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Abstract

The following research study collected and examined the current practices of Catechesis
of the Good Shepherd catechists in Level I (ages 3-6) Atria throughout Wisconsin. Catechesis of
the Good Shepherd (CGS), founded by Sofia Cavalletti and Gianna Gobbi, is the religious
formation experience of children using the principles of the Montessori method. Around the
question of religious formation, we explored literature regarding the Moral Development,
Spirituality, and Religious Education of young children. Finding little on the religious formation
of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd, while also considering the cultural practices and societal
norms of local communities, we created a 22-question survey for CGS Level I catechists
examining the qualities of the Atrium, catechist, prayer in the Atrium, and community support
specific to Wisconsin. Using an online platform and distribution, we gathered surveys from 67
catechists from all five Roman Catholic dioceses in Wisconsin (Milwaukee, Madison, Green
Bay, La Crosse, and Superior). Results focused on laying a foundation of baseline data of
current practices. Results revealed that the current implementation of CGS is consistent with
catechist training recommendations. Also, most dramatically, 100% of catechists regarded the
catechesis as somewhat (31%) or strongly (69%) impacting the faith of the young child.
Likewise, 89% of catechists also considered the experience strongly impacting their own faith.
The mutual benefit reported for both adult catechists and children suggests that the effect of CGS

in religious formation settings is compelling and worthy of investment and further study.

Keywords: moral development; spirituality; religious formation; Catholic; catechesis; catechist;

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd
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Literature Review

Moral Development of Children

The moral, spiritual, and religious development of children has been explored across
cultures and ages. The Handbook of Moral Development (Killen, 2013) provides a
comprehensive multidisciplinary look at childhood morality and is used to understand moral
development as a complex topic of child development. Touching nearly all developmental
spheres, morality continues to be a topic of question across cultures. Kohlberg’s theory of moral
development, a widely accepted model, has been applied to several different social and cultural
backgrounds. Goldschmidt (2021) looked at Kohlberg’s theory as it applies to South African
children finding that moral reasoning and its complexities must be understood with a lens of the
local culture and history. Other studies isolate moral development in Taiwanese children (Shih,
2022) and children living in Hong Kong (Yang & Li, 2022). However, inquiry into moral
growth in children living in the United States is lagging. It is clear that research on moral

development for children in the United States has much room for growth.

In the area of psychology, moral development has been explored by researchers Dahl,
and Killen, (2018) among others. They focus on the beginnings of morality in the human person
and conclude that both genetic and environmental factors contribute to the development of
morality. Specifically, they assert that “although infants and toddlers show behaviors that
resemble the morally relevant behaviors of older children and adults, they do not judge acts as
morally right or wrong until later in childhood.” They consider two components central to
morality: helping others and social equality. Finally, they suggest a constructivist approach to

further research as it applies to moral development later in life. Moral development, with its
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intertwined nature, leads to the slightly different exploration and study of spirituality in young

children.

The Spirituality of Children

Spirituality seems to be a different question than that of morality. Spirituality, because of
its intrinsic and supernatural nature, can be challenging to characterize. A 2020 research article
by Mata-McMahon, et al. found that children’s spirituality for most early childhood educators,
can be best understood as having multilayers. Also, in this article, educators most commonly
believe children’s spirituality includes building connections, practicing virtues, and making
meaning. To lesser degrees, educators in the research article also mentioned God and religion,
self-awareness, mindfulness and presence, humanness, and inner feelings. Along with the
language used to describe the spirituality of children, researchers have also distinguished the
importance of the role of the adult and the role of the environment and its impacts on spiritual

development.

Highlighting the unique relationship between student and teacher, Cuevas (2005) in his
discussion of Montessori education shares, “The Soul of the child begins to blend with the Soul
of the teacher” (p. 1). In addition, Wolf (2009), a Montessori researcher, sets forth distinct and
practical examples of how adults can nurture the spirituality of children. She suggests a simple
approach including the directress’ tone of voice, her choice of songs, and pauses for quiet
reflection, to foster calm and peace. Further, Wolf suggests a quiet corner set aside for peace,
guided meditation, fostering awe and wonder, and caring for the earth as ways to cultivate the

child’s spirituality (p. 35).
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The History of Religious Formation of Children

Along with spiritual development, the religious formation of children has taken on a
variety of different forms throughout the ages and throughout cultures. For centuries, up until
formalized educational systems began to take shape, religious education for young children has
been the task of parents and family. Parallel to the shaping of formal education, the religious
formation of children has slowly become a focus of faith communities and schools. Therefore,
religious education takes on the characteristics of the culture and tradition of each society in the
materials, topics, language, and approach that is used. This study will take a closer look at

religious education in the Judeo-Christian tradition with focus on the Catholic faith.

Glossary of Terms

e Atrium: The Atrium is a sacred place of prayer for young children. It is the Prepared
Environment of the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd where children come to listen to
God and work with materials to aid in their meditation.

e Catechesis: Catechesis is the teaching or passing on of religious concepts; religious
instruction or religious education.

e C(Catechist: A catechist is a person who guides and teaches religious concepts; a religious
educator or instructor.

e Liturgy: Liturgy is the work of the people expressed through worship and prayers.

e Normalization: Normalization is the peaceful result of when children freely choose
work, concentrate, and engage with the work, and repeat as desired in a Montessori

Prepared Environment.
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e Planes of Development: Dr. Maria Montessori identified four Planes of Development
that a person passes through during human development. Each Plane includes different

characteristics and sensitivities.

o Scripture: The sacred written Word of God collected in the Holy Bible.

Montessori Connections

Montessori cultivated a unique perspective on the child and the development of the
psyche. She explains in The Secret of Childhood (2019) that the human person has a psychic
pattern that begins at birth and the “unfolding” of this development is like an embryo (p.16).
Montessori further discusses the uniqueness of each child and further expounds on her idea of
the spiritual embryo, “There is thus a secret in the soul of the child, impossible to penetrate
unless he himself reveals it as little by little he builds up his being” (p. 16). In her 71946 London
Lectures (2012), she shares, “it is through the activity of the child that the mind of man is
created. We must consider therefore, the child — who has this power, this activity, who is the
builder of man, who is a spiritual embryo” (p.109). From this understanding and honoring of the
spiritual aptitude and needs of the human person, she describes connections to education and

peace even further.

Comprehensive education of the whole person and peace are essential components of the

Montessori pedagogy. In her writings, Citizens of the World (2019), Montessori explains:

We must take man himself, take him with patience and confidence, across all the planes
of education. We must put everything before him, the school, culture, religion, the world
itself. We must help him to develop within himself that will make him capable of

understanding. It is not merely words; it is a labor of education. This will be a
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preparation for peace — for peace cannot exist without justice and without men endowed

with a strong personality and a strong conscience. (p. 38)

Furthermore, she states, “Since we have the means to guide the child, it is clear that the
formation of man is in our hands. We have the possibility to form the citizen of the world and the

study of the young child is fundamental to the peace and progress of humanity” (p. 93).

Additionally, Montessori emphasizes peace education and its importance even for the

very youngest children when she writes:

If we wish to understand man, we must first understand how man has been built. If there
is one time in life when all men have the same ideas, when they speak the same language,
it is the time of birth. No matter to what race they belong, in which part of the world they
are born, newborns are all alike. If we wish to achieve peace and mutual understanding,

we must start at the moment of birth, the moment when all men are alike. (p. 27)

The very young child is often overlooked as having a capacity for spirituality and religious
capacity. Montessori disagrees and, through her method, highlights the importance of practicing

silence and meditation as essential to any learning environment and especially the very young.

In his work using and cultivating the Montessori method, Mario Montessori focuses on
meditation and silence. Specifically, mindfulness and self-control “start from the earthy and it
reaches the mystic, by expanding successive spheres: the physical, the mental and the spiritual.
Each is separate as successive steps of a ladder, and each can be separately attained through will,
effort, and repetition” (p. 28). Furthermore, the silence and peace practiced in the Montessori

environment gives way to a compassion and “tenderness” to the Universe.
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Synthesizing these components of the standard Montessori classroom, The Child in the
Church captures Maria Montessori’s vision of the prepared religious environment, unique and
separate from the regular classroom environment. Her inspirations and interpretations are clearly
expressed as well as her hope for the future. “The silence observed in class, to accustom the
child to recollection, here found its application” (p. 29). She goes on to relate the connection
between the classroom and the religious environment — one preparing the children for the other.
She continues, “the Silence Game — in itself so full of mystery and awe — would now become the
prelude to the still more wonderful silence of prayer and meditation” (p. 47). The spirituality
emphasized throughout Montessori’s pedagogy also has implications in moral development.

In her 1946 London Lectures, Montessori devotes two lectures to Moral Development
and Religious Education (2012). She begins her reflection by pointing out that moral teaching is
not yet fully understood. The previous research cited in this paper gives reference to this
incomplete yet advancing understanding. There is still much to understand on the topic of
morality and childhood. She also references the strong link between morality, society, and
culture. To the question of morality and moral education she gives an interesting twist. She
calls the adult to be better. “If we are to have a better humanity, the grown-ups must be better”
(p. 211). This exhortation does not condemn but rather appropriately places responsibility for
improvement. Likewise, her exhortation encourages both the adult and the child toward
respectful and mutual care and progress.

Montessori Religious Education

When asked about religious education, Montessori conveyed bold and direct ideas.

“Schools that include the teaching of religion in their syllabus treat it like just one subject

amongst all the other subjects. This is wrong.” She further clarifies by sharing, “I say this
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because religion is more than just another subject of study. It is much greater and also quite
different” (/946 London Lectures, 2012, p. 197). Instead, she suggests, “give religion as a
revelation” (p. 201).

In concert with her understanding of spirituality and the Spiritual Embryo, Montessori
shares, “We must remember that religion is a universal sentiment, a sentiment that is inside
everyone and has been inside every person since the beginning of the world. It is not something
that we give to the child.” She continues by emphasizing the universal nature of religion, “In all
ages and in all places, every group of men, whether highly developed or not, has a religion.
Language and religion are the two characteristics of every group of men. Religion is inside
everyone” (p. 197). She encouraged that rather than ‘give’ children religion, we must allow it
time and space to develop within them (p. 198). Cuevas (2005) articulates this idea further
saying, “Educate comes from the Latin educare, which means to lead out, bring up. To be able
to do so implies that there is something already present that needs to be led out, brought up. I
propose that this is the spirit within us all” (p. 1).

The spiritual language, metaphors, and examples throughout Montessori’s writings
reveals her facility and sensitivity to the spiritual nature of the human person and her recognition
that the child manifests this potential to a great extent. This suggests the importance that she
placed on the religious development of the child. Her strong personal religious beliefs are
illuminated in three of her biographies: Maria Montessori: Her Life and Work (Standing, 1998),
Maria Montessori: A Biography (Kramer, 1988), and The Best Weapon for Peace (Moretti,
2021). Also, Honoring the Light of the Child (McFarland, 2004) includes Montessori’s themes
of the spiritual nature of human development and includes lessons to promote peace in children.

True to form for Maria Montessori, she acted on her beliefs.
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As Montessori’s method began to spread, her work and faith took her to Barcelona in
1916 where she founded a Catholic Montessori school that included a Children’s Chapel. It was
here that Catholic religious education in the Montessori method first took formal shape
(Montessori, 2017, p. 25). She remained in Barcelona until 1936 and, during her time there, her
book, The Mass Explained to Children was first published (1932). This book is a guide for
parents and educators in sharing the Catholic Christian faith through the liturgy of the Church.
While her work and teachings encompass many aspects of other faiths and traditions and are far-
reaching in their truth, applications, inspiration, and use, they are deeply rooted in her personal
Catholic understanding of the human person.

