippe, who 

initially encouraged me to pursue the doctoral degree 

when I doubted my ability to even consider beginning such 

a journey.

Not always present to fulfill my domestic 

obligations, my family frequently sacrificed so that I 

was able to achieve my educational goals. For their 

understanding of my single-mindedness, I offer my sincere 

gratitude and affection.

To my encouraging faculty and staff at St. Thomas 

More Catholic School, and to my dear friends who have 

supported me, my sincere appreciation. Thank you also, to 

Mary Maguire and the staff at St. Wenceslaus Catholic 

School for their willingness to work with me.

Monsignor Peter Dunne from Boystown often preaches 

that everything is gift. This too is a tremendous gift 

that has been made possible by those who have given so 

much to help me. To each caring person at each step in 

this journey of a thousand miles, I offer my heartfelt 

gratitude and my pledge to follow by your example.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



T A B L E  OF C O N TEN TS

S IG N A T U R E  P A G E ............................................................................................................................i i

ABSTRACT.......................... iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS............................................ .

TABLE OF CONTENTS......................................... vii

LIST OF TABLES............................................. xi

CHAPTER

1. INTRODUCTION.............. ‘................... 1

Purpose of the Study....................... 1

Importance of the Study....................2

Literature Related to the Study

Purpose.......................   7

Research Questions........................ 10

Definitions of Terms...................... 12

Limitations................................ 15

Delimitations.............................. 16

Assumptions  ......  16

Significance of the Study................ 17

Contribution to Research................. 17

Contribution to Practice................. 18

Contribution to Policy................... 18

Organization of the Study................ 18

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



TA B LE  OF C O N TEN TS ( C o n t . )

2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE...................20

A Review of Selected Literature

and Research........................ 2 0

Literature Related to the Independent

Variable.............................. 20

Socioeconomic Status and Academic

Achievement............................... 2 0

A Standards-Based Curriculum............26

Collaborative Parent/School

Partnerships........................ 31

Student Mobility..........................35

Literature Related to

Dependent Variables  ............36

Student Achievement...................... 36

School Attendance and Achievement...... 38

College preparatory High School

Admittance Data..................... 40

Summary....................................43

3. METHODOLOGY................................. 47

Participants.......................... 47

Number of Participants...................47

Gender of Participants...................48

Age Range of Participants............... 48

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ix

T A B LE  OF C O N TEN TS ( C o n t . )

Racial and Ethnic Origin

of Participants.................... 48

Inclusion Criteria of Participants 48

Method of Participant Identification...49

Description of Procedures............... 49

Research Design...........................49

Procedures................................ 50

Independent Variable Description....... 51

Arm One Independent Variable........... 51

Arm Two Independent Variable........... 51

Dependent Measures and

Instrumentation..................... 52

Achievement Dependent Measures and

Instrumentation............... 52

Behavior Dependent Measures and

Instrumentation............... 52

College Preparatory Catholic High School 

Admittance Dependent Measures and

Instrumentation..................... 52

Research Questions and Data Analysis... 53

Data Collection Procedures.............. 57

Performance Sites........................ 58

Human Subjects Approval Category....... 59

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



T A B L E  OF C O N TEN TS ( C o n t . )

4........RESULTS.................................60

Research Question # 1 .................... 60

Research Question # 2 .................... 62

Research Question # 3 .................... 64

Research Question # 4 .................... 65

Research Question # 5 .................... 66

5. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION.................78

Conclusions............................... 78

Discussion................................ 80

REFERENCES...................................... 87

APPENDIX: Institutional Review Board for

the Protection of Human Subjects Study 

Approval Letter...........................95

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



XI

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE PAGE

1. Gender Information of Individual Eighth-Grade

Students in the Urban Religious 

Education Program........................ 67

2. Gender Information of Individual Eighth-Grade

Students in the Suburban Religious 

Education Program........................ 68

3. Individual Students in the Urban Religious

Education Program Iowa Test of Basic 

Skills Reading, Language, and Math Normal 

Curve Equivalent Scores................. 69

4. Individual Students in the Suburban Religious

Education Program Iowa Test of Basic 

Skills Reading, Language, and Math Normal 

Curve Equivalent Scores................. 70

5. Urban Religious Education Program Students

Pretest Compared to Posttest Iowa Test 

of Basic Skills Reading, Language, and 

Math Normal Curve Equivalent Scores....71

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



x i i

LIST OF TABLES (Cont.)

