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period of time or kept forever? And what if students, parents,
or others post them online? Just as body-cams have brought
police violence to light, what if kids use teacher-cams to bring
inappropriate teacher behavior to light? That could be a powerful
lever for change, such as by keeping teachers from discriminating
against Black or Brown students when doling
out discipline. But what if such an incident is
taken out of context?

Fundamentally, many teachers see
livestreams and video recordings as infringe-
ments on their professional autonomy.
Indeed, the California Teachers Association
asserted as much this past summer, when
it pointed to a 1976 state law that is said
to forbid classroom recordings not autho-
rized by the individual teacher on camera,
as state officials moved to require daily live
video instruction during pandemic-related
closures. In some ways, this is an understandable concern. How
would office workers, for example, like it if anyone could watch
them do their work (or not) all day long?

But that misses the point. Teachers are professionals, yes, but
teaching is a fundamentally public act, especially in public schools.
It's a bit like the role that judges play in criminal trials. Some states
allow such trials to be broadcast live, so that judges’ performances

Video could be a
powerful lever for
change, such as by
keeping teachers from
discriminating against
Black or Brown
students when doling
out discipline.

next

are transparent, for the whole world to see. But of course when
the judges go into their chambers, the cameras don't follow. So
too with teachers. When they are providing live instruction
in the classroom, there should be no expectation of privacy.
Other parts of the job, like lesson planning and grading, should
remain sacrosanct.

If arguments like these don’t sell reluc-
tant teachers on video, maybe a more
fundamental concern will: money. States
fund schools based on their attendance
rates, measured either daily or a few
times a year. If states allow students to
be counted as “present” even if they are
out sick because they are watching and
learning from home, that could mean
more money in schools’ coffers.

We can't entirely predict all of the good
and bad of what cameras in the classrooms
might bring. But it’s always been just a matter of time until we
found out, and thanks to Covid-19, that time has come.

Michael J. Petrilli is president of the Thomas B. Fordham
Institute, research fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Insti-
tution, co-editor of How to Educate an American, and execu-
tive editor of Education Next.
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because adults don’t feel like going to work.”

He also said the Catholic tradition emphasizes community,
describing it as “so unbelievably dysfunctional” for a child to
have never met physically their teacher or classmates. And
he said the schools were originally set up for the purpose of
evangelization. “Evangelization and religious formation is
an in-person activity,” Carroll said. “In our schools, we have
regular Catholic masses, and we believe that forming the souls
of children requires us to be physically present with them.”

He said the in-person reopening had been supported by
Massachusetts elected officials who are sensitive to religious
issues. “You have a Democratic mayor of Boston and a Republican
governor communicating similar public health messaging,” he
said. He describes the cooperation in Boston as “a completely
different approach” from New York, where Mayor Bill de Blasio
and Governor Andrew Cuomo, both Democrats, have openly
clashed over school closures and other coronavirus-related issues.

And Carroll said that compliance with mask-wearing and
distancing requirements was a natural cultural fit. “One of the
things that Catholic schools do very well is get kids to follow
instructions. In our schools, people follow instructions. It’s a
hierarchical church,” he explained.

Federal Paycheck Protection Program loans and the flood
of “public school refugees” helped the schools temporarily,
but the financial pressures are real. The schools have lost

revenue from afterschool and before-school care programs no
longer needed by unemployed or work-from-home parents.
Preschool enrollment is also down as some parents have opted
to keep their younger children at home. Fundraising galas
are canceled. On a per pupil basis, the Boston area Catholic
schools spend roughly half of what public schools in Boston
and surrounding suburbs spend. Boston Public School
teachers earn an average of $94,563 a year, according to the
school district, while teachers in Catholic schools, who are not
unionized, earn about half that annual wage.

Whether the new students stay or “melt back into the public
schools” when the pandemic is over is an open question. Carroll
sees a possibility that the combination of vaccine hesitance
among minority parents and teachers-union reluctance to
venture into schools until everyone is vaccinated mean that
Boston Public Schools may have trouble returning to in-person
learning even in the 2021-22 academic year. Another pool of
potential recruits, he says, are students shut out of Boston’s
exam schools by a new system that gives admissions preferences
to lower-income neighborhoods (see “Exam School Admissions
Come Under Pressure Amid Pandemic,” Spring 2021).

