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The Catholic church has historically shown a com-

mitment to education (e.g., MacIntyre, 2009; O’Malley, 

1989). Women have played a key role in the educational 

mission of the church (Cummings, 2009; Heinrich, 1924; 

Jones, 1999), including Elizabeth Ann Seton (1774–

1821), the first native-born American saint. Seton is 

known for her commitment to the education of women 

and girls (e.g., Bailly de Barberey, 1957; Bechtle, 2008; 

Code, 1930; Cummings, 2012; Cuzzolina, 1986; Dirvin, 

1990; Melville, 1951; O’Donnell, 2018).  

In the early years of the United States, the 

Catholic church faced a conflictual environment 

(Carey, 2004; O’Donnell, 2018). Catholic education, 

particularly at the parochial level, played a key role in 

protecting and promoting Catholic tradition in the 

United States (Walch, 1996). Although, as McNeil 

(2006) reminds us, Seton was neither the foundress of 

the system of parochial schools in the United States nor 

the first to establish a school for Catholic girls, 

Cicognani (1949) places her “among the first of the 

pioneers who laid the foundation of the Catholic 

school system in this country [the United States]” (p. 

xiii). Melville (1987) suggests that the school she start-

ed on Paca Street in Baltimore, which shortly there-

after moved to Emmitsburg, “earned for Elizabeth 

Seton in later years the appellation ‘patroness of the 

parochial school in the United States’” (p. 19). Dirvin 

(1990) cites Cardinal Bernardin’s claim that Seton is 

the “‘mother’ of the Catholic school system in the 

United States, whose efforts underline the importance 

of the educational apostolate” (p. 14). Perhaps 

Cicognani (1962) captures her contribution best: “The 

simple cells of Catholic education planted by her in 

Baltimore and Emmitsburg have germinated into the 

huge American parochial school system” (p. xv). Seton 

does, however, merit the title of “foundress of the first 

American religious community” (Dirvin, 1990, p. 14). 

Elizabeth Ann Seton, “one of the most influential 

Catholic women of the 19th century” (Farina, 1987, p. 

6), proved a remarkable woman with many roles, all of 

which involved astute communication and rhetorical 

skills in multiple contexts. Since the communication 

field has paid her scant attention, I offer an introduc-

tion to Elizabeth Seton in her primary context, educa-

tion. After a brief background, I focus on coordinates 

of Seton’s educational and administrative philosophy 

and practice, offering connections to communication 

studies as relevant themes emerge. I offer suggestions 

with heuristic value rather than in-depth analysis, end-

ing with suggestions for further research. 

A. Background 
Several works on Seton provide insights into ele-

ments of her early life with implications for her future 

endeavors, including the influence of her father, a 

physician, surgeon, and medical researcher (Dirvin, 

1962), Richard Bayley, who remarried after the death 

of Elizabeth’s mother and was deeply engrossed in his 



professional practice. These publications make use of 

reflections she offered about her own life through jour-

nals and letters preserved in various archives (e.g., see 

Barthel, 2014; Cuzzolina, 1986; Kelly & Melville, 

1987; O’Donnell, 2018; Melville, 1951). The publica-

tion of three volumes of Seton’s writings (Bechtle & 

Metz, 2000) and the online availability of these vol-

umes as well as the Seton Writings Project, available 

through the Vincentian Studies Institute at DePaul 

University (O’Donnell, 2018), has made her work 

readily available. 

The first biography of Seton was written in 1853 

by Charles I. White, translated into French in 1868 by 

Madame Helen Bailly de Barberey (with some addi-

tions), introducing Seton to a European audience (Code, 

1957), and then translated back into English by Joseph 

B. Code in 1927. Code updated and corrected errors in 

dates based on newly-discovered materials and added 

an account of Seton’s final days recounted by her close 

friend, the priest Simon Bruté (Melville, 1951). This 

biography saw multiple reprints, the last in 1957. These 

two biographies in English were considered foundation-

al through the first half of the 20th century, undergird-

ing most publications about Seton to that point 

(Melville, 1951). Melville’s (1951) volume, a biograph-

ical treatment from a scholarly perspective, re-interpret-

ed, refined, and corrected elements of White’s biogra-

phy and Code’s English translation, making use of new 

materials coming to light since the 1927 biography. The 

most recent scholarly biography, by O’Donnell (2018), 

examines Seton’s life from the vantage point and sensi-

bilities of a new historical moment.  

