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How did we begin? We began with focus groups conducted with Latino families about 
what they know about Catholic schools and what they desired in a school for their children. 
We worked with local pastors to recommend Catholic schools to their families. We hired 
diocesan staff to put together a plan to recruit Latino students, as well as systems to monitor 
and ensure retention. We developed a “bridge scholarship program” to supplement diocesan 
and school-based scholarships. We wrote grants to provide for families’ transportation 
needs, as well as for infrastructure for the program. We developed a steering committee 
from the Latino community to help drive the program and set its goals. We put together a 
burse of funds for special scholarships for very poor families, and we advocated successfully 
for school choice legislation.

Along the way, we re-tooled our diocesan Office of Hispanic Ministry, greatly expanding 
staffing, catechetical and parish support and outreach.

What can a Bishop do? A bishop can provide the vision, offer counsel, and help to set 
goals and priorities. He can assemble resources. He can hire excellent leadership. He can 
be present to those who are working in the various ministries. He can meet with people 
who can help, philanthropically and politically. He can provide on-going support to this 
important ministry of the Church. 

The Diocese of Richmond’s Dream Act, the Segura Initiative, is in its third year. Retention 
continues to be strong. We began by placing the first 15 students in two schools. We now 
have children in 11 schools. We continue to grow and expand. We are filling seats… and 
changing lives. 
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It’s hard to convey what the priest means to the Latino community. Every priest who 
regularly celebrates Mass in Spanish will tell you a story that, at one time during the 
entrance procession as he was walking down the aisle, a little boy or girl shouted out, 
“Alli va Diosito.” There goes God. For all my human weaknesses, it happened to me 
many times during the 19 years I was privileged to serve Latino families as a Pastor in 
two different parishes in Arizona and in Oregon. In both of these communities, I came 
to recognize the deep respect and admiration that Latino people have for the parish 
priest. 

Here we provide 25 tried and true strate-
gies that pastors can adapt to increase La-
tino enrollment. In addition to my own 
personal experience implementing these 
interventions, I have seen them flourish 
in parishes of every size and socioeco-
nomic status across the country. While these are by no means meant to be exhaustive, 
I believe they represent some of the most cost-effective approaches that a pastor can 
take in this work:

1.	 Simply approach the family and gently inquire why their children are not 
	 enrolled in the parish school. Invite them to consider putting their children 
	 in the school. If they believe it is not possible, offer advice helping them to 
	 figure out what is possible.

2.	 Extend personal invitations to prospective students and their parents. Group 
	 invitations and “open-houses” may not work as well as personal invitations.  Be 
	 prepared when you do extend a personal invitation to welcome the extended 
	 family and to provide hospitality.  Offer agua de horchata or agua de jamaica.  

3.	 Ask the Principal to make Latino enrollment a major topic of your in-service 
	 at the beginning of the year when you meet with all your teachers.

Rev. Joseph V. Corpora, C.S.C. 
University of Notre Dame

“In both of these communities, I came to 
recognize the deep respect and admira-
tion that Latino people have for the parish 
priest.”

A Pastor’s Toolkit:  
25 Strategies to Increase 

Latino Enrollment

CSA Monograph 5.indd   44 1/13/14   2:05 PM



45

4.	 Ask the Superintendent to make Latino enrollment the theme of your next 
	 Pastor/Principal gathering in your arch/diocese.

5.	 Invite the Hispanic Minister, the Hispanic deacon, and the DRE to make  
	 some visits to the classrooms with you. Get them on board with the mission  
	 and purpose of the school. Invite the Hispanic deacon to assist at the school  
	 Mass.

6.	 Hire a Spanish-speaking secretary in your office --- even a part-time person.

7.	 Make sure that there are Latinos on the Parish Pastoral Council and on the School  
	 Advisory Council. 

8.	 Get to know the leaders of the various movements and liturgical groups ---  
	 Movimiento Familiar Cristiano, Grupo Carismatico, Los Cursillistas, lectors,  
	 ushers, extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist, and El Coro. There are  
	 typically very good leaders of these groups and movements and, generally,  
	 their children are not in the parish school. Make it possible for them to put  
	 their children in the school and then ask them to spread the word.

9.	 Pick out the four or five women who are the movers and shakers of the  
	 community. Get to know them. Make it possible for them to put their children  
	 in the school, invite them to become involved, and ask them to spread the  
	 word.

10.	 Encourage the principal and staff to become students of your students’       	
            cultures. Learn as much as possible about your students “ways of being” in  	
	 their home community. 

11.	 Develop a personal relationship with the editors of local Latino publications,  
	 as well as members of the local Latino media. 

12.	 Find a cultural mentor to help you better understand Latinos. 

13.	 Require that any parish formation     	
	 or education class that has young parents  
	 or families attending be held in a	
	 classroom. This includes all sacramental  
	 preparation classes (Baptism, First 		
	 Communion, pre-Cana). Keep the school  
	 building open after school and have 	
	 activities for Latino parents so as to get  
	 them into the school. This will allow	
	 parents to not only see the school but  
            also begin to understand it as an entity        	

       that is part of their parish community. 
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14.	 Visit the homes of your parishioners and students and find out what is  
	 important to them and their families.

15.	 Mention Catholic education regularly and often from the pulpit. Personally  
	 invite families to consider putting their children in your school.

16.	 Include culturally responsive religious imagery in the parish office and in the  
	 school building. For example, consider placing images of Our Lady of  
	 Guadalupe in prominent locations throughout the building and especially at  
	 the entrance where inquiring families have their first impression of the school.

17.	 Post welcome signs in Spanish.

18.	 Include special feast days, Hispanic heritage month, and other culturally  
	 important events and rituals into the parish calendar.  

19.	 Encourage the Principal to expand requirement of parent volunteer hours to  
	 include the student’s extended family. Allow aunts, uncles, and cousins to fulfill  
	 these required hours.

20.	 Support teachers. Sponsor professional development activities for faculty and 
	 staff to learn a new language, advance their practice of teaching English language 
	 learners, and effectively incorporate the local culture into their work at school.

21.	 Offer consistent messaging about long term expectations- if your child enrolls 
	 here we expect that s/he will be successful, will be happy, will graduate and go 
	 on to high school and then on to be successful in college. We will work with 
	 you to help your child grow and mature and become the very best person he/ 
	 she can be and to become a leader in the community.

22.	 Be creative about tuition costs.  Consider different rates and flexible payment  
	 schedules. Allow people to pay weekly. Take cash in the office. Help the  
	 Principal,Business Manager, and members of the School Advisory Council 		
	 to see the wisdom and benefit in taking children at different costs through 		
	 better understanding fixed costs.

23.	 Ask other Pastors in your vicariate and deanery and your arch/diocese what  
	 they are doing to recruit Latinos. Have a special lunch or gathering with the  
	 Spanish-speaking priests in your vicariate, especially those born in Latin  
	 America. Seek their support.

24.	 Utilize the Catholic School Advantage campaign website to read and post  
	 success stories in increasing Latino enrollment. You can also find a copy of the  
	 2009 Latino Task Force Final Report and additional resources. You can find us  
	 at ace.nd.edu/catholic-school-advantage. 
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25.	 Start a Madrinas Program. Madrina in direct translation from Spanish means  
	 “godmother.” However, the English usage of this is term does not do the role  
	 of madrina justice as it is used within most Latino cultures. A madrina is a  
	 privileged relationship in which the woman who serves as madrina becomes  
	 a close family tie and takes on responsibility for the person she serves. Creating  
	 a madrinas program is a great way to better connect inquiring families to the  
	 school.

	 a.	 To create a madrinas program, first work with your principal or Pastor 
		  to identify a group of five to six Latina moms who already have their  
		  children in the school and ask them to be school madrinas. 

	 b.	 The role of the school madrina is to be a point of contact and a source  
		  of help and information for inquiring Latino families. They may be 
		  especially helpful in school offices where there is no Spanish-speaking  
		  secretary. 

	 c.	 When a new Latino family comes in to ask about the school, have the  
		  office secretary give one of the school madrinas the new family’s phone  
		  number in order to follow up on their visit. This family’s madrina  
		  is then able to offer guidance and support in filling out paperwork and  
		  enrollment forms, information about upcoming school events, and  
		  encouragement in taking the next step. A school madrina creates a  
		  personal connection to a network for these inquiring Latino families  
		  and gives them a person they will be comfortable calling when trying  
		  to figure out what to do next. 
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“Where does Jesus send us? There are no borders, 
no limits: he sends us to everyone. The Gospel is 
for everyone, not just for some. It is not only for 

those who seem closer to us, more receptive, more 
welcoming. It is for everyone. Do not be afraid to 

go and to bring Christ into every area of life, to the 
fringes of society, even to those who seem farthest 
away, most indifferent. The Lord seeks all; he wants 

everyone to feel the warmth of his mercy and his love.”

Pope Francis
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