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Faith, love and ‘how it works at West’

REFLECTION
By MICHAEL CARLSON

When a student in my classroom
asked why I cared so much, I naturally
responded, “That’s how it works at
West.” West Philadelphia Catholic
High School is not merely a school. For
our students, who all come from chal-
lenging backgrounds, it is a sanctuary.
To have a place where they are treated
fairly, respectfully and with love is the
difference between despair and hope.
Here that love is a constant.

Administered through the De La
Salle Brothers of the Christian Schools,
the Sisters of St. Joseph, the Sisters of
the Immaculate Heart of Mary, and
other religious congregations, our her-
itage is rich and our alumni remain
loyal. West Catholic distinguishes itself
from other Philadelphia Catholic
schools and charter schools by its pride.
As the Philadelphia archdiocese con-
tinues to close Catholic high schools,
that pride is only strengthened. When I
first heard our motto, “West is best!” I
thought it was a mere boast. After my
time here, I believe in that motto. Its
esprit is residual and contagious.

A principal goal of mine as freshman
adviser is to guide students to accept
help without feeling weak, stupid, inse-
cure or less than what they are. I inter-
view and track all of them, especially
those with academic or social difficul-
ties. Our students’ backgrounds, envi-
ronments, and life outside of West are
often underprivileged, unsupportive
and difficult.

To provide freshmen with positive
role models and nonjudgmental lis-
teners, I moderate the peer mentor
program that was established by my
predecessor. Peer mentors are paired
with freshman mentees in need of
social, academic or personal guidance.
Mentors are trained to simply listen to
their mentees and share their own
experiences as appropriate. The value
of that listening and sharing is immea-
surable.

Freshmen often tell me things like, “I
didn’t have to study so much at my old
school,” “You guys are stricter than my
old school,” “I got A’s so easily last year.
Why do teachers here make us work so
hard?”

I usually respond by reminding
them, “We’re different.”

Two West Catholic 2008-2009 seniors
were awarded Gates Millennium Schol-
arships. This achievement is impres-
sive regardless of a student’s back-
ground. Considering the significant
economic and demographic challenges
faced by most West Catholic students,
this achievement is unprecedented.
Moreover, our standardized test scores
document that students’ academic abil-
ities improve significantly with each
passing year at West Catholic.

I attribute the success not only to the
teachers and administrators who con-
tribute beyond the essential — holding
afterschool tutoring, moderating
extracurricular activities and working
long hours. I attribute our school’s suc-
cess to the students who thrive in the
environment we provide for them. Ulti-
mately, it is their ownership that deter-
mines and maintains our excellent rep-
utation.

Encouraging students to join sports
teams, clubs and student groups, I try
to find a niche for everyone. West offers

dozens of extracurricular activities.

Some of the most rewarding experi-
ences I have at West Catholic are after
school. I started a Writers’ Workshop
that meets regularly for students inter-
ested in writing and publishing fiction
and poetry, and I play trombone in the
Jazz Band. I also co-moderate and run
with West Catholic students in Stu-
dents Run Philly Style, an organization
training inner-city students to run
long-distance races and marathons.

I personally did not have the option
of attending a Catholic high school, and
when I came to West Catholic I was
unsure precisely what made a Catholic
high school “Catholic.” It is made
Catholic by its sense of purpose.

The majority of our students are not

Roman Catholic and do not participate
in the Roman Catholic church. Howev-
er, they are indelibly marked in the
Catholic faith and demonstrate that
mark when they exhibit a sense of true
purpose. By that it is meant that West
Catholic students graduate with faith.

In the Christian Brothers’ tradition,
classes begin by asking students,
“Remember we are in the holy pres-
ence of God.” West Catholic reminds
not only its students, but the Catholic
church that caring, pride and purpose
come alive through faith.

West Catholic does not supplement
the life of the church. It is its very back-
bone.

Catholic education at its finest imi-
tates both Christ the teacher and

Christ the healer. For believers, the sig-
nificance of schools like West Catholic
that serve underprivileged inner-city
students cannot be ignored, dismissed
or undervalued. It manifests nothing
less than the holy presence of God.
That’s how it works at West.

[Michael Carlson is a volunteer with the
Christian Brothers of De La Salle, serving as
a freshman adviser and religion teacher at
West Philadelphia Catholic High School.]
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CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING AND ISSUES OF JUSTICE

Curriculum Development Workshop

June 7-11, 2010

VILLANOVA UNIVERSITY

The goal of the workshop is to promote the incorporation of Catholic social teaching into existing course
syllabi and the development of new courses with a significant Catholic social teaching component. The
workshop is open to all teaching faculty. We welcome scholars without regard to religious belief,
particularly junior faculty and younger scholars to whom Catholic social teaching may be unfamiliar.

Historical and Social Contexts for Catholic Social Thought:
Pre/Post Vatican Council IT

Barbara Wall - Philosophy

Theological and Anthropological Foundations for Catholic Social Thought
Kevin Hughes - Theology and Religious Studies
Catholic Social Thought and Economic Justice

Robert DeFina - Sociology

Theories of Justice and the Common Good

Thomas W. Smith - Humanities

Catholic Social Thought and Ecology

Barbara Wall - Philosophy

Service Learning: Scholarship for the Common Good
Noreen Cameron - Office of Service Learning
Catholic Social Thought and Human Work

Sally Scholz - Philosophy

Catholic Social Thought and the Morality of War and Peace
William Werpehowski - Center for Peace and Justice Education
Catholic Social Thought and Racism

Lawrence Little - History

The Role of the Church in Public Life and Issues of Justice
Michael Moreland - Villanova School of Law

An Ethic of Life

Darlene Weaver - Theology and Religious Studies

RESIDENT FEE: Housing on campus in air conditioned apartments with meals and materials - $800
COMMUTER FEE: No housing, but includes welcome dinner, breakfasts, lunches and materials — $500

Registration payments should be made by check payable to Villanova University
and must be received no later than June 1, 2010.

For more information call Marcy Bray at 610-519-5431,
Office for Mission & Ministry, 202 Vasey Hall - Villanova University, Villanova, PA 19085
or see: http://www.villanova.edu/mission/cstjune
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