Other book-length publications on Seton’s life 

offer interpretations of her spirituality and role as 

foundress of the American Sisters of Charity (e.g., 

Dirvin, 1990) and/or organize Seton’s experience to 

highlight specific areas of her life and writings, accord-

ing to each author’s purpose (e.g., Barthel, 2014; 

Cuzzolina, 1986; Feeney, 1939, 1975). Both Melville 

(1951) and O’Donnell (2018) emphasize Seton’s identi-

ty as an American woman, rather than primarily as a reli-

gious figure, in historical and cultural context. Melville’s 

goal is, in part, a “rhetorical resurrection” of background 

that can be forgotten when the focus is on a notable per-

son (p. xi), and to consider, from a scholarly perspective, 

documented facts relevant to her life and work. 

O’Donnell finds in Seton’s life a picture of a woman of 

deep faith who confronted challenges of everyday life 

and who also illuminates events surrounding the formal 

establishment of the United States, including struggles 

and reconfigurations of competing religious traditions 

(O’Donnell, 2018). O’Donnell’s biography highlights 

questions relevant to religious communication and com-

munication ethics confronting us today surfaced by 

Seton’s life: Should one try to convince others of the 

rightness of one religious path over another, and what 

are the implications of self-sacrificing choices for the 

good of others? How can we understand the tension 

between a search for devotional solitude and life in com-

munity (Mercado, 2020)? Seton’s life displays a dialec-

tic rich with communicative implications: “[F]aith looks 

away from the world, but must be lived within it” 

(O’Donnell, 2018, p. 8).  

Seton’s temporal and spiritual story can be traced 

with confidence, given the availability of materials 

(O’Donnell, 2018). Elizabeth Ann Bayley was born in 

1774 in New York to a well-off family. She eventually 

married William Seton. When her husband died very 

shortly after their arrival in Italy, where she, her hus-

band, and one of her daughters had traveled in hopes of 

restoring William’s ill health due to stresses of his fail-

ing shipping business, she found herself in the proxim-

ity of a deeply faithful and intellectually robust 

Catholicism through the Filicci family, long-time 

friends of her husband: Antonio, his wife, Amabilia, and 

their children, and Antonio’s brother, Filippo. In 1805, 

after a period of intellectual and spiritual struggle and 

discernment, she joined the Catholic church. A widow 

with five young children and no means of livelihood 

upon her return from Italy to New York, Seton experi-

enced varying levels of rejection from her family and 

many of her friends. Thanks to the kind assistance of 

Antonio Filicci and several members of the Sulpician 

community, she was guided to means of supporting her 

family and the eventual founding of the first American 

religious society, the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph. 

A dialogic perspective on communication ethics 

highlights the narrative-based goods human beings 

seek to protect and promote (Arnett, Fritz, & Bell 

McManus, 2018). Seton’s turn toward the Catholic 

faith speaks of a narrative whose goods she came to 

recognize and then to embrace, protect, and promote. 

Her family of origin occupied a place in the upper lev-

els of society, their commitment to social standing as a 

primary good generated biases toward a faith peopled 

by poor immigrants. Seton’s discernment of a founda-

tional good different from the one she had initially 

embraced changed her life drastically; as she turned 

toward Catholic tradition and pressed on in faith, many 

doors opened even as others closed (Bechtle, 2008). 
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Her experience illustrates the dynamic and contextual 

nature of human existence, the calling out of a human 

person as a responsive, derivative ethical “I” (Arnett, 

2003, 2004), as well as the need to turn toward the 

unexpected with responsiveness and resilience (e.g., 

Leslie, Wray, & Lonneman, 2017). Seton’s openness to 

the new and unexpected was surely shaped by the hos-

pitality offered her by the family of her late husband’s 

business associates, Antonio and Filippo Filicci, who 

took her and her children into their care (e.g., Bechtle, 

2008). Communication ethics scholars would benefit 

from considering how practices of such communicative 

hospitality (Fetter, 2017) provide invitational spaces 

for learning, orienting others in ways that permit con-

sideration of alternative understandings of the world. 

