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St. Leo School Embraces Tradition - and the Future - with Classical Curriculum 
 

St. Leo School is preparing to unveil an invigorated curriculum that will put 

it in closer touch with its Catholic roots while providing an academic 

experience on par with some of the best, most exclusive schools in the 

country. A recent training session in Ridgway, conducted by a national 

expert, has the faculty, staff and administration at the school excited 

about what students will be experiencing this fall.  
 

The “classical” approach to education hearkens back to an era of 

Catholic academic rigor and discipline that will be familiar to many older 

people in the region. It is one that is also increasingly popular as more and 

more communities across the country seek alternatives to recent trends in 

education such Common Core, an overreliance on standardized testing 

and other elements of centralized control. 
 

“It’s like a breath of fresh air,” said Mary Detwiler, principal at St. Leo. 

“Academically, the classical approach creates students who are deeply 

and properly trained in math, science, language, literature and writing. 

They are exceptionally well prepared for high school and beyond. Just as 

important, this approach is deeply rooted in the Catholic tradition. A lot 

of it is just turning back to what we always knew worked but for some 

reason modern schools have abandoned.” 
 

A few things make a classical academy different from a standard modern school, such as an early commitment 

to language acquisition (particularly Latin), teaching children according to their developmental stage rather 

than a timeline dreamed up in Washington, a cross-curricular approach that brings the faith into every class, and 

a commitment to Great Books and classic literature.  
 

Mary Pat Donahue, the principal of St. Jerome Classical Academy in Hyattsville, Maryland, was in Ridgway to 

explain the concept to local teachers. St. Jerome is a diocesan school in an economically distressed area 

adjacent to Washington, DC. The school ran a conventional curriculum until 2011, but was facing closure due to 

financial pressure and declining enrollment. School leaders decided to offer something more academically and 

spiritually robust and landed on the classical curriculum. The school has since grown substantially and has a 

waiting list in many grades. Ms. Donahue is now in demand across the country as a speaker and consultant as 

more and more Catholic schools switch to classical. 
 

“We were really one of the first diocesan schools to try it,” Donahue said. “A lot of very elite academies have 

always followed a classical curriculum. They never abandoned it. But at St. Jerome we don’t have a lot of wealthy 

kids, and we have a lot of students who have special needs academically. Some people wondered if something 

this rigorous and this profoundly Catholic would make it there, but we showed that it could thrive. Parents don’t 

want to choose between strong academics and solid faith formation. With a classical education, they don’t 

have to.” 
 

Donahue said some parents initially had questions about the program, but that they quickly came to embrace 

the approach. “We showed academically-minded parents that Latin, more than any other subject, has a 

profound impact on future SAT scores,” she said. “It helps them be better readers and writers of English. It makes 

it much easier for them to learn modern languages like Spanish and French later in their school career. At the 

same time, it’s the language of their church. It connects them to the traditions of their faith like nothing else can.” 

 

Pictured is Mary Pat Donahue, principal 

of St. Jerome Classical Academy in 

Hyattsville, Maryland, explaining the 

classical curriculum approach to the 

teachers at St. Leo School during a 

training session in Ridgway. 



Faculty members agreed, and pointed to other aspects of classical education as real benefits. “I am extremely 

excited about this transformation,” said Grace Messineo, the AP English teacher at Elk County Catholic High 

School and a mother of eight, most of whom are currently enrolled at St. Leo. “I use the classical method in my 

own courses, like combining Great Books with critical thinking. Last year my students passed the AP exams at a 

rate that exceeded the national average by 20 percentage points, so academically, it’s fantastic. More 

importantly, the cross-curricular approach means that I am discussing every single book we read from a Catholic 

worldview. The students have to address it in their papers and their debates. I am preparing them to think, write 

and read at a very high level as Catholics.” 

 

This is true at all levels of instruction. “This approach lines up perfectly with the academic, cultural and spiritual 

goals we have for our students,” said St. Leo preschool teacher Lynne Kucenski. “The classical curriculum builds 

on many of the great strengths of this school. I love that we are focusing on the basics with our younger students, 

teaching them scripture and math facts and having them memorize great poetry when that’s what their minds 

are ready to do, rather than worrying about test scores. The test scores will be fantastic, but we assure them by 

teaching students the material rather than focusing on test prep.” 

 

Another key to classical education is a coherent, chronological approach to history and literature that repeats 

and builds as students grow. “From K-4 we start with the ancient Greeks and Romans,” Donahue said. “Then we 

take them through Christendom, early European history and American history, following the order in which it 

happened. We line that up with the books they are reading in English class so they understand how art and history 

and music impacted history. But we do that in an age appropriate way. There is a real sense of play in the school, 

of music and wonder. Then in grades 5-8 we repeat that cycle, taking on the same material in a more 

sophisticated way now that the students are prepared.” 

 

“We have been exploring the classical method for three years now and we are really excited about it,” said Sam 

MacDonald, president of Elk County Catholic School System. “We are transitioning the core humanities at the 

high school to classical, so it lines up well with St. Leo’s. Over the past few years the school with the highest SAT 

scores in the Pittsburgh region has been Aquinas Academy, a pre-k through grade 12 Catholic school that 

embraces a classical curriculum. They have also done a great job of sending young men to the seminary to 

become priests.” 

 

According to MacDonald, building on the classical model at St. Leo is part of a broader effort to grow Catholic 

education in Elk County. “We have three great Catholic elementary schools in Elk County,” he said, “and they 

all have their own unique approach. We are working hard to share resources and be efficient, but at the same 

time offer more options to the families who live here.” 


