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A study of San Antonio's Catholic schools has confirmed what Catholic educators long have suspected: The plethora of South Side and inner city Catholic schools are struggling with enrollment while the few schools in the North Side suburbs have waiting lists. 
That imbalance is among several topics addressed by the study, commissioned last year by the Archdiocese of San Antonio to help craft a roadmap for the future of its 47 Catholic schools. 

"The study will help to understand better the challenges that we have in the Archdiocese of San Antonio as we prepare Catholic schools to meet the needs of children in the 21st century," Archbishop José Gomez said. 

The study was completed by a University of Texas at San Antonio research team headed by Richard Gambitta, director of the Institute for Law and Public Affairs, geography Professor Richard Jones and sociology Professor Gabriel Acevedo. 

The San Antonio Archdiocese is facing the same demographic shift as many large heavily Catholic cities. The young, working class families that populated inner city neighborhoods in the 1960s have moved to the suburbs and have been replaced by low income families who can't afford a private school education. 

"This is one of the greatest challenges we face," Gomez said. "We must make Catholic education available to the families in the poorest neighborhoods." 

In the past decade, Catholic school enrollment in San Antonio, now at 14,227, has dropped about 13 percent, though this year the number of students has increased, said Sister Carla Marie Lusch, superintendent of Catholic schools. 

When Holy Rosary closes next week, it will become the fifth school in a decade to do so because of waning enrollment. 

The study will provide up-to-date data that can be used to develop strategies to reverse the decline, Lusch said. A task force already has been appointed to look at ways to better fund and market Catholic schools, she said. 

About 800 Catholic parents were surveyed by phone and asked about their perceptions of Catholic education. About three-fifths of the households surveyed had at least one child enrolled in a Catholic school, while the rest were Catholic but had children in public schools. 

Sixty-eight percent of the parents surveyed believe Catholic schools provide a higher quality of education than public schools, and almost half of the Catholics who send their children to public schools said Catholic schools provide a better education, Gambitta said. 

The combination of academic quality with the teaching of moral and religious values makes Catholic schools desirable, but the cost of tuition is a deterrent for many parents, the report found. Parents said the high quality of technology available in public schools also was a major factor in their decision to send their children to school there. 

Lusch said the task force is expected to take about a year to develop recommendations, which could include restructuring, opening or closing schools. All of the Catholic schools, as well as the general public, will have access to the report, she said. 

A full copy of the report is available on the Archdiocese's Web site at www.archdiosa.org and also on the Web sites for UTSA's Institute of Law and Public Affairs at http://utsa.edu/ilpa and at the Culture and Policy Institute at www.utsa.edu/cpi/.
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The University of Texas at San Antonio study found: 

--Sixty-eight percent of the parents surveyed believe Catholic schools provide a higher quality of education than public schools.

--Two-thirds of Catholic parents who send their children to public schools say they think about sending their children to a Catholic school. 

--Parents cite the high quality of technology at public schools as a major factor in their decision to send their children to public schools. The cost of Catholic school tuition also is a reason parents chose to send their children to public school.