Strengthened and encouraged by other Catholics 

and by friends who remained close, despite her conver-

sion (O’Donnell, 2018), Seton turned to teaching. 

Sulpician William Dubourg recognized the need for 

girls’ education in the United States and encouraged 

her to move to Baltimore from New York (e.g., 

Bechtle, 2008; Bailly de Barberey, 1957), which she 

did in 1808, beginning a school there. In 1809, she 

founded the Sisters of Charity just outside of 

Emmitsburg, Maryland, in St. Joseph’s Valley, moving 

the school there and eventually adopting a rule for the 

community drawn from that developed for the 

Vincentians by Vincent de Paul and for the French 

Daughters of Charity by Louise de Marillac. The adop-

tion and adaptation of this rule from the 17th century 

for the 19th century suggests Seton’s recognition of 

historicity, a willingness to draw from the communica-

tive resources of the past to answer questions in a new 

historical moment. Seton’s commitment to institutional 

health through a fitting rule of practice provided the 

foundation for achieving her educational mission.  

The virtuous communicative practices developed 

through service to others during her upbringing (iden-

tifiable in her letters and in interpretations by her biog-

raphers) formed in the young Elizabeth embodied 

habits that oriented her as she met the world around her 

as it was, not as she hoped it would be. In encounter 

with the living, real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, 

she found a faith that encompassed all of her being. As 

Seton pursued her educational calling in the United 

States, her practices embodied her faith and the reality 

of its living tradition. In her ongoing practice, she pro-

vided a visible witness of the contributions of both 

women and Catholic tradition to the good of education 

in the United States through her “performance as an 

American citizen” (Cummings, 2012, p. 204). 

Four coordinates of Seton’s practices frame her 

educational context. First, Seton’s educational philoso-

phy emerged from her own experience as a child and, 

later, through her own learning in the conversion 

process, as well as from responsiveness to the needs of 

the pupils under her care. Second, key to Seton’s proj-

ect, the education characterizing the Sisters of Charity 

of St. Joseph was situated with a tradition that Seton, 

her community, her priestly supporters and guides, and 

outsiders recognized as not neutral, but formed within 

the virtue structure of Catholicism; this mission under-

girded the common center of the community and pro-

pelled its success. Third, administrative wisdom rele-

vant to resources, personnel, and external audiences, 

informing communication with multiple stakeholders 

in administrative outreach, constitutes another vital 

element securing institutional health. Finally, education 

was holistic for students and educators, encompassing 

multiple intertwined dimensions. I address these coor-

dinates in turn, beginning with element of Seton’s 

background and life experience that formed her 

approach to education. 

B. Origins of teaching philosophy 
Seton’s upbringing provided her with a context in 

which education was valued and encouraged. Such 

foundational support surely directed her interests and 

concerns in her future involvements with education. 

Seton’s education was important to her father (Bailly 

de Barberey, 1957), who “provided a sound education 

for Mary and Elizabeth, not just the basic education, 

but the extensive, cultural studies necessary to children 

of position” (Dirvin, 1962, p. 12). Her father’s focus on 

character formation, rather than “exterior charms” 

(Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 3), along with considera-

tion for others, was reflected in Seton’s later teaching 

practice, where she encouraged students to engage in 

meaningful conversation focused on virtues outside the 

classroom (White, 1904). These foundational “wise 

lessons . . . tended to the culture of both mind and 

heart” (Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 3), a holistic and 

character-driven education in virtue that was to charac-

terize her future educational philosophy (Gisriel, 1948; 

McNeil, 2006). A key element of this holistic education 

fostered by her father was a deliberate and mindful 

restraint of her energy and enthusiasm, or, as Dirvin 

(1962) terms it, her “French exuberance” (p. 14). This 

shaping of her natural inclinations toward a balance of 

expression and reflection resulted in a character at once 
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outgoing and open to others and “serious” and 

“thoughtful” (Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 6). This 

inclusion of the corporeal elements of educational 

practice is deeply holistic, highlighting comportment 

as a component of the educated person. 