T A B L E  PAGE

6. Suburban Religious Education Program

Students Pretest Compared to Posttest 

Iowa Test of Basic Skills Reading, 

Language, and Math Normal Curve 

Equivalent Scores...................72

7. Comparison of Urban Religious Education

Program verses Suburban Religious 

Education Program Students Posttest 

Iowa Test of Basic Skills Reading, 

Language, and Math Normal Curve 

Equivalent Scores...................73

8. High School Admittance Composite Achievement

Cut Score Information of Individual 

Eighth-Grade Students in the Urban 

Religious Education Program....... 74

9. High School Admittance Composite Achievement

Cut Score Information of Individual 

Eighth-Grade Students in the Suburban 

Religious Education Program....... 7 5

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



LIST OF TABLES (Cont.)

T A B L E  PAGE

10. Observed High School Admittance Composite 

Achievement Cut Score Frequencies 

for Urban Religious Education Program 

Students Compared to Suburban Religious

Education Program Students.............. 7 6

11. Comparison of Urban Religious Education 

Program verses Suburban Religious 

Education Program Students Posttest 

Tardies and Absences....................7 7

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

When a clear and visible emphasis is placed on 

academic success, and teachers collaborate about 

expectations for students' performance and utilize a 

standards-based curriculum, students meet or exceed state 

standards (Reeves, 2001). Challenges of home and 

neighborhood are not reasons to have lower expectations in 

schools, and it is a grave error when educational leaders, 

teachers, and parents presume that we should have different 

expectations for students because of their socioeconomic 

status or ethnic heritage. Clearly, the demographic 

characteristics of students must not be allowed to predict 

their destiny.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine if 

achievement and readiness for high school transition was 

the same for students with similar parental commitment and 

equivalent Catholic school program experiences but 

differing socioeconomic advantages. This exploratory study 

focused on 8th-grade students from two Catholic elementary 

school programs in the same metropolitan area, who had 

attended their schools from the fourth through the eighth 

grades. These religious educational programs— Urban
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Religious Education (URE), representing fewer socioeconomic 

advantages, and Suburban Religious Education (SRE), 

representing greater socioeconomic advantages— served as 

the independent variables in this study. The study 

dependent variables were student achievement, behavior, and 

high school entrance data. The study was a pretest-posttest 

two-group comparative survey design. Participants from the 

URE school where there is lower enrollment, comprised a 

naturally formed sample, and participants from the SRE 

school were randomly selected to match the URE participant 

total.

Importance of the Study

American Catholics have a long history of support for 

Catholic education dating to 1606 when the Franciscan 

religious order opened a school in what is now St. 

Augustine, Florida (Gautier, 2005). Ratification of the 

Bill of Rights in 1791, with the First Amendment guarantee 

of religious freedom, helped to further the cause for 

Catholic education in America. The middle of the 19th 

century saw increasing interest in Catholic education as 

many poor immigrant families flocked to the Catholic Church 

and schools for comfort (Cattaro, 2002). Bishops meeting at 

the First Plenary Council of Baltimore in 1852 urged every 

Catholic parish in the nation to establish a school
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(McDonald, 2005). Catholic schools were to exist primarily 

as an agent to the Church in its mission of salvation 

(Grant & Hunt, 1992). The Catholic school identity 

encompasses a religious mission, as well as a pursuit for 

academic excellence (Cook, 2001). While a strong commitment 

by the Church and lay leaders remains constant today, 

changing demographics have had a major impact on 

enrollment.