When considering where the religious formation of children should take place,
Montessori conceives a seemingly new idea, “I thought of preparing a special religious
environment, set apart from the rest” (/946 London Lectures, 2012, p. 204). This idea is echoed
in her children’s chapel crafted in Barcelona. Later, when asked in The Child in the Church
about having a separate space/room for the teaching of religion, Montessori remarks:

People might think it a new idea, but, as a matter of fact, it is a very old idea - almost as

old as the Church itself. In the early church there was, indeed, a special room called the

Atrium, generally adjoining the church, which was used for the training and instruction of

the catechumens. It was, as you might say, a sort of anteroom to the Church, both in a

literal and a metaphorical sense. (p. 45)

Later she states, “this room then, which one might call the Atrium, would be set apart for the
preparation of little children for their full participation in the life of the Church” (p. 45).
When considering the materials that are used in the Prepared Environment of the Atrium,

Montessori writes (2012), “it is an error to give little ideas or toys about this big question” of
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religion. She further remarks that by taking children to Church and by creating a space where
they are able to absorb religion, it will become part of them. Further, she shares that “no place is
too sacred for children.” She continues that the child “has a tendency to see not only material
things but to see God in everything” (p. 199).

Montessori’s comprehensive thoughts and assertions about the religious formation of
children laid the foundation for more work to come. Further application and experimentation of
her ideas were needed to best suit the religious needs of the child. Together, the work of Sofia
Cavalletti and Gianna Gobbi, along with the underpinning and foundation of Montessori, became
a religious experience for children called Catechesis of the Good Shepherd and takes place in an
Atrium.

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd (CGS) was founded in 1954 in Rome, Italy. Beginning
within the family home of Sofia Cavalletti, the method, using the principles of Montessori, was
further developed and formalized. Over time and by following the religious and spiritual needs
of the children, the fruits of the method were observed and documented to slowly reveal the
method practiced today.

Sofia Cavalletti was a scriptural scholar living in Rome and working at La Sapienzia
University. Fluent in five different languages, she contributed to several editions of the Bible
and to international publications on biblical studies (Fox, 2022, p. 62). She was asked by friends
to help prepare their children to receive Sacraments in the Catholic Church. Unbeknownst to
her, this ‘yes’ started a lifetime of work with children and the development of Catechesis of the

Good Shepherd still used and thriving today.
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Cavalletti’s book, Religious Potential of the Child (2020), includes the overarching
theory and approach to Catechesis of the Good Shepherd. She begins in her writings to reveal
her own personal transformation through her work with children. She shares that she was
content to be a “mouse in the library,” and when the child entered her life, her whole world
opened up. In her deep and evolving understanding of the religious potential of the young child,
Cavalletti, describes a method of catechesis profoundly different from what is often
implemented. It is through a deep relationship with God that children are prepared for moral
development. She describes the art of giving the child the “universal key” to approach life and
morality. She relates specifically to Montessori’s view when she references:

Maria Montessori speaks of a series of ‘planes of development’ in the life of the person;

each one can be harmoniously constructed only if the preceding planes have been well

established. The moral plane, in the sense of interest in behavior, coincides with later
childhood; the older child will be able to face it without trauma only if he has lived his

early childhood in a certain way. (p.120)

She shares that the first step to preparing for moral development is the connection to
relationships. Cultivating and celebrating a loving relationship is indirect preparation for the
morality developed in the following planes (K. Carver, personal communication May 8§, 2023).
Cavalletti further writes, “In early childhood the child’s greatest need and capacity is for
relationship: to be loved, and to have someone to love. The satisfaction of this most vital need is
the foundation on which the moral life is based” (p. 120). Through parents, grandparents,
siblings, friends, guardians, and caregivers, young children encounter and develop an

understanding for what relationship means and how it is practiced. Through mutual love,
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respect, trust, and protection, a child’s capacity for and experience of unconditional love is
carried forward in a relationship with God through catechesis.

Cavalletti’s work is a cornerstone of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd and its subsequent
development over the past 75 years. She eloquently and scholarly explores the nature of
religion, spirituality, and moral development and the young child. Among the several important
distinctions that she makes in her writing, one of particular importance is that by beginning
catechesis at age six (or as a child enters the second Plane of Development), we confuse the
religious plane with the plane of morality. We risk “catechesis being grasped more by the
child’s mind than with his heart” (p. 124). Cavalletti echoes Maria Montessori as she also
expresses the concern of catechesis being treated as an academic subject. The awe and wonder
characteristic of the young child and essential to matters of spirituality and religion can be
missed if only regarded as knowledge based.

In 1954, Cavalletti, at the beginning of her catechetical journey with children, was
introduced to Gianna Gobbi. A trained Montessori guide whose certificate was signed by Maria
Montessori herself, Gobbi, spent fifteen years in various Case dei Bambini and as an assistant for
the national Children’s House courses, alongside Montessori. This closeness to Montessori’s
ideas and influence shaped not only the work that was to come, but also allowed her to carry on
specific materials and topics that Montessori began, yet never completed. Gobbi’s thorough
understanding of the Montessori method and classroom experience united with the theological
understanding of Cavalletti provided the opportunity to craft an environment and catechesis to fit
and nurture the young child.