Seton was formed and educated her entire life 

through the stressful, challenging experiences she 

underwent in life that strengthened and developed an 

“unusual faith” that carried her through her sorrows 

and sufferings (Bailly de Barbery, 1957, p. 408). These 

difficult lessons began early. Her mother died when 

Elizabeth was just over two years old (Dirvin, 1962). 

She was a lonely child, but she turned her solitary state 

to the good and “used her enforced loneliness as an 

occasion for introspection and interior peace” (Dirvin, 

1962, p. 13). She did not become cynical, but directed 

her thoughts outward and upward, to “God and heav-

en” (Dirvin, 1962, p. 13). She was a self-directed learn-

er, tutored by experience and responsive to construc-

tive, wholesome outcomes of these practices directed 

toward interiority. Later, she would turn phenomeno-

logically toward “suffering as a mentor” rather than as 

a foe (O’Donnell, 2018, p. 121).  

Learning seemed to be Elizabeth’s natural bent; 

she was “[p]assionately fond of reading” (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957, p. 5), particularly “the history and tra-

ditions of the Catholic church” (Bailly de Barberey, 

1957, p. 5). She also loved to learn spiritual ideas—or 

“pious things” (Bailly de Barberey, p. 16). Bailly de 

Barberey (1957) suggests a similarity to Augustine, 

seeking to know God and herself, as evidenced by her 

examination of conscience each evening (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957). When she was only six years old, 

Elizabeth taught her little sister her prayers, evidencing 

an early interest in religious education and teaching 

(e.g., Dirvin, 1962; O’Neill, 2009).  

Seton’s philosophy of holistic education may be 

related to her own learning about, and eventual conver-

sion to, the Catholic church. In her case, cognitive 

grasp of principles was insufficient for her to move her 

learning into action. A more holistic grasp of the total 

context of the narrative she was to embrace was need-

ed—education for the mind, heart, and soul. This infer-

ence emerges from a letter Seton wrote to Antonio 

Filicci on October 11, 1810, when she was struggling 

with what to believe; she mentions having “a head 

turned with instruction without the light in my soul to 

direct it where to rest” (Bailey de Barberey, 1957, p. 

124). Earlier, she mentioned calling on a Catholic man 

who was ill, and she mentioned “the secret bias of her 

heart” (Bailey de Barberey, 1957, p. 124) that was 

revealed to her during that visit. This engagement with 

a living, human embodiment of the Catholic narrative 

suggests the rich texture of learning beyond the intel-

lect, yet also involving cognitive elements.  

Understanding as an element of learning in 

Seton’s case is more than cognition; it is a type of soul 

reception through discerning scriptures and a potential 

shift in one’s life course—decisive action resulting 

from what could be considered a type of dialogic self-

talk helpful when walking through dark times. Arnett’s 

interpretation of Arendt is helpful here: “Thinking 

does not permit us to accumulate information as much 

as to understand the ground that supports our judg-

ment” (Arnett, 2013, p. 282). Seton’s learning was 

hard-won, placing her upon new narrative ground 

through a rigorous spiritual education leading to a 

existential exigency. The call to action toward which 

her learning pointed her generated this challenge—a 

demand for a phenomenological reorientation to the 

world and beyond.  

Antonio Filicci offered his insights in a letter to 

Seton, indicating that at some point, she had to make 

up her mind about whether she should make the move 

to Catholicism. Still, Seton struggled to figure out 

what to believe, confessing, “Every page I open con-

founds my poor soul” (Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 

129). At this point, she was lost, stuck in stasis, and 

she purposed to “cease at once all further investiga-

tion, to renounce all religious study” (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957, p. 132). However, her resolve did not 

extend to avoiding “a series of introspections” (Bailly 

de Barberey, 1957, p. 133), and what she read in that 

moment—a sermon of Bourdaloue, a French Jesuit 

(1634–1704)—moved her to decisive action. This 

introspective self-education shifted her perspective, 

broadened her horizons, and helped her recognize that 

she now stood on the “ground” of the Catholic 

church, whose hermeneutic perspective supported her 

judgment and called her forth as a derivative “I” 

(Arnett, 2003). The date of March 14, 1805, marks 

her formal conversion. 

C. Education is situated  

Seton’s experience—her actions, conversations, 

thoughts, and reflections—we can derive a key princi-

ple with implications for religious communication in 

the educational context: Education is not neutral, but 

situated. The “ground that supports our judgment” 

(Arnett, 2013, p. 282) colors and textures the facts and 
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information that we learn, changing these elements 

from disconnected “bits” into narrative-relevant under-

standing of much more than “content.” Protestant par-

ents who considered placing their children in Seton’s 

school were hesitant; although Seton was discouraged 

from seeing herself as a “teacher of souls” (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957, p. 155; O’Donnell, 2018), these par-

ents saw differently. As Seton’s educational mission 

moved forward, it became clear that the larger frame-

work within which specific content is learned makes a 

difference, a recognition one can observe emerging in 

her letters and in the written notes of the priests and 

other supporters who observed her school. There may 

be some particular content that can be taught in the 

same manner, technically, but the “why” for the “how” 

of education, and the reflective understanding that 

frames its meaning, make a difference. The inflection is 

particular to that ground, place, narrative, or institution 

(Arnett, 1992; Fritz & Sawicki, 2006; Woods, 

Badzinski, Fritz, & Yeates, 2012).  

In a letter to her sister-in-law, Cecilia Seton, in 

1805, Seton expressed the interconnection of faith and 

learning: “[W]hen you are at your studies, look up to 

Him with sweet simplicity and think: ‘O Lord! How 

worthless is this knowledge if it be not to enlighten my 

mind and improve it as Thy Providence may appoint’” 

(Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 167). From Seton’s per-

spective, knowledge is useless if it is not directed 

toward the ends that God purposes. Although Seton 

offered, as well, the example of how to lift one’s 

thoughts to God in other contexts, such as in “society” 

or “mingling with company” (Bailly de Barberey, 

1957, p. 167), the point here is that every element of 

life, including, and especially, education is to be under-

stood and engaged within the narrative context or 

ground of faith. The very existence of the narrative 

within which learning is taking place is a reminder of 

the “why” for the “how” of learning. Education within 

a religious context necessarily contours the signifi-

cance of the content. 

Just as Protestant parents recognized the Catholic-

inflected context of Seton’s school, so did Catholic par-

ents. In a letter written in 1809 to Antonio Filicci, Seton 

mentions the goal of her educational endeavor as 

“instructing children in our religion” and notes that par-

ents were considering enrolling their children in her 

school “to prepare for their First Communion” (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957, p. 230). In a letter to Filippo Filicci in 

1809, she relates this news: “Some of the first families 

here send their daughters to visit us as a house where they 

will imbibe religious sentiments in the easiest way” 

(Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 233). In a letter to Antonio 

Filicci in 1817, Seton identifies her educational objective 

as including the formation of girls from urban areas, as 

well as those country girls of lesser means, “to faith and 

piety, and to make of them wives and mothers” (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957, p. 412), “to form their hearts to virtue” 

(White, 1904, p. 344). (Given the need for financial sup-

port, the school took in paying pupils as well as those 

who could not afford fees.) 

D. Administrative prudence, wisdom, 
     and adaptability 

Seton’s founding and headship of the school at 

Emmitsburg displays the context of administration 

involving multiple concerns requiring prudence, wis-

dom, and adaptability. Seton addressed practical realities 

of her moment and situation, working through issues of 

authority regarding the direction of the school and 

remaining faithful to the mission and common center of 

the project (Melville, 1951; O’Donnell, 2018). Seton 

attended to whatever was needed; she did teach, but typ-

ically functioned as an administrator (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957). Teaching and administration are close-

ly connected, and the best administrators are also skilled 

educators (Arnett, 2016). Seton ran the community pru-

dently, ensuring completion of everyday tasks and 

attending to learning and religious practices. The records 

document responsible stewardship and decision making 

for an enterprise that “from a human point of view was 

[a] hazardous” undertaking (Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 

213). Melville (1951) notes the frugality of the Sisters of 

St. Joseph, who were able to keep the school running 

even in the face of unpaid bills from paying boarders. 

Educational institutions must have a context of sound 

finances and people willing to work—Seton recognized 

the twin pillars of personal responsibility and divine 

assistance undergirding the community’s success. 

Seton demonstrated wisdom in her approach to 

discipline, external audiences, and in her long term view 

of the educational enterprise. Seton was convinced that 

students’ faults could be corrected “by advice and edu-

cation” (White, 1904, p. 342). When correcting, she was 

“kind, but firm and persuasive” (White, 1904, p. 349). 

Seton believed that “love is the most powerful ingredient 

in the remedying of evil” (White, 1904, p. 349). A mis-

behaving student had to sit under the crucifix, on a 

bench, alone, much like a contemporary “time out.” 

These methods usually worked; the penitent “was dis-

missed with a kiss on the forehead” (p. 349). Kneeling 
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was also used as a form of discipline (McNeil, 2006). 

Correction was communicated in such a way that stu-

dents’ better natures were brought forth.  

Aware that some parents might exert undue pres-

sure on their children if they knew about every failure 

or difficulty, Seton was judicious in her reports to them 

about their children. Although she never withheld 

“what it was necessary for them to know” (White, 

1904, p. 342), she exhibited what could be considered 

rhetorical design logic (O’Keefe, 1991) in her corre-

spondence with parents. Seton took a thoughtful, step-

by-step approach to education and exhibited artful per-

suasion with those parents who wanted to push or rush 

the learning process, emphasizing the progress students 

were making rather than their defects.  

This orientation is consistent with Seton’s broad-

er philosophy of education. She took the long view of 

similar goals and outcomes to be achieved by students. 

Seton saw students as starting from the same place and 

moving toward “the same end,” as she noted in a letter 

to Eliza Sadler in 1811, rather than seeing them for 

their molecular variations or “shades or merit or 

demerit” (Melville, 1951, p. 209). However, she was 

attuned to the particularity of students, and when cor-

rections had to be made, comments were “finely tuned 

to each student’s temperament” (O’Donnell, 2018, p. 

279). Seton notes, in that same letter, that the children 

had “different dispositions—not equally amiable or 

congenial”—but she was “bound to love, instruct, and 

provide for the happiness of all” (Melville, 1951, p. 

209). Seton’s care was disinterested; education was for 

all, not only for those she considered lovable. 

Nonverbal communication of concern and interest was 

central to Seton’s administrative practice, as well, as 

she looked in on students at their studies (Melville, 

1951). Seton considered education and administrative 

responsibilities as transcending bounded and temporal-

ly defined participation in the institution; she followed 

up by writing to graduates, offering them encourage-

ment and words of wisdom (Melville, 1951). 

Seton worked with administrative adaptability to 

address the entire context of the educational enterprise 

(McNeil, 2006). The school admitted only Catholic 

boarders, so she did not expect success to be as rapid as 

it might have been in “an establishment founded on sim-

ply human view” (Bailly de Barberey, 1957, p. 217). 

Although the community adopted the rule of St. Vincent 

de Paul followed by the French Sisters of Charity, the 

sisters took in children of the rich as well as the poor in 

order to provide financial support for their project, 

something Vincent de Paul did not do (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957). Seton and the sisters recognized the 

different context faced by this new order, so they adapt-

ed the rule to respond the historical moment. They also 

believed that a Catholic education for the materially 

well-off could benefit the larger community, as evi-

denced by the generosity of the Filiccis and other 

wealthy supporters, such as Samuel Cooper, whose 

largesse provided support for the founding of Seton’s 

community through a gift of land (e.g., Melville, 1951).  

E. Holistic education as common center 
     for the administrator/teacher 

Seton’s holistic pedagogical philosophy integrat-

ed cognitive, affective, and corporeal communicative 

practices. Diligence in studies was acknowledged pub-

licly, as was lack of diligence; each element of life was 

given its due, including diet and recreation (White, 

1904). To achieve the goals of the school, Seton hon-

ored boundaries and guidelines within which education 

did its work and focused the community on  a common 

center (Arnett, 1986). Seton described this common 

center in a letter to Catherine Dupleix in June of 1810, 

noting that the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph found 

unity “only with the view of schooling children, nurs-

ing the sick, and manufacturing for ourselves and the 

poor, which to my disposition you know is the sum of 

all earthly happiness” (Melville, 1951, p. 208).  