By the middle 1960's, major Catholic ethnic groups, 

notably those of Irish and Italian heritage, assimilated 

into society. Children of the immigrants became part of the 

mainstream, moved to the suburbs, and abandoned their urban 

origins (Cattaro, 2002). Without a nearby population to 

support them, many Catholic schools in urban areas 

currently suffer great financial difficulty. Even amid 

urban decay in many parts of the nation, the Catholic 

Church has not abandoned its mission of education (Cattaro, 

2002). For example, of the 27 Catholic elementary schools 

in Omaha, 17 or 63% of these schools are in urban areas. 

Although decreasing in numbers in the past 35 years, 44.2% 

of all Catholic schools in the United States are located in 

urban and inner city areas (McDonald, 2005). Meanwhile, 

there are thousands of potential students in more affluent
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areas waiting to be admitted to schools in their suburban 

neighborhoods (McDonald, 2005).

Catholic schools receive only a small portion of 

revenue from the federal government (Hunt, Joseph, & Nuzzi,

2004). A historical review of the use of Chapter I monies, 

for example, which assist in educating disadvantaged 

children, indicates that of all students served through 

Chapter I in 1990-1991, only 3% were from religious schools 

(Hunt et al., 2004). However, as school costs continue to 

escalate, financial challenges become more acute. 

Nationally, the average per pupil tuition cost in a 

Catholic elementary school is $2,435, which is 

approximately 60.8% of the actual cost per pupil at $3,998. 

Moreover, about 87% of Catholic elementary schools provide 

some form of tuition assistance (McDonald, 2005). The 

difference between tuition and per pupil cost is obtained 

through direct subsidy from their local parish, diocesan or 

religious congregation resources, and from multi-faceted 

developmental programs and fund-raising initiatives.

Parents who wish to send their children to Catholic urban 

schools in Omaha, Nebraska, the setting for this research 

study, and are unable to pay full tuition, may apply for 

tuition assistance through their associated parishes and 

from the archdiocese. Tuition assistance is limited by the
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generosity of individuals and corporate donors who support 

the parish and archdiocesan tuition fund programs.

A greater share of the cost to operate Catholic 

schools is directly related to the shift in teaching staff 

from religious and clergy to a lay faculty. From the 1920's 

through the 1950's, about one in 10 Catholic school 

teachers were from the laity (Convey, 1992). As the 

enrollment of Catholic schools swelled after World War II, 

a large number of lay teachers were hired to satisfy the 

increasing demand for additional teachers (Convey, 1992).

By 1980 lay teachers comprised almost three-fourths of the 

full-time teachers in both elementary and secondary schools 

(Convey, 2002). Over the past decade, the lay faculty 

percentages have increased from 85% to 95% (McDonald,

2005). Within the Archdiocese of Omaha Catholic Schools, 

1,300 teachers educate 21,000 students with an average 

class size of 16. There are 32 elementary schools and 9 

high schools within the Omaha metropolitan area, and 32 

additional schools in the greater Nebraska area of the 

Omaha Archdiocese.

In the Omaha Archdiocese, teacher salaries are 

contingent upon the funding sources supporting each school. 

The URE and SRE schools are both supported primarily by 

student tuition and parish subsidy. For the 2005-2006
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school year 19.7% of students from the URE school received 

tuition assistance and 20.1% received free and reduced 

price lunches. In comparison, 1.5% of students from the SRE 

school received tuition assistance and 0.6% of SRE students 

received free and reduced price lunches. Similarly, the 

teacher base salaries were $22,000 for the URE school and 

$27,192 for the SRE school (Archdiocese of Omaha, 2006).

Despite the dramatic decrease in their representation 

among full-time teachers, clergy and educators belonging to 

a religious community continue to hold many of the top 

administrative positions. In 1990, 66% of the principals of 

Catholic high schools were priests or members of a 

religious community (Convey, 1992). Most studies have 

concluded that there is little difference between lay and 

religious administrators in leadership style (Hunt et al., 

2004).

