Mercy High School - Application for CSEE Character Award

Background

Mercy High School has been educating young women since 1952. As a school for girls, we have always felt a special need to help the young women at Mercy find meaningful places in the world.  It is intrinsic to our mission and philosophy.  Our desire is all the greater because the young women who attend Mercy are a vibrant reflection of the city in terms of diversity.  This diversity extends to cultural backgrounds as well as to the socioeconomic status of our young women.  Forty-eight percent of our families receive financial assistance to help with tuition costs.  These families, many with both parents working and others from single parent homes, work hard to send their daughters to us. Many parents are first or second generation families of truly diverse backgrounds and many of our graduates are the first family members to attend college. Mercy’s mission is thus: “to prepare young women who will make a difference in the world.”  
That being said Mercy seeks to provide an array of educational experiences for its young women.  Each graduate is involved in extensive community service throughout their four years.  Mercy is a Catholic school with a strong interest in, and tradition for, social justice. It is our firm hope that the young women who leave our school are headed off into a world where they are able not only to play meaningful roles, but also where their meaningful roles will include service to their fellow human beings.  The success of this is evident in that many of our alumnae are actively involved in non-profit organizations, boards and service organizations. 


Embedded in the context of a Mercy education is character formation and ethical training based on our values and mission.  This being said, we have never approached character education in a formal manner, and see this award as a welcome challenge to help us be more effective in shaping young women’s lives for the benefit of the world they will enter into after they leave us. Our Religious Studies department teaches an ethics class to all sophomores, and though we believe that our message, philosophy and formation for ethical decision making permeate the entire curriculum and culture of the school, we feel that a more systematic approach is both possible and desirable.  


Many of our core values stem from the charism of the sisters and our own secondary education association.  It is within this context that we can build a more comprehensive delivery system about those values to the larger community.  We have a solid foundation and good resources in our school itself;  there is much to build upon and we hope that CSEE can help guide us through resources we may not yet have, whether we are recipients of this award or not.  


We want to design a specific program to articulate and complement what we already practice.  Having common standards shared with students, staff and parents would enhance what we already do and would become a model for other girl’s schools.  It is an exciting prospect and one that we look forward to as part of our accreditation Action Plan.   

     Mercy Secondary Education is defined by five goals:

Spiritual Growth and Development—Compassion and Service—

Educational Excellence—Concern for Women and Women’s Issues—

Global Vision and Responsibility---Collaboration 


For the most part, the curriculum at Mercy is traditional, with the exception of the required religion courses present in most Catholic schools, which include social justice and ethics. Mercy also has a strong recent history of environmental awareness, and the school’s ecological efforts have been recognized in the community, including community media. Kitchen
and student lunch food scraps are composted, materials are recycled, unnecessary lights are 
diligently turned off, and students have been focused on water issues (especially plastic bottles) on campus. Mercy is blessed with a faculty that is “on board” with the other-directed mission of the school, and with administrators that are as supportive of the social justice and environmental initiatives as they are of making Mercy the best academic institution it can be. 