The rules for the community provided order for 

daily life of the participants and interfaced with the rou-

tine of students. During a given day, in addition to reli-

gious exercises, the Sisters devoted time to “duties in the 

interior of the house and to the education of the children 

in the school,” along with “mortification” and a “rule of 

silence” as much as it was possible (Bailly de Barberey, 

1957, p. 253). Likewise, St. Joseph’s school was well-

organized, following a daily schedule involving reli-

gious exercises, meals, study, and Mass, along with 

other activities, including periods of recreation 

(Melville, 1951). The school’s clear rules attracted par-

ents, and an atmosphere of “peace and happiness” drew 

students back to the school voluntarily (Melville, 1951, 

p. 215). Student education included activities such as 

sewing, which honored craft and creativity (Bailly de 

Barberey, 1957). Inclusion of recreation and outings 

reflects concerns for the whole person; Seton encour-

aged association outside the classroom, supporting the 

formation of decuries—groups of ten girls with a sister 

presiding over each group—to invite constructive, edify-

ing conversation (Melville, 1951). Communicative prac-
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tices established the culture of the school, guided by the 

wise action of the sisters under Seton’s leadership. 

Seton strove for pedagogical balance, avoiding 

two extremes: (1) overlooking faults rather than cor-

recting them and (2) expecting too much in too short a 

time: “[S]he understood the necessity of training the 

heart gradually, and not forcing habits which must be 

the result of repeated and patient instruction, and the 

formation of which can be expected only after having 

gained the confidence of youth” (White, 1904, p. 343). 

White (1904) notes that Seton had “a peculiar aptitude 

for the education of female youth . . . not the stiffness 

of the schoolmistress or the cold stateliness of authori-

ty, that begets diffidence or fear; but the fond and 

enlightened parent, whose elevated purposes, sincere 

zeal, and affectionate manner, won the hearts of her 

children and inspired equal confidence and admiration” 

(pp. 343–344).  

Seton appealed to multiple learning styles. She 

taught religious obligations orally and supplied stu-

dents with written “virtuous sentences,” collections of 

quotations from scripture connected with a virtue or 

virtues (White, 1904, p. 347). Collaborative education 

was key; peer teaching fostered other-directedness and 

mentorship (McNeil, 2006; White, 1904). Seton’s com-

munication with children in each context shaped their 

understanding of themselves and Catholic tradition. 

F. Conclusion 
Scholars of communication ethics and religious 

communication have many avenues of research to pur-

sue regarding Elizabeth Ann Seton that include and 

transcend her educational legacy. Further study of 

Seton’s educational philosophy as embodied in com-

municative practices revealed in her letters would offer 

insights to connect to current research in communica-

tion education, particularly with regard to relational 

dimensions of communication and her approach to dis-

cipline and learning. Seton’s attentiveness to the broad 

context of education beyond the classroom highlights 

communicative leadership in student life and program-

ming. Seton’s administrative role offers insights for 

communication administration and leadership consis-

tent with Arnett’s (1999) work on educational adminis-

tration as building and renovation. Seton’s insistence 

that girls be taught serious educational content as well 

as skills for keeping the home suggests avenues rele-

vant to gender and communication. 

Questions of whether, when, and how to articu-

late a faith position and the role of religious convic-

tions in education are raised by the life of Elizabeth 

Ann Seton. Scholars can examine Seton’s letters to 

consider strategies she employed when communicating 

with different audiences for varied purposes. Her let-

ters reveal the communicative formation of self-con-

cept and identity as Seton came to see herself as a 

Catholic, including her struggles and concerns in the 

midst of multiple persuasive messages from others. 

Seton’s communicative engagement of friendship 

(Metz, 2009) may show how close relationships may 

endure despite differences in commitments and world-

views, and how writing practices form a communica-

tive pattern shaping relationships at a geographical dis-

tance—particularly in an era when letters could take 

months or years to reach their destination, as was the 

case in several instances in Seton’s life, rather than 

with the immediacy available in a digital age. 

These suggestions merely scratch the surface of 

the possibilities available from a careful examination 

of Elizabeth Ann Bayley Seton’s life and legacy. 

Historians and theologians have provided helpful con-

text for studying Seton’s communication practices in 

her multiple roles as leader, educator, administrator, 

and friend, to name only a few. Communication schol-

ars are an in excellent position to make contributions to 

the growing body of literature on the first native-born 

American saint. 
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