Under the administration and supervision of the 

Archdiocese of Omaha Catholic Schools Office, archdiocesan 

schools are provided curricula that have been written 

within the framework of state and archdiocesan academic 

content standards with performance assessments in reading, 

language, and mathematics (Archdiocese of Omaha Catholic 

Schools Office, 2005a, 2005b, & 2005c). Standardized 

curricula and required assessments were written to achieve
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instructional excellence and improved student outcomes. The 

standards-based reform affects what teachers determine for 

their instructional goals, how they revise their curriculum 

to align with the standards, often modifying some content 

areas, and how teachers organize their instructional time 

(Ogawa, Sandholtz, Martinez-Flores, & Scribner, 2003). 

According to Kehl-Lewis (1999), as long as a target 

standard is identified and doesn't move, all students can 

succeed. Significant differences in achievement have been 

identified between students using standards-based 

curriculum materials for at least two years and students 

from comparison districts using other curriculum materials 

(Reys, Reys, Lapman, Holliday & Wasman, 2001). With a 

standards-based curricula quality is measurable. "In a 

standards-based system, the rules are clear: Either the 

student meets the standard or the student does not"

(Reeves, 2001, p. 7). The achievement gap closes with a 

more rigorous curriculum (Burris & Weiner, 2005). It is 

therefore essential to determine whether Catholic school 

programs that are socioeconomically different with similar 

parental commitment are academically equivalent.

Literature Related to the Study Purpose

The consistency of instruction, religious culture, and 

commitment by parents provide a foundation for the culture
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of Omaha Catholic schools. Moreover, enrollment in a 

Catholic school is not just about intellectual achievement 

(Warren, Young, & Hanifin, 2003).

Parental commitment and involvement is common to both 

the URE and SRE programs. Parents of Catholic school 

students are required to make a commitment to support 

routine activities and special events so that all parents 

are active collaborators in the education of their 

children. Research conducted over the past thirty years has 

shown that when a student's learning is supported in the 

home, their academic achievement is positively impacted 

(Warren, Young, & Halpin, 2003). As early as the end of the 

first grade year, students from families participating in a 

public school parental involvement training program scored 

significantly higher on language measures than children in 

a control group (St. Clair & Jackson, 2006). Other research 

suggested that emotional support in the home has had 

substantial effects on children's mathematics scores. When 

the home environment was controlled for and supportive of 

student learning, the effect of parental educational 

attainment disappeared (Crane, 1996). Yet, the benefits of 

parental involvement are not limited to impacting the 

students. Parents indicated an increased sense of 

satisfaction when they were directly involved in the
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educational process with their child (Warren, Young, & 

Halpin, 2003). Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson (2001) have 

also confirmed that the power of schools to make a 

difference in the lives of poor students needs to be 

coupled with the involvement of parents and communities in 

the schooling process.

Another impact on the educational achievement of 

students is their relocation to other district schools. 

Relocation disrupts the sequential flow of content in 

curriculum and has been shown to negatively effect academic 

progress. Students from the URE and SRE schools who 

participated in the study resided within their same 

educational programs for at least the past five years. 

Students who typically spend many terms in the same school 

tend to achieve better than those who have to change 

schools frequently (Demie, 2002). Research indicates a 

positive correlation between achievement and the length of 

time a student spends in the same school (Demie, 2002).

When comparing school achievement data, researchers 

often highlight the importance of carefully considering 

socioeconomic status (Lubienski & Lubienski, 2005). 

Individual family poverty status has been shown in research 

to have a negative effect on academic achievement, while 

attending school with classmates who come from higher
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socioeconomic backgrounds tends to positively raise a 

student's academic achievement (Bankstron, III, 1997).

Assumptions about students and expectations about 

their academic progress might be influenced by the 

students' socioeconomic status. Senge (1990) has 

characterized the deeply ingrained assumptions or 

generalizations that influence how individuals understand 

the world and take action as "mental models." These beliefs 

are reflected daily in teaching as well as in interactions 

with students and their parents. According to Senge (1990), 

learning occurs only when mental models are challenged in 

schools through collaborative dialogue and discussion with 

all stakeholders. Teachers can make shifts in their 

assumptions and beliefs about the children they teach by 

learning to appreciate the assets of the community through 

interaction with the students and their families (Warren, 

2002), a requirement in Catholic school programs. Teacher 

perceptions and expectations that nurture, challenge, and 

promote the interests of all students have been shown to 

positively affect students' academic performance (Warren, 

2002).

Research Questions

The following five questions were addressed and 

answered as part of this study to compare URE students to
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SRE students: Overarching Pretest-Posttest Achievement 

Research Question #1: Did students who participated in URE 

programs have different or congruent 4th-grade compared to 

8th-grade Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) Norm Referenced 

Test (NRT) Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) reading, language, 

and math achievement scores? Overarching Pretest-Posttest 

Achievement Research Question #2: Did students who 

participated in SRE programs have different or congruent 

4th-grade compared to 8th-grade ITBS NRT NCE reading, 

language, and math achievement scores? Overarching 

Posttest-Posttest Achievement Research Question #3: Did 

students who participated in URE and SRE programs have 

different or congruent 8th-grade compared to 8th-grade ITBS 

NRT NCE reading, language, and math achievement scores? 

Overarching Posttest-Posttest High School Admittance 

Research Question #4: Did those 8th-grade students who 

participated in the URE program have observed high school 

admittance ITBS NRT National Percentile Rank (NPR) 80th 

percentile composite cut score frequencies that are the 

same as those for students who participated in the SRE 

program? Overarching Posttest-Posttest Behavior Research 

Question #5: Did those 8th-grade students who participated 

in the URE program have different or congruent tardies and
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attendance as for those students who participated in the 

SRE program?

Definitions of Terms

College preparatory Catholic high school admittance. 

The department of Guidance and Counseling of each Omaha 

Catholic high school will review the ITBS scores of new 

students to determine admission status. Students who carry 

a minimum ITBS composite score at the 80th percentile will 

be admitted without provisions. Those who score between the 

50th and the 79th percentile will be placed in a teacher- 

guided study hall during their 9th-grade year. Students 

scoring below the 50th percentile will not be accepted for 

admission to the Omaha Catholic high school.

Elementary schools. Metropolitan elementary schools 

within the Archdiocese of Omaha are configured with classes 

of kindergarten through the eighth grades and may include a. 

preschool. The kindergarten through eighth grade 2005-2006 

school year student enrollment for the urban school was 

294, and for the suburban school it was 829.

Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). Developed by the 

University of Iowa, the ITBS provides an in-depth 

assessment of students' achievement of important 

educational objectives that yield reliable and 

comprehensive information about the development of
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students' reading, language, and mathematics skills, and 

about their ability to think critically (Hoover, Dunbar, & 

Frisbie, 2001). The ITBS subtest scores in reading, 

language, and mathematics were used to measure student 

achievement and the composite score was used to measure 

high school admittance.

National Percentile Rank (NPR). National percentile 

rank indicates the percent of students in a particular 

group who received lower raw scores on a test than the 

compared student. This score shows the student's relative 

position or rank in a group of students who are in the same 

grade and who were tested at the same time of year.

Normal-Curve Equivalents (NCE). Normal-curve 

equivalents are equal to standard scores with a mean equal 

to 50 and a standard deviation equal to 21.06. This scale 

divides the normal curve into 100 equal intervals and is 

often used in statistical comparisons of test scores.

Norm Referenced Test (NRT). Norm-referenced tests 

measure student performance on a test compared with a 

similar group of students who have also taken the test.

Tuition assistance. Tuition assistance is granted 

based upon the applicant's personal income and hardships. 

Additional tuition assistance is also granted from the 

Children's Scholarship Fund through the Archdiocesan Office
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of Stewardship and Development. Urban religious educational 

school programs characteristically have a greater number of 

applications for tuition assistance than do suburban 

religious educational school programs.

Suburban religious educational program (SRE). The 

suburban religious educational program is defined by its 

location as referenced by the geographical boundary that is 

west of Seventy-second Street in Omaha, Nebraska. The 

research project suburban school program reported a lower 

number of students who were on free and reduced price 

lunch, a higher number of students whose parents paid 

tuition in full, and a lower number of students on tuition 

assistance.

The Catholic Schools Office. The Catholic Schools 

Office works in partnership with the Catholic schools and 

parents in the formation of the spiritual and academic 

development of children enrolled in the Archdiocese of 

Omaha school system. "The Leadership Team of the Catholic 

Schools Office supports pastors, principals, and teachers 

in promoting a community of learners striving to achieve 

excellence in education in a faith-filled Catholic 

environment" (Catholic Schools Office, 2005).

Urban religious educational program (URE). The urban 

religious educational program is defined by its location as
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referenced by the geographical boundary that is east of 

Seventy-second Street in Omaha, Nebraska. The urban 

religious educational program enrolled a higher number of 

students on free and reduced price lunch, a lower number of 

students whose parents paid tuition in full, and a higher 

number of students on tuition assistance.

Limitations

While the Catholic Schools Office works in partnership 

with the Catholic schools in the Archdiocese of Omaha 

school system, implementation of the standardized curricula 

and assessments may be affected by teacher quality and 

administrative involvement. Differences may have also 

existed in the utilization of educational resources, such 

as type of textbooks and media that were selected by each 

school program.

The second limitation was in the number of 

participants in this study. Participants from the urban 

school were selected from the two 8th-grade classes of 35 

students who have completed their fourth through 8th-grade 

years at the urban school from 2001-2006, or 28 students.

An equal number sample was selected randomly from the three 

8th-grade classes, or 89 students, who have completed their 

fourth through 8th-grade years at the suburban school from 

2001-2006. Target accrual for this study was a total n of
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56 students, 28 from the URE program and 28 from the SRE 

program.

Also, while all Catholic schools do require 

involvement and support from parents in activities and 

events throughout the school year, the extent of that 

commitment in terms of time, type, and how many parents 

fulfill their obligation will vary. While parental 

involvement in expected, it is not a limiting factor toward 

acceptance for continued enrollment.

Delimitation

This study was delimited to Catholic elementary 

schools configured for males and females from kindergarten 

through the eighth grades. Participants in the study have 

attended their schools from fourth through the eighth 

grades. Twenty-eight URE students were matched with 28 SRE 

students. The total number of students is n - 56. 

Assumptions

The assumption of this study was that both Catholic 

school programs, URE and SRE, have made every effort to 

provide instruction according to the standardized curricula 

and assessments for reading, language, and mathematics 

provided by the Catholic School Office for the Archdiocesan 

school system. It was assumed that a standardized curricula 

and related assessments have been the basis for instruction

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



17

of the participants of the study from the fourth through 

the eighth grades.

It was an assumption of the study that all parents 

were equally informed of their expected commitment to 

support their children's Catholic school program. Parental 

commitment included an agreement to support the school's 

mission and provide assistance in activities and fund 

raising.

Significance of the Study

This study contributes to further research and affects 

practice and policy for Omaha Archdiocesan Schools. The 

findings of the study are of significant interest to 

parents, teachers, and to the leadership of elementary 

Catholic schools and the Catholic Schools Office.

Contribution to research. After reviewing the 

literature, it was evident that there was a need for 

research regarding the achievement of students within the 

same Catholic schools program who experience different 

socioeconomic advantages. With similar program experiences, 

more research was needed to determine if eighth graders 

from two Catholic elementary schools in the same 

metropolitan area, who attended their respective schools 

from fourth through the eighth grades, differed in their 

achievement and readiness for high school transition.
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Contribution to practice. The findings of the study 

are of significant interest for parents who select their 

location of residence and parish membership relative to the 

location of a Catholic school. The study is also of 

significant interest to the leadership of the Catholic 

Schools Office who endeavors to provide an equivalent 

standardized instructional program for all of their schools 

regardless of their location within the archdiocese.

Contribution to policy. The leadership for the 

Archdiocesan Catholic Schools Office seeks to provide a 

standardized curriculum and policy of operation for all of 

their urban, suburban, and rural schools. This study allows 

the policymakers within archdiocesan schools to better 

understand the degree of success that is attainable with 

equivalent programs within metropolitan archdiocesan 

schools despite their differing socioeconomic advantages. 

