
CATECHESIS OF THE GOOD SHEPHERD  

HANDBOOK 
St. John Francis Regis Parish, Hollywood, MD 

Revised 9/4/2026 

 

CATECHESIS OF THE GOOD SHEPHERD (CGS) is a Montessori approach to the faith and spiritual 

formation of the child. Its focus is to deepen the child’s existing relationship with God; to encourage the formation 

of a personal prayer life; to participate fully in the liturgical and sacramental life of the Church and to develop a 

deeper understanding of Catholic identity and tradition. This is accomplished through the use of materials, prayer, 

song, listening to the Word of God, and giving the child time to work with the materials provided in the sacred 

space prepared for them which is called the Atrium. 

 

CALENDAR 

CGS follows the liturgical seasons of the Catholic Church from September through Pentecost. Please see the 

Atrium Calendar on the website for starting, holiday, and ending dates. Note that there are two celebrations when 

families attend with their children – the Liturgy of the Light after Easter, and the Pentecost Celebration on the last 

day of Atrium. 

NEW FAMILIES 

Parents new to CGS must attend the mandatory new parent meeting which is listed in the Atrium calendar. 

 

ARRIVAL TO ATRIUM 

The Atrium is located in the St. Francis Room, with an exterior entrance to the left of church.  The St. Francis 

Room is on the left, just past the two restrooms before entering the Monsignor Harris Center (gym). Please be sure 

children have eaten and have used the restroom prior to arriving. 

We ask that you wait outside the room with your child until the catechist opens the door to invite the children in 

(you may bring a child in to use the restroom if needed prior to Atrium start). 

Note for Sunday sessions: Immediately following the 9:00 am Mass, please bring your children 

directly to the Atrium. It is very important that we begin on time.It is very easy for children (and 

parents) to get distracted by friends, pancakes, and/or donuts and coffee, therefore we ask 

parents to make sure children come immediately to Atrium. 

Please make sure your child has eaten breakfast before coming to the Atrium. We know Sunday 

mornings can be hectic, especially after an hour or more at Mass, but children are better able to 

focus and participate when they are not hungry. 
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DISMISSAL 

We ask that parents arrive for pickup at least 5 minutes early, park their cars and wait outside the Atrium until we 

release the children. For your child's safety, we must see who we are releasing the children to; we do not allow 

children under 6th grade into the parking lot. If you have a sleeping baby in the car or if it's raining hard at pickup 

time, you may pull up to the curb, but please step out of the car so that we can see you before we release your child. 

Children can only be released to parents, legal guardians, and those authorized on the registration form; if someone 

else will be picking up your child, please text the coordinator and your child’s catechist prior to pickup. 

Late Pickup: Please be prompt in collecting your children, for their sake and also the sake of catechists who need to 

get their own children home or may need to go to the 11:30 AM Mass on Sunday. If you are going to be late to 

pickup, please text the coordinator and your child’s catechists. If your child has not been picked up shortly after 

dismissal time, you will be called. If you don’t respond, then the emergency contact will be called and asked to pick 

up your child. 

ABSENCES 

For planned absences known ahead of time (e.g. travel. events, etc.), please email the Atrium coordinator at 

mackenzie.tourville@yahoo.com and your child’s catechist. If something comes up last minute and your child will 

be absent, please text the coordinator as well as your child’s lead catechist before class begins. Catechist cell 

numbers can be found at the end of the parent handbook. 

Attendance is taken at the beginning of each session. An excused absence will be granted if a child or family 

member is ill or for other significant extenuating circumstances in the judgement of the Atrium coordinator or 

Pastor, and if the Atrium coordinator and/or catechist has been notified before class (unless the circumstance made 

advance notification impossible). 

Excessive unexcused absences are especially problematic in First Communion preparation years and may result in a 

delay of sacrament reception until such time as your child can be sufficiently prepared. If your child has three or 

more unexcused absences, their spot may be given to a waitlisted child, in which case you will be provided with a 

prorated refund for remaining class sessions. No refunds will be provided for missed classes prior to such a 

withdrawal or in cases where a child's spot cannot be filled with a waitlisted child. Absences cannot be made up at 

alternate sessions. 

TARDINESS 

Please make every effort to arrive a few minutes early so that we can begin on time. We understand that 

occasionally unexpected delays happen that are out of a parent's control, but habitual tardiness means your child is 

missing important group presentations at the start of each session. 

Class will begin promptly at the start time. 

If you are going to be late, please text your child’s lead catechist in advance or as soon as you know you won’t 

arrive on time. When you arrive you must escort your child up to the Atrium, please do not drop him or her off at 

the curb. 

ILLNESS POLICY 

Please keep children who are sick at home until they recover (fever-free for at least 24 hours without medication, 

no vomiting in the past 48 hours, no active coughing/sneezing/runny nose). Children suffering from known 

seasonal allergies may attend if catechists have been notified prior, in this case it is helpful if you are able to 

provide medication to control the symptoms during class. If your child becomes ill during a session, you will be 

called to come pick him or her up. 

Please teach your child how to cough or sneeze into their upper shirt sleeve in a way that completely covers their 

nose and mouth, how to use a tissue to blow their nose and how to properly wash their hands and use hand-

sanitizer. 
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INCLEMENT WEATHER POLICY 

Decisions on whether to cancel are based on current weather conditions, we do not automatically follow St. Mary’s 

County school decisions when it comes to weather-related school closures. Their decisions will be taken under 

advisement and we will email and text parents regarding closures. 

DRESS 

Children should be dressed in comfortable clothing that allows ease of movement, as they often sit on the floor for 

work and circle time. Girls should wear shorts or leggings underneath any dresses or skirts. 

Children remove their shoes prior to entering the Atrium and should be dressed in shoes that they are able to take 

off/put on by themselves. If your child's feet tend tend towards foot odor, please make sure they wear socks or use a 

deodorizing powder in their shoes. 

 

WITHDRAWALS 

We realize that children are unique and develop at their own pace. If your child has not acclimated to the Atrium 

after six weeks, we will recommend that he/she return to the Atrium the following year. This is in the best interest 

of both your child and the other children in the Atrium. If this happens, you will receive a prorated tuition 

reimbursement. 

Under certain other significant circumstances (e.g. the family moves), a prorated refund may also be provided; 

these are considered on a case-by-case basis. 

Please notify the Atrium coordinator as soon as you know you will need to withdraw and be sure you collect your 

child's work portfolio (art, prayer cards, composed prayers, journaling, Scripture copywork, etc.) on their last day. 

CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS 

If a child is having difficulty respecting others, the materials, or the environment, the child’s parent(s) will be asked 

to have a conference with the catechist and/or coordinator to try to understand the reason for the behavior and come 

up with a plan to address it. This may include having the parent observe a session. If however the challenging 

behavior continues after a reasonable period of time, it may be indicative of the child not being ready for Atrium at 

this time. 

Important: If you have any concerns, or if your child appears to be struggling or unhappy about attending Atrium, 

please contact the coordinator immediately so that we can attempt to identify and collaboratively problem-solve any 

issues. 

TOYS/ELECTRONIC DEVICES 

Please ensