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CALLED TO TEACH

CRISTINA M. FLETES + cfletes@post-dispatch.com

Jenny Bruns teaches fourth-graders Talor Williams (from left), Tyson Moore and Thomas Badalamenti about the role of heat
in the rock cycle by melting Starburst candies together Friday at Christ, Light of the Nations Catholic School in Spanish Lake.
Bruns, 23, is a member of the Billiken Teacher Corps. This is the first year for the program.

SLU teams with
archdiocese to place
young educators
with right mindset
for service in urban
Catholic schools

http://stitoday.newspaperdirect.com/epaper/services/OnlinePrintHandler.ashx?issue=86312016013100000000001001&page=1&paper=A3&top=487&left=0&widt. ..

BY JESSICA BOCK
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

In her first year working in campus
ministry, Elise Earley couldn’t shake
the call she felt to serve, but in a differ-
ent way.

She prayed, looking for direction
from God about where she could make
the most difference.

Teaching, she realized, could be that

calling. Earley applied for a teacher
certification program, still feeling un-
settled about where exactly education
would take her. She had just hit sub-
mit on the application when her office
phone rang with an actual call.

The Archdiocese of St. Louis and
St. Louis University were starting a
program to place graduate students

See SCHOOLS + Page A4
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CHRIS LEE « clee@post-dispatch.com
The first class of the new Billiken Teacher Corps gathers for dinner Wednesday in the former convent at st. John the Baptist Parish in St. Louis. From left are Michelle Erhard, Elise
Earley, Sarah Staten, Mitch McCurren, Jenny Bruns and Kelsey Kerr. The group lives at the former convent and teaches at different Catholic schools in the city.

Teachers receive food stipend, live together
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in education in urban Catholic
schools, the caller said. Did Ear-
ley, in her work in campus min-
istry, know anyone who might
want to apply?

“I can only attribute it to di-
vine intervention,” Earley said
last week after a day of teaching
science at St. Cecilia School in
St. Louis, her placement through
the Billiken Teacher Corps pro-
gram.

Earley, 24, and six others this
year make up the inaugural class
of the Teacher Corps, which
gives college graduates teach-
ing experience while they work
toward a master’s degree. The
two-year program is a first for
the Archdiocese of St. Louis,
modeled partly after a program
that began a decade ago at the
University of Notre Dame. It is
somewhat similar to the Teach
for America program in public
schools, attracting top college
graduates to urban schools for a
two-year commitment.

Today, there are about a dozen
teacher corps programs at other
Catholic colleges and universi-
ties across the country that see
the program as a wav to help un-
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der-resourced Catholic schools.

“At its heart, the Billiken
Teacher Corps is about service,”
said John James, director of the
Institute for Catholic Educa-
tion at SLU. But that service
combined with the teaching ex-
perience gives faith-driven col-
lege graduates an opportunity
to serve Catholic schools in our
area, he said.

Catholic schools have been ex-
periencing declining enrollment
for decades as families struggle
with tuition and competition
increases from charter schools.
In the St. Louis Archdiocese,
30,256 students attend Catholic
schools. The demand for seats
varies by school.

Teachers in the corps program
receive a stipend to pay for food
and other expenses, and live to-
gether in the former convent at
St. John the Baptist, a south St.
Louis parish where the school
closed in 2014 after enrollment
declines.

QUESTIONING THE CALL
Since the beginning of the school
year, there have been moments
when Earley questioned her call
to teach. She felt like she was
failing.

She opened up to her fellow
teachers and found they felt the
same way. On most nights, they
take the day’s highs and lows
from their classrooms back to
their group at St. John the Bap-
tist. They offer advice, encour-
agement, a similar experience.
And prayer.

It can be easy for first-year
teachers to dwell on the chal-
lenges of classroom management
or students who aren’t grasping a
concept.

“Having that community and
someone to say ‘it’s OK’ — it’s a
feeling of camaraderie and really
helps you put it into perspec-
tive when the job is not going so
well,” Earley said. “I really don't
know how other teachers do it
without this support system.”

Mitch McCurren, an India-
napolis native, applied to the
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program after earning an under-
graduate degree at SLU. He felt a
similar calling to teach and be a
role model for teenage boys, like
those who influenced him as he
grew up.

He is teaching and helping
coach basketball at St. Mary’s,
an all-boys school in south St.
Louis.

“We are all going through this
together, and we're all commit-
ted to getting in there and mak-
ing a difference;” McCurren said.

The support system also in-
cludes a mentor teacher at each
school and a professor of educa-
tion at SLU, available to offer fre-
quent feedback on lesson plans
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CRISTINA M. FLETES « cfletes@post-dispatch.com
Elise Earley, 24, of St. Louis, teaches about rock formations during seventh-grade science Friday at St. Cecilia Catholic School in St. Louis. Earley
was working in campus ministry when she felt a call to enter a teaching certification program.

CRISTINA M. FLETES + cfletes@post-dispatch.com
Jenny Bruns, 23, of Cincinnati, assists eighth-grader Jacobhy Combs, 14, with a science assignment on simple
machines Friday at Christ, Light of the Nations Catholic School in Spanish Lake. Bruns is a member of the
Billiken Teacher Corps, a collahoration hetween the Archdiocese of St. Louis and St. Louis University to place
graduate students in urban Catholic school classrooms.

and to answer questions.

At St. Cecilia, the added sup-
port is not only helping Earley
grow as a teacher, but also to
build up the science program at
a school where nearly all of the
students qualify for free or re-
duced-price lunches, a marker
of poverty. Most also receive at
least some financial aid to afford
tuition, which is $3,700 for one
child.

Principal Joe Kilmade says
Earley is bringing new ideas and
energy to the school.

“She’s really added a new
layer of investigation and critical
thinking to our science program,
seeking out additional resources

because we're not a school that
has alot of resources!” he said.

He usually has a pool of ap-
plicants for open teaching po-
sitions, but finding one with a
mindset to work effectively in an
urban school can be challenging,
Kilmade said.

The Billiken Teacher Corps
is designed to create a pool of
urban-focused teachers. The
program will expand next year
and is recruiting those who are
mission-oriented, social justice-
driven and have the desire to cre-
ate systemic change through ed-
ucation, said Maureen DePriest,
an associate superintendent in
the archdiocese’s office of Cath-

INTERESTED IN A
CATHOLIC ELEMENTARY
SCHOOL?

Most Catholic elementary schools
in the Archdiocese of St. Louis are
hosting open houses Sunday for
prospective students and families.
To see a schedule, go to archstl.org.

This year, the archdiocese has
anew unified online scholarship
application and more tuition
assistance aimed at middle-class
families.

olic education.

SLU and the archdiocese inter-
viewed candidates for the inau-
gural class and tried to find good
matches in schools where princi-
pals asked that openings be filled
through the Billiken Teacher
Corps.

St. Cecilia needed a middle-
school science teacher. Earley
has a degree in biology from the
University of Missouri-Colum-
bia.

In addition to her degree, Ear-
ley had a crash course in educa-
tion this summer at SLU before
she stood in front of her first
class at St. Cecilia’s.

The school’s large Hispanic
population is a contrast from the
suburban parish school in Ball-
win that Earley attended as a
child. But in many ways, St. Ce-
cilia’s has been a perfect fit for
what she wanted to do.

“The first semester is hard for
any new teacher — feeling like
you’re diving into the deep end
with no pool noodles to get you
above water,” Earley said. “But it
is incredibly rewarding.”

Jessica Bock - 314-340-8228
@jessicabock on Twitter
jbocki@post-dispatch.com
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