Organization of the Study

A literature review relevant to this study is 

presented in Chapter 2. As it relates to academic 

achievement, this chapter reviews literature on the impact 

of socioeconomic status, the significance of parental 

commitment, and the effect of length of time a student 

spends in the same school. Chapter 3 describes the research 

design, methodology, independent and dependent variables,
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and procedures that were used to gather and analyze the 

data of this study. This includes a detailed synthesis of 

the participants, a comprehensive list of the dependent 

variables, dependent measures, and the data analysis used 

to statistically determine if the null hypothesis is 

accepted or rejected in each case. Chapter 4 reports the 

research findings, including data analysis, tables, and 

descriptive statistics. Chapter 5 includes an analysis of 

the findings and a discussion.
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of the Literature 

A Review of Selected Literature and Research

This review of the literature examines the impact of a 

standards-based curriculum, parental commitment, length of 

time students spend in the same school, and socioeconomic 

status as it relates to student achievement. Research from 

these topics will define the Catholic school program 

experience and provide a basis for the five research 

questions that address readiness for high school 

transition.

Literature Related to the Independent Variable

Socioeconomic status and academic achievement. A 

standards-based curriculum, parental commitment, and length 

of time students have spent in the same Catholic school are 

equivalent in both the Urban Religious Education program 

and the Suburban Religious Education program. Socioeconomic 

advantage is the specific distinction between the two 

demographically different programs.

Historically, Catholic schools have been available to 

the poor and working class, for these sectors of society 

were their original attendees (Grant & Hunt, 1992). The 

Catholic Church established schools for all of its members, 

many of whom were from poor immigrant families of the late
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1800's (Cattaro, 2002). American Catholics made heroic 

sacrifices to erect, equip, and maintain Catholic 

elementary schools (Hunt et al., 2004). As architects of 

Catholic school culture, it is incumbent upon Catholic 

educational leaders to help their schools rediscover their 

religious and historical heritage (Cook, 2001).

A review of the status of American Catholic Schools 

from earlier years to the present reveals a trend toward 

less diversity in terms of economic standing. From 1972 to 

1992 students enrolled in American Catholic schools from 

the lowest socioeconomic quartile dropped from 12.3% of 

enrollment to 5.5% (Hunt et al., 2004). In contrast, the 

highest socioeconomic quartile for the same period rose 

from 29.7% to 46% of American Catholic school students 

enrolled (Hunt et al., 2004). Although the past 35 years 

have seen a decrease in the number of students attending 

Catholic schools, 45.6% of all Catholic schools are still 

in the inner city and are serving families of urban America 

(Cattaro, 2 002). Beginning in the 197 0's, growing numbers 

of non-Catholics were educated in Catholic schools (Baker & 

Riordan, 1998). Nationwide, about 13% of the students who 

attend Catholic schools are members of families who do not 

have Catholic parents (Youniss & McLellan, 1999). Some
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competition from private schools does not have a 

significant effect on public school spending per pupil 

(Hoxby, 1998). This is explained with two forces offsetting 

one another. As voter support for public school spending 

decreases, an increase in supply of private schools draws 

many students who would have otherwise been educated at the 

public's expense. As a result, both private school 

competition and competition among public schools tends to 

hold down input costs (Hoxby, 1998).

Goldhaber (1999) argues, however, that very little is 

known about the institutional response of public schools to 

the competitive threat of losing students and funding. But 

public-private choice appears to be the direction in which 

policy is headed when over one million low-income parents 

applied to be part of the privately funded Children's 

Scholarship Fund (Goldhaber, 1999). The evidence presented 

does indicate that parents are able to distinguish between 

schools of varying quality, because they are selecting 

schools that enhance the educational outcomes of their 

children. This lends credence to the notion that 

competition between schools would be beneficial for all 

(Goldhaber, 1999) although not a panacea (Carnoy, 2000). 

With the variation that exists within types of schools, 

ultimately more may be learned by an examination of
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individual successful schools that exhibit academic 

achievement despite their socioeconomic disadvantages 

rather than comparing differences between types of schools. 

When students are fortunate enough to participate in strong 

school programs that require parental commitment, student 

engagement, and unity of purpose, such as in this study, 

economics alone does not determine destiny.
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