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1. St. Paula of Rome (347–404) — Rome/Bethlehem. A highly educated Roman woman and 

collaborator of Jerome. At Bethlehem she established religious communities that became 

centers of Scripture, study, and intellectual formation. She gives us a very early example of 

a woman exercising genuine educational and intellectual leadership in Christianity. 

2. St. Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) — Germany. Abbess, theologian, composer, 

naturalist, writer, spiritual director. She didn't found a school system in our modern sense, 

but she represents something important: the woman as teacher of the Church, addressing 

bishops, clergy, religious, and political leaders with remarkable authority. 

3. St. Angela Merici (c. 1474–1540) — Italy. For my purposes, she would absolutely make 

the essential list. Founder of the Company of St. Ursula, from which the Ursuline 

educational tradition developed. Her movement became one of the great vehicles for 

educating girls throughout Europe and eventually around the world. The Vatican itself 

singles out Merici when describing the enormous contribution of women's congregations to 

Catholic education. Vatican 

4. Mary Ward (1585–1645) — England/continental Europe. An extraordinary and 

sometimes underappreciated figure. She envisioned women religious who would teach, 

travel, govern themselves, and undertake apostolic work much as Jesuits did—a 

startling idea at the time. Her communities opened schools for both rich and poor girls. Her 

vision eventually flourished through the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary/Loreto Sisters 

and related communities worldwide. New Advent 

5. St. Julie Billiart (1751–1816) — France/Belgium. Founder of the Sisters of Notre Dame 

de Namur. Her congregation made the education of poor girls central to its mission and 

subsequently carried that educational tradition internationally. 

6. St. Elizabeth Ann Seton (1774–1821) — United States. Essential for the American story. 

She established a free school at Emmitsburg and founded the Sisters of Charity of St. 

Joseph's; the movement flowing from her work became foundational to the American 

Catholic school system. National Women's History Museum 

7. St. Madeleine Sophie Barat (1779–1865) — France/international. Founder of the Society 

of the Sacred Heart. She deserves particular attention because she envisioned a serious 

intellectual education for women at a time when that was far from customary. The Society 

spread rapidly beyond France and developed an international network of schools. Society 

of the Sacred Heart 

8. Catherine McAuley (1778–1841) — Ireland/international. Founder of the Sisters of 

Mercy. Education—particularly of poor women and girls—was integral to her vision. The 

Mercy tradition subsequently spread through Britain, the Americas, Australia, New 

Zealand and elsewhere. She represents the enormous nineteenth-century expansion of 

women's leadership in Catholic education. 

9. St. Mary MacKillop (1842–1909) — Australia. Founder, with Julian Tenison Woods, of 

the Sisters of St. Joseph of the Sacred Heart. Her genius was especially apparent in 

bringing Catholic education to poor and geographically isolated children. She is a 
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wonderful example of education understood as mission rather than institution-building for 

its own sake. 

10. St. Katharine Drexel (1858–1955) — United States. Founder of the Sisters of the Blessed 

Sacrament. She devoted her wealth and life to education among African American and 

Native American communities and founded or supported dozens of schools, including what 

became Xavier University of Louisiana. Her importance lies partly in recognizing 

education as an instrument of dignity and justice. 

But there's a pattern here that may be more important than the names 

The list becomes overwhelmingly female and overwhelmingly religious once we reach roughly 

1500–1900. That's not accidental. Women often lacked access to formal ecclesiastical authority, 

universities, and ordained ministry—but religious life gave them an institutional structure 

through which they could organize, own or administer property, train teachers, develop 

curricula, establish schools, cross national borders, and lead enormous apostolic 

enterprises. 

Mary Ward is perhaps the clearest symbol of the transition. Her proposal that women could 

undertake an active apostolic life modeled partly on the Jesuits was considered radically novel 

and encountered serious ecclesiastical opposition. Yet what seemed almost unthinkable in the 

seventeenth century became one of the defining features of Catholicism by the nineteenth. 

And historians are increasingly treating this as a transnational phenomenon, rather than simply 

histories of individual religious orders. Teaching sisters carried educational models across 

Europe, North America, Latin America, Africa, Asia, Australia and New Zealand.  

Long before the Church developed our contemporary language of co-responsibility, 

Catholic women were already practicing it. They built schools, formed teachers, educated 

generations, administered institutions, raised money, crossed oceans, and carried the 

Gospel into communities where clergy alone could never have done the work. 

And there is another interesting dimension. They weren't merely transmitting Catholic 

doctrine. At their best, Angela Merici, Mary Ward, Sophie Barat, Catherine McAuley, Mary 

MacKillop and others understood education as formation of the whole person—intellectual, 

spiritual, moral and social. 
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