Listening to God with Children (Gobbi, 2000) is a practical book guiding the

implementation and pedagogy of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd. In contrast to the scholarly
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theory introduced in Cavalletti’s work, Gobbi, as a Montessori directress and pedagogical expert,
embraces the practical implications of the method. Specifically, she describes the Atrium and
echoes Montessori’s writings she as relates, “Maria Montessori envisioned a place within the
school (the Children’s House) which would be dedicated to the child’s religious education. She
called this place the ‘atrium,’ corresponding to the name of the space in the ancient basilica
which lay between the street and the inner sanctum of the church” (p. 4). It was here “that the
faithful prepared themselves, both physically and spiritually, to enter the Church and to
participate in the liturgy” (p. 4). Gobbi connects the essential components of the Montessori
environment and the Atrium environment. She succinctly explores the essentials of the
environment, the materials, the necessity of freedom, responsibility, and the development of the
will, all the way down to the practical application of the three-period lesson.

In their collaborative book, The Good Shepherd and the Child, together, Cavalletti and
Gobbi convey the two key components of CGS: God and the child (the who and the why) and the
concrete message (the what and the how). Beginning with an emphasis on a Covenant
Relationship, Cavalletti opens a conversation regarding some of “the most difficult questions in
early childhood: Do young children need religious education? Do young children have the
capacity to live in a relationship with God? Is it important for their growth as whole person?”’
She further questions, “And if so, when and what and how do we tell them about God’s covenant
of love with them” (p. 2). Furthermore, the book is partly dedicated to discussing the core
themes of the Christian message and how they are presented to young children. Similar to a
handbook, Cavalletti and Gobbi and others share the rich theological and theoretical beginning

that orients the reader to the task and mission of CGS.
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Existing for the breadth of childhood ages, Cavalletti gives a walk through all three levels
of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd in her book The Development of the Catechesis of the Good
Shepherd: Inside the Rome Atrium. Following Montessori pedagogy, the CGS religious
environment includes a three-year span of ages (Level I: ages 3-6, Level 2: ages 6-9, and Level
3:ages 9-12). At each stage and through a multi-age environment, the catechesis honors the
natural development of the child, providing content that speaks to each stage in the same way the
work choices in a Montessori classroom reflect the Sensitive Periods or characteristics of the
children as motives for engagement. This book provides an historical account of the
development of catechesis, the materials, and the crafting of a method based on the observations
and work of the children. Cavalletti refers to children as “master-teachers,” because it was the
children guiding the catechists to the most essential parts of faith and not the other way around
(p. vii). Clearly ‘the child is the teacher’ stands a hallmark of the Montessori method as is
announced in the title of the recent biography (De Stefano, 2020).

Further, the two pillars of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd as set forth by Cavalletti and
Gobbi are Scripture and Liturgy in the Judeo-Christian and Catholic traditions. The entirety of
the materials and topics of the Atrium emphasize either pillar or both holding to the most
essential sources of the life of the Church. This essentiality is appropriate to the needs of the
youngest children, who are drawn to what is most essential, and builds a foundation for spiritual
and moral development as the child grows and passes through the subsequent Planes of
Development as previously discussed.

As emphasized in Montessori general education, the Prepared Environment is of utmost
importance. The children are offered freedom with limits to a variety of choice-based activities

and materials to help them connect with the topics presented. Individual work and concentration
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are protected, and children have the liberty to repeat work until satisfied and to return to
materials with liberty. The original Rome Atrium, at Centro Buon Pastore, functions as the ideal
model of an Atrium. The materials are of a distinct nature and hold many of the essential
characteristics and makeup of Montessori classroom materials such as simplicity, intentionality,
subdued colors, natural materials, control of error, etc. Also, like the classroom materials, they
are unique to the method and are changed when the need dictated by the child arises. Therefore,
many of the materials used in Atria today look much like the original. The most notable
differences are usually adaptations to reflect the cultural and societal norms of the children
attending. For example, figurines for the Nativity should reflect the culture of the child. A
catechist might use cornhusk dolls in Mexico in place of the ceramic figurines used in Italy
because it better captures what is most familiar to the child.

Like a Montessori classroom, the adult plays a vital role that requires comprehensive and
continuous spiritual and pedagogical formation. For each age level of catechesis, there is a
corresponding adult catechist formation course. These courses, accessible throughout the world,
can sometimes vary in their emphases depending on culture and social norms. During formation,
catechists are trained in Montessori principles, the approach to religious formation, how to curate
the atrium environment, and how to continue their own formation as a service to their work with
children. The formation experience of the catechist is intended to be transformative, inspiring,
and retreat-like. Just as Montessori emphasized the spiritual preparation of the adult, so too, the
CGS catechist is called to a deep conversion. The catechist humbles themselves alongside the

child as co-listeners and co-ponderers of the deep spiritual mysteries presented.

As with Montessori education, Catechesis of the Good Shepherd is a global work.

Today, CGS is implemented and experienced by children in over 65 countries throughout the
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world. The International Council, also called the Consiglio, connects catechetical leaders across

continents. The Consiglio gathers every three years as a sign of unity and common mission.

In summary, we have underlined many parallels between the Montessori Classroom and

the Atrium. Both methods employ:

e Specially designed materials

e The Prepared Environment

e Freedom within limits

e Choice

e Movement

e One on one or small group lessons
e Individual work

e Sustained work period

e Multi-age

e Hum of activity yet calm and peaceful
e Trained adult as guide to children

e Adult transformation

While in existence since 1954, it is only recently that Catechesis of the Good Shepherd
(CGS) has come to the United States. In 1962, the Maria Montessori Association for Religious
Formation of the Child began as a movement of catechists exploring with Cavalletti and Gobbi
the theology of children. In 1975, the first CGS course was held in the U.S. in St. Paul, MN. A
decade later, CGSUSA, the National Association of the United States, was formalized
(CGSUSA, 2023). CGS slowly expanded into Wisconsin through individuals, but it did not take

formal shape until 2015.
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Research Design

There are limited studies about Catechesis of the Good Shepherd and its application
within the United States. To our knowledge there are no studies or survey results about catechist
practices in the state of Wisconsin. In this data collection survey, we hope to gain further
knowledge about the use of this catechetical method to better serve parishes, schools, and
communities and to inform area formation leaders. We ask: what are the current practices of
Level I Catechesis of the Good Shepherd catechists in the state of Wisconsin? We seek

understanding through quantitative and qualitative methods.