Despite the initiatives mentioned above, we recognize that there are gaps. Our goals are good, but not every girl is as behind them as we would like her to be. Many of our girls have their own struggles, some with family financial issues, and some with the image issues that affect girls everywhere, some with academic issues that push them to be the first in their family to go to college and we fight, as all schools do, with the prevalent culture of unethical behaviors as the norm.  
Moreover, for all our good intentions as a school, and some important programs, we have never been as focused on a defined set of common goals as we could be, or should be: goals that might address a set of social, emotional, and moral issues that, if we do things right, will both complement the good work we are currently doing, but also make a more lasting difference in young women that we feel have tremendous promise for tomorrow’s world.  At Mercy we have made a great start towards redefining how we view our world and as we move forward we embrace the initiates of our founding order which includes good stewardship of the earth and the environment.  Although character is intrinsic to a Catholic education, we want to go further to enhance the experience of our students with regard to their ethical responsibility to the school and to each other. 
Our current plans include a Mercy teacher working both with the principal and the larger body of teachers to help coordinate efforts. A few Mercy teachers have read Michael Schulman’s book Building Moral Communities, and the way we structure our program will be based in part on the recommendations in that book. We will also follow the basic guidelines outlined in CSEE’s Highly Effective Programs, beginning first with a committee of teachers, students, and parents to discuss and define our school’s specific social, emotional, and moral growth needs.  This plan will be coordinated in conjunction with the accreditation Action Plans of our local accrediting association.  After committee work, these will be discussed among the greater faculty body. In addition to identifying a handful of core values to focus our efforts—one of which will certainly be the service to others that is already part of who we wish to be as a school—the group will come to consensus on what our goals are for Mercy girls, in addition to those we have already set out we have discussed the possibilities of how this program can connect with our established community service requirements.
As a follow up step, our discussions will include two things. One will be how we can incorporate our character goals into the curriculum. Certainly religion classes, and a number of history and English classes, should be good candidates, but other avenues will be sought; including physical education courses which incorporate extensive units on health and well being. We will also look into how our goals can be better incorporated into our current environmental and social justice programs, since these have been, and will continue to be, an integral part of the school. Our goal is not to change the basic good things about our school, but to make all parts of it work better, and with a better definition of our goals in sight.  An oversight committee will be formed and this group will keep track of parental involvement, guest speakers, student commitments and the committee will report three times a year at our Academic Council.

The second would entail trying to get a clear sense of whether we really are being 
successful in a variety of our endeavors. During the first year of our program, we would like to devise a relatively simple but useful questionnaire, measuring Mercy students’ attitudes toward a variety of issues related to concern for others, attachment to school, concern for the environment, and goals in life.  We have launched successful internet surveys in the past and can easily use this platform again. We have not done this specific monitoring before, but we do feel that it will give us a sense of our areas of success and our areas of greater need. We would devise a similar electronic survey for the parents, assessing their interests and needs as they accompany their daughters and encourage their maturity.
It is our hope that by concentrating our efforts, we will do an even better job of giving young women opportunities they would not have had were it not for the advantages Mercy can offer them, and by inviting parents to become a part of the program we can extend our goals into a larger community.  Our counseling department can include aspects of the program in their already established parent nights and parents can be invited in to share in the ethics classes, through a variety of ways, from special evening sessions in small groups with the Character Education team to being invited to enrichment activities with their daughters, such as compelling guest speakers and forums.  All parents will be made aware of the program during parent orientations held at the start of the year and in particular 9th grade parents can be surveyed as to what specifically they expect their daughters to learn with regard to ethical behavior, etc.   The parent newsletter can carry information and news to the community at large. We intend to integrate speakers into our Parent Guild meetings and host a special award reception for outstanding contributors to the program.  A comprehensive and coordinated email newsletter will be distributed to parents giving updates and announcements about the program. Finally our hope is that the character education component can specific become part of our regular orientation programs for the parents of athletes.    
Ultimately, we hope that Mercy can gain greater recognition as a model for other; similar schools and those we can present our model to our secondary education association and to the National Coalition of Girl’s Schools. 
By the second year of the program, we hope to have an even clearer definition of our goals, as our preliminary efforts will be discussed after the first year and refined accordingly by the oversight committee. We will especially look at how our goals have been incorporated into the curriculum—what has worked well, where we could do more, where we perhaps have not been successful—and how we might better incorporate them into our school’s extracurricular activities, especially athletics where we already use some of the Character Counts program for sportsmanship. We do feel that we could do a better job in preparing young women as community leaders, and this is one area that will be addressed. If we are fortunate enough to be recipients of this award, the monies available will both help keep us focused, and allow us some part time faculty help to maintain that focus.

Throughout the second year, and beyond, we will continue to evaluate our program, both formally, through surveys or questionnaires, and informally through faculty and student discussions. This award will greatly enhance our ability to move forward and expand on the already sound quality education we provide for our young women. 