“Our challenge is living to fight another day,” Carroll said.
“We just have to get to the other end of the pandemic.”

Ira Stoll is managing editor of Education Next.
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How Boston-Area Catholic Schools Opened
for In-Person Learning amid the Pandemic

“Forming the souls of children requires us to be physically present with them,”
says superintendent, as “public school refugees” add to enrollments
by IRA STOLL

WHEN THE SUPERINTENDENT of Boston’s Catholic schools
announced over the summer that the district’s 100 schools
planned to reopen for in-person learning in the fall amid the
pandemic, not everyone was pleased.

“I was getting emails from non-Catholics: Are you going to
go to the funerals of every single child that you are going to kill
by reopening the schools?” the superintendent, Thomas W.
Carroll, recalled in an interview with Education Next.

Four months later, the concerns about school-based spread
of Covid-19 seem, in retrospect, to
have been misplaced. “We’re not
aware of a single case of someone
being hospitalized,” let alone fatally
infected, Carroll said. Active cases,
among a population of 35,500 stu-
dents, teachers, and staff, have been
running in the dozens, “a tiny frac-
tion of one percent,” in Carroll’s
words. The experience has been cited
by Massachusetts Governor Charlie
Baker and by the Wall Street Journal
editorial board (“Covid and the
Catholic Schools”) as a demonstra-
tion that in-person learning, properly
done, is not a risk to public health.

“The Catholic Church is the one
following science, and the public schools, who worship at the
altar of science—they are basically the flat earth people,” said
Carroll, who started in Boston in April 2019 after having previ-
ously run a network of charter schools in Albany, New York.

“We opened in person, and we learned something that was of
great use to everybody else,” Carroll said, observing that as the
months wore on and evidence accumulated, more conventional
public health spokespeople such as Dr. Anthony Fauci and
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention became more
assertive that the default position should be for schools to be
open for in-person learning during the pandemic. Carroll called
it, with a trace of provocative humor cloaking a serious point,
“a good test case for why people should listen to the Catholic
Church on scientific and health matters.”

I was curious about the “how” of Boston-area Catholic
schools’ in-person re-opening but also about the “why”—and
about how the decision may affect the post-pandemic-trajec-
tory of these schools, which, like Catholic schools nationwide,
have seen years of declining enrollment (see “Who Goes To
Private School?” Fall 2018).

The district serves an area covering 144 cities and towns,
stretching from the New Hampshire border in the north, to
Plymouth in the south, and west of Boston past Framingham,
almost to Worcester. In the spring, the school buildings closed
and converted classes rapidly to online instruction, as the
Archdiocese closed its schools as a precaution even before the
governor and mayor ordered schools shut statewide. The eco-
nomic downturn resulting from the pandemic and lockdowns
hurt the Catholic schools, which rely on parents’ ability to pay
tuition that averages at the elementary
level about $7,000 a student. Eleven
of the Catholic schools closed, and
overall enrollment fell by 5,700.

Over the summer, “we just all
decided we didn’t want to do remote
anymore,” Carroll said. “The teachers
did not want to be doing stuff from
home anymore.” Parents wanted
to return to the workplace without
leaving children at home alone learn-
ing remotely all day. Or the parents
wanted to work from home without
having children underfoot. Cardinal
Sean Patrick O’Malley, the archbishop
of Boston, and his cabinet and its
medical advisers were consulted.

“It wasn’t a decision. It was more a universal impulse. We
just reopened—safely,” Carroll said.

For parents who were nervous or students who had grand-
parents at home with health conditions that put them at high
risk, arrangements were made to livestream classes. Two schools,
South Boston Catholic Academy and Saint Peter School in
Cambridge, organized testing. Masks and cleaning supplies were
purchased and prepositioned.

OnJuly 15, Boston and statewide teachers unions announced
that public schools in Boston and elsewhere would open nearly
three weeks late—and then remote-only. “When that hits the
6 o’clock news, the phones at 100 Catholic schools are ring-
ing off the hook,” Carroll said, joking that he should send a
thank you note to the unions. “We picked up more than 4,000
students. My guess is about 80 percent of them were public
school refugees.”

Carroll said the Catholic religious tradition sees all children
as created in God’s image: “If you actually believed that, you
wouldn’t block the schoolhouse door to disadvantaged chil-
dren who need to be in school—all (continued on page 91)
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