The overarching rationale for this research is that CGS is a new method of religious
formation for religious communities in Wisconsin, and we would like to better understand how it
is being implemented by Level I catechists. Further, we seek to understand the impact of the

CGS on children and adult catechists.

Further, the purpose of this catechist survey is to help understand the current practices of
the catechesis across the state so to better inform catechist leadership and formation leaders of its
implementation. We hope to guide and inform catechist leadership and formation leaders of
areas of improvement in sharing and implementing CGS to parishes, schools, and local

communities.

Methodology

Survey Components and Distribution
Our research question was answered through the distribution of an online survey. For

accessibility, the survey was created using Google Forms platform. The survey only focused on
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Level I catechesis which serves children between three to six years of age. Also, the data was

collected only from catechists working in Wisconsin Atria.

Each participant gave Informed Consent to complete the survey (Appendix B). The
survey, 22 questions (Appendix D) in length, is divided into four categories or themes: Atrium,

Prayer, Catechist, and Community.

The survey was distributed via email through certified Catechesis of the Good Shepherd
formation leaders (Appendix C). In the end, we received 67 responses of varying completion.
Not all catechists answered all survey questions, but these variations were taken into
consideration when looking at the individual data of each survey question. Survey questions
included both quantitative (based on a scale) questions as well as qualitative personal reflections.
Raw data is provided in Appendix E.

In Wisconsin, there are five Roman Catholic Dioceses. We received responses from each
of the five in the following breakdown: Green Bay (24), Milwaukee (19), La Crosse (13),
Madison (6), and Superior (2).

Figure 1

What diocese is your Atrium a part of?

13

24

= Madison = Milwaukee = Green Bay = LaCrosse = Superior
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Results

The results of our survey are best reflected in the four categories of interest: Atrium,
Prayer, Catechist, and Community. Because the purpose of this research is to collect previously
non-existent baseline data, preliminary results presented simply capture the current practices,
giving a profile of CGS across the state. With this new understanding of current implementation,
we analyzed data across questions to better understand the effects of the method. Also, we
explored more closely the qualitative personal reflection questions in the survey. These
questions gave us clues to what is most important for catechists. We will begin the results by

exploring each of the four categories in the order in which they appear in the survey.

Atrium

From our 67 total respondent results, the most common type of Atrium was located at a
parish (46) and within a school (16) being the second most common type. Five Atria were
located in the home or another setting. This important information provides an understanding of

the source(s) of both the support of the Atria and the supportive resources.

Figure 2

In what type of Atrium are you a catechist?

= Parish = School Home = Other
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We also asked about the size (number of children served in each session), age of students,
and the length of each session. Most of the Atria serve between eight and twelve children (62%).
This is the recommended size of Atria by area formation leaders. Likewise, most of the Atria

(72%) have mixed ages or grades compared to 28% that do not.
Figure 3

How many children attend an Atrium session?
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Figure 4

Do you have mixed ages in the Atrium or a single age/grade?
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The length of the Atrium session had more range with most Atria being between 75-90
minutes. Depending on the age and the needs of the children in an Atrium, this is also the

recommended length from area formation leaders.
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Figure 5

How long are your Level I Atrium sessions?
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Lastly, parent communication can be an important part of the Atrium environment. From
our respondents, 24% regularly send parent communications, 41% sometimes send parent
communications, and 35% do not send regular parent communication. While most Atria fall
somewhere in between regular and periodic communication, these results reveal that there is not

a consistent practice regarding parent communication among Atria.
Figure 6

Does your Atrium provide a regular newsletter or other communication to families?

45% 41%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%

5%

0%

35%

24%

Percentage

Yes, regularly Sometimes No

Communication Frequency



CATECHESIS OF THE GOOD SHEPHERD: A SURVEY OF CATECHISTS

Finally, we asked respondents to share more about the materials used in the Atrium. We
inquired about the catechist’s perceived level of completion and their perceived similarity of
materials to those recommended by the CGSUSA (The United States Association of Catechesis
of the Good Shepherd) materials manual. These questions were quite consistent, revealing that
even in Atria that were not fully complete, the materials used are very similar to what is

recommended (85%).

Figure 7

When considering materials, do you consider your Atrium complete?
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Figure 8

How similar do you think your materials are to the model provided in the CGSUSA material

manual?
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The next section of the catechist survey focused on prayer in the Atrium. Prayer is
intrinsically challenging to measure. Prayer of the young child is most often expressed verbally
through words of thanksgiving, praise, and love. Young children also often express prayer
through spontaneous pictures, reverent movements, and gestures. Catechists often document the
inspirations that the children share. Throughout the literature of CGS there are such images,
anecdotal accounts, and evidence of the child’s prayer. In this research, we chose to approach
the indication of prayer as concentration. To show concentration, we relied on the catechist’s
observation of concentration which is typical of Montessori environments. Again, this
concentration can be both prayer and/or elements that lead the child to prayer. Survey questions

include both prayer of individual children as well as community wide concentration. Also, for
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catechists familiar with the pedagogy’s language, we isolated the Montessori term
“normalization,” meaning the extent to which children are engaged and active participants in
their environment. Lastly, we asked a more subjective question regarding the extent to which

catechists think CGS is impacting the child’s spirituality.

When reflecting on a single child’s concentration, catechists found that within each

session a single child was much of the time or nearly always concentrated on a work (79%).
Figure 9

In a typical session, how frequently do you see a child concentrated on work?
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When considering the entire group of children, catechists most frequently saw children
concentrating some of the time (50%). Much of the time and nearly always options combined
made up 47% of the responses with 3% responding they never see most of the children

concentrating.
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Figure 10

How frequently do you see most of the children, as a whole, concentrated on work?
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Another way to consider concentration is within the Montessori term of Normalization.
This can generally be considered children being engaged, content, and active participants in the
classroom environment. For this question, we included a “not sure” option for catechists who
may not be familiar with the Montessori term. Removing these “not sure” responses, catechists

responded very similarly to the previous question.
Figure 11

Would you classify your typical Atrium sessions as normalized?
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Lastly, in this section we asked a subjective question regarding the catechist’s impression
of the impact of CGS on the children’s spiritual growth. Knowing that this can be a challenging
question for catechists we provided the optional response of “I don’t know” (7 of 66). When
removing these responses, 31% of catechists felt that CGS is somewhat impacting the children’s
growth in faith and 69% felt that their growth in faith was strongly impacted. Zero catechist felt
that it was not at all impacting the children’s growth in faith suggesting that time in the Atrium is

meaningful.

Figure 12

To what extent do you think CGS is impacting the children’s growth in faith?
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The next section of survey questions focused on the catechist. The training for a Level I
(ages three to six) catechist is usually at least 90 hours of formation split over two years. The
first question in this section simply shared if the active catechist responding completed the full or

partial formation course. Of the respondents, 12% received partial formation and 88% received
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and completed the full formation course. The Atrium experience of respondents ranged from

one to eight years.

Next, the survey focused on the catechist’s support within the Atrium. Catechists were
asked how often they have a regular assistant. To this question, 6% of catechists never have an
assistant, 3% rarely, 17% usually, and 74% always have the help of an assistant. With over 90%
of catechists having an assistant usually or always, this shows consistency with the
recommendations of formation leaders. Likewise, it shows that within the Atrium experience,

catechists who responded are receiving adequate support to fulfill their vital role.

Figure 13

Do you have an assistant with you during your sessions?
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Next, we combined the themes of prayer with the catechist. It is the most essential role
of the catechist to provide a space of prayer for the child. We asked how effective the catechists

felt at creating opportunities for prayer. This self-reflective question reveals that 94% of



CATECHESIS OF THE GOOD SHEPHERD: A SURVEY OF CATECHISTS

catechists who responded feel they are at least somewhat effective in creating opportunities for

prayer.

Figure 14

How effective do you think you are at creating opportunities for prayer?
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Lastly, in this section we included another self-reflection question asking to what extent
has CGS and working which children in the Atrium impacted your own personal faith life. A
remarkable 98% of catechists responded that CGS has somewhat (9%) or strongly impacted
(89%) their faith life (2% not at all). This was the highest percentage across all questions. This
response reveals an important component to the work of CGS and the Montessori method in the
transformation of the adult. Likewise, it seems that the impact on adults is also reflected in the
effectiveness of the method for children. For the survey question, to what extent do you think
CGS is impacting the children’s growth in faith, catechists responded that 100% of children are
impacted by the method. Both questions reveal that CGS, for both adult catechists and children,

is an effective and meaningful form of catechesis.
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Figure 15

To what extent has CGS and working with children in the Atrium impacted your own personal

faith life?
100%
89%
90%
80%
70%
& 60%
g 50%
2
L2 40%
30%
20%
0,
0%
Not at all Somewhat impacted Strongly impacted
Catechist Impact
Data Analysis

When analyzing data across categories, I discovered several interesting findings. In
particular, further information regarding catechist experience and prayer, parent communications

across Atria types, and the impact of the method for adults and children in parishes is considered.

First, we looked at the years of experience of the catechist and questioned if that played a
role in their perceived effectiveness in cultivating prayer. Within high-fidelity Montessori
environments, the experience of the guide is essential and impacts academic outcomes. We
would expect that the experience of the catechist within CGS would also show more confidence
and efficacy in implementation with time. Affirmingly, the most experienced catechists (those
with 7 years or more of experience) considered themselves very effective (43%) at providing

opportunities for prayer compared to 0% of the less experienced catechists (those with 2 or fewer
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years of experience). Less experienced catechists felt they were somewhat or mostly effective
(93%), however, 7% percent of less experienced catechists responded they were not effective at
all. These findings suggest that the more experienced catechists have the most comfort and
confidence in providing opportunities for children to pray. These results confirm our

expectations that successful catechetical skill takes time to practice and refine.

Figure 16

Catechist Experience and Prayer Effectiveness
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Next, we explored how frequently resources are shared with parents across the different
Atrium types. Looking at parish, school, and home/other Atria, parish programs were the only
Atria type to share frequent communications with parents. School and home/other Atria
responded that they do not or only sometimes share communication with parents. Overall, there
does not seem to be a consistent pattern or practice in sharing communications. As a formation
leader myself, I know that parent communications, while certainly valuable and a wonderful

recommendation, is not a component that is emphasized in formation courses but is left to the
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discretion of the catechist. Perhaps this contributes to why there is no consistent pattern across
types. Also, the responsibility to inform parents of effective religious education seems to be felt
more deeply by the parish communities than by the schools or home/other. For home/other,
there may already be highly involved parents working in and with the Atria who do not require
any further communication. For schools, it is unclear why there is not more regular parent

communication about CGS. Further isolation of this question could lead to greater clarity.
Figure 17

Frequency of Parent Communications Across Atria Types
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Finally, the impact of the method for both adult catechists and children, as shared
previously, is striking. When looking at parish Atria, the highest percentage of respondents
considered the impact of the method to be strong: adult (68%) and child (86%). Zero
respondents felt there was no impact for either group. This seems to convey a transformation or

conversion for the adult and child which is consistent with the call of the catechist and what we
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strive to provide for children in the Atrium. Parishes, as a whole, who share responsibility for

faith formation, clearly benefit from the strong impact of CGS.
Figure 18

Adult and Child Impact in Parish Atria
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Community

When considering the topic of community, we asked the catechists open-ended questions
about the support they have or hope to have with implementation. Questions focused on the
greatest gifts that have come from implementing CGS, if catechists feel that they have the
support they need to implement the method well, and what the greatest challenges to continuing
or sustaining the Atrium are. While there was a variety of different responses, we noticed some
patterns and themes. Regarding the greatest gifts of the Atrium was the theme of joy and
relationship while the greatest challenge was the need for more trained catechists. A deeper look

into these responses will comprise the bulk of our further discussion section.
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Discussion

Overall, this data collection gives a preliminary picture of how CGS is being
implemented in Level I Atria throughout Wisconsin. To further discuss the results of this
research, we will focus on the categories of the survey questions and explore the patterns found

within the qualitative reflective questions.

Catechist Continuity

Generally, the data supports many of the recommendations of formation leaders in the
state suggesting that the catechist continuity is strong. Atrium alignment with CGSUSA
formation leader recommendations is mentioned individually throughout the results section.
This consistency suggests that catechists, even new catechists, are attempting to implement the
method according to the recommendations of their formation leaders. Part of this consistency
could stem from consistency of courses. Several current formation leaders in Wisconsin were
trained by the same mentor. There are also formation leaders who were formed by other leaders.
This combination of consistency and variations allows a healthy mix of stability and growth

important for the integrity of the method.

Likewise, formation leaders are meeting at least annually to discuss implementation to
ensure and refine consistency in method. Further, each year catechists throughout the state are
invited to a Wisconsin Gathering. At catechetical gatherings, many recommendations for ideal
Atria environments are reinforced, strategies are shared, and encouragement is offered. The
event also fosters collaboration and discussion where practices may vary. Finally, catechetical
leaders often host gatherings and meetings among catechists that are closest to each other and

within each diocese to keep the community strong.
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Greatest Gifts and Challenges

From our qualitative questions, catechists were asked to reflect and share what they
consider the greatest gifts of the Atrium to the young child. The theme of relationship was most
consistent. As documented previously, young children through parents and caregivers know
what it means to be in relationship — to love and be loved. Relationship with God seems to also
be a natural quality of this age that can be cultivated and enriched. One catechist in the survey
shared the gift of relationship in this way: “watching the children’s relationship with Jesus grow,
and how they share that with their parents.” Another catechist shared, “The children have a
place to come and rest in God and build a relationship with Him. They learn first and foremost
that God loves them and wants to spend time with them.” The Atrium environment aligns itself
with the needs of the child by curating an intentional space, ample time, a meditative quiet, and
meaningful, tactile experiences to cultivate and ponder this relationship. The focus on
relationship is also a distinction of the method of CGS. Where other catechetical programs may

focus on knowledge and information, CGS focuses first on the inherent desire for relationship.

Closely linked to the theme of relationship seems to be the theme of joy. Some catechists
described the theme of joy in conjunction or as an indicator to the theme of relationship. One
catechist wrote that the greatest gift in this work was, “the joy of the children growing closer to
God,” combining both themes. In addition, joy could be the result of the environment itself. In
her book The Child in the Church (2017) when discussing the Absorbent Mind of the young
child, Montessori shares, “This (joy) reveals itself in a ‘love for the environment” which ‘burns
without consuming’ and builds up the personality” (p. 75). Joy, particularly how and when the
child expresses it in the Atrium, is an ongoing observation documented by Cavalletti in Religious

Potential of the Child (2020). Reflecting a similar impact witnessed by the survey participants,
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one catechist shared that a gift of the Atrium experience is “seeing the children's joy in this space
that is just for them to pray and work. They really come to love the environment and find peace

there.”

Another theme that emerged from the qualitative narrative questions was the desire for
more trained catechists. It is not surprising that there are too few trained catechists for a method
that has seen substantial growth. In 2015, in the Diocese of Madison, there were two active
Atria. Currently, there are 19. This growth is consistent with that of the other dioceses.
Considering the support and reliability required for a healthy CGS experience, the challenge of
too few catechists seems appropriate. With time and investment, we expect the number of
active, trained catechists to grow. Also, given the strong impact of working with children in the
Atrium reported in our results, it suggests that the method helps to retain catechists and prevents
burn-out. Foundress Cavalletti (2004) herself specifically mentions the role of the children in the
life changing experiment of CGS, sharing that “the children saved her from becoming a mouse in
the library” (p. 7). The adult transformation inherent to this method along with accompanied
catechist retention is a benefit for the dioceses reflected in this survey and could help other

dioceses foster well-rounded, joyful, and efficacious catechesis.

Limitations and Further Study

Part of the importance of and rationale for this survey is to create a means to understand
the implementation of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd in different locations. The present
survey, including enhancements and refinements, can be used by other states and regions. We
hope to share this survey with other locations and to share its usefulness. Likewise, formation
leaders will benefit from knowing the reception and subsequent practices of the work they guide

during formation courses while also identifying gaps.
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CGS, while originated in the Roman Catholic faith tradition, has been implemented in
several Protestant Christian denominations. In future surveys, I think it would be crucial to
expand the inclusivity of the respondents to other denominations. It will be interesting to see if
responses are consistent with this survey and, if not, to explore why. Also, understanding how
the liturgical components of the method are modified for denominations that do not share the

same liturgical practices could be of interest.

Further study could also be devoted to isolating the variables and survey questions
developed in this study. Because this research study was preliminary in nature, each theme has
ample opportunity for growth and expansion. Particularly, looking more closely at the themes of
relationship, joy, and prayer, could be valuable for parent education, catechist recruitment, and

fostering community support for the method.

With a method so new to Wisconsin, it could also bear fruit to understand the impact of
CGS and the Atrium experience for children over time. How does the experience of the Atrium
at a young age affect their spiritual practices when they are older? Also, along with the
component of time, personal interviews might be a more effective methodology for capturing the
complexities of the survey questions and measuring results. Lastly, interviews could be
extended to parents to capture their impressions of CGS based on their observation of their

children and what they see at home and in their communities.

Unique Further Step

Montessori, in her work with children and education, revealed to us the deep capacity of
the child for knowledge and understanding. She also expressed a desire for more efforts to serve

the child. From The Child and the Church (2017) is shared the specificities of her desire:
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In the history of European civilization, a remarkable phenomenon has repeated itself in
different centuries. When in any particular epoch there arises in human society some
universal need, accompanied by a universal longing to have it met, then we find that,
from the heart of the Catholic Church, there arises some new spiritual movement in
response to it. In His wisdom and infinite love, the Almighty raises up certain
individuals, or groups of individuals, who start a new movement, generally in the form of

a religious orders. (p. 116)

This vision of a new Montessori Order, she expresses, would include both religious (consecrated
priests, sisters, and brothers) and lay people (single, married, or other persons devoted to the
Church and its mission) working in parallel toward the same goal. She continues to share a
detailed plan of its possible impact, citing “four main spheres of activity” which include
education, Montessori in the home, the training of Montessori teachers, and the teaching of

religion (pp. 116-123).

Providentially, in October of 2020, this “New Order” first inspired and shared by
Montessori to serve “the Children of the Light” began in Mandan, North Dakota. More
precisely, the Servants of the Children of the Light is a Public Association of the Christian
Faithful for Women in the Diocese of Bismarck, ND (Servants of the Children of Light, 2023).
Sr. Chiara Therese is the first religious sister of this new movement. The community focuses on
serving children at Christ the King Catholic Montessori School and continues to spread
Montessori’s vision of serving the spirituality of the child through Catechesis of the Good

Shepherd.

Similar to action within the religious sphere, the White Cross, as she refers to it, also

supports the work of Montessori’s vision of peace and reconciliation particularly in war-torn
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areas of the world. The White Cross is a Montessori-based movement that seeks to rehabilitate
and restore mental health to troubled and traumatized children. It expanded beyond the walls of
education to include a multidisciplinary team of educators, medical professionals, and
psychologists trained to support children (Phillips, et al., 2022). Her pedagogy, along with
specialized care, created an effective opportunity for healing. From her early work, Montessori
identified and supported children experiencing various forms of suffering. It is not surprising that
in the most extreme circumstances of the world she used her method to take action, offer relief,

and advance humanity through the special capacities of the child.

Conclusion

In conclusion, there continues to be much to uncover in the understanding of the moral
development of young children. There is still a debate on how the young child understands
morality and how that impacts their relationships and interactions with the world. While brain
science seems to have taken the spotlight within current research, questions remain about the
relationship between and the intersections of brain development and moral development. It is

still unclear if and how one impacts the other.

Society is also confronted with dramatic incidences of trauma in youth. A recent Center
of Disease Control report (YRBSS Data Summary & Trends, 2023) providing 10-year data trends,
shows trauma and other harmful experiences among high-schoolers is striking. Given the report
results the article calls for action. Considering these outcomes, the need for efforts in spiritual
wellbeing seem essential. Montessori, who is generally regarded as ahead of her time, continues

to impact the lives of children today through her humanitarian and social justice work.
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Spirituality, as shown in this survey, is an essential component to the healthy
development of the whole child. Further, spirituality based on relationship, provides reciprocal
joy and has a strong impact on children and adults. Likewise, the religious education of children,

in various forms, continues to be an important practice in communities throughout cultures.

Finally, for the past, present, and future, Maria Montessori identified an essential key to
peace and progress. In Best Weapon for Peace: Maria Montessori, Education, and Children’s
Rights, (2021), Moretti articulates Montessori’s visionary brilliance and the essential truth that
peace comes from within. Giving children the space and time to practice this inner peace so as

to be peaceful, respectful citizens is a dramatic tool for a future of hope.
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Appendix B

Informed Consent

(0p))
ax
(0p))

LYF2NYSR /2yaSyd G2 tIFINGHAOALIGS Ay w
{ G dzR & catidchesistof3hé Good Shepherd Catechist Survey
wS &S| NIDKSHNINM, UWRF Montessori Teacher Education Graduate Department

We are inviting you to take a survey for research. This survey is completely voluntary. There
are no negative consequences if you do not want to participate. If you start the survey, you
can always change your mind and stop at any time.

2 KOG Aad (KS LldzNhidatad$exglores the urelit practicdgBf&ekiel | Catechesis of the
Good Shepherd catechists in the state of Wisconsin? The rationale for my research is that Catechesis of
the Good Shepherd is a new method of religious formation for children in Wisconsin, and | would like to
better understand how it is being implemented by Level | catechists.

2 KI G ¢ AThistsurvey wik &kquestions about your Atrium (religious environment), your sessions,
your materials, your experience, and your level of Catechesis of the Good Shepherd training.

This survey has 21 questions and will take about ten minutes.

wAalay

* Some questions may be personal. You can skip them or exit the survey at any time.

¢ Breach of confidentiality: There is a chance your data could be seen by someone who
shouldn’t have access to it. We're minimizing this risk by not collecting personal data.

t 23 aA0f SThisstSdy &ilffgdthikrdata about Level | Catechesis of the Good Shepherd practices
and build understanding about implementation in Wisconsin. We hope to share this information with
the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd professional community.

9AGAYIlI 4GSR Y dzY 6 S00cuprént LewdH |dleshE3ia df theyGiod Shepherd catechists.

| 26 2y 3 @holten minutesii I | S K

| 2 &NbdeY

/ 2 YLISY &Norig.A 2 Y Y

Cdzli dzNB  KabraeSdndedrféyYbe used or shared for future research studies.
However, no personal data will be collected, and all your responses will be confidential.

2 KSNB gAff Fohtdiwill bddstdredioritBe Nekedrdker’s computer and on the
Google Forms website platform up to 12 months after the research is complete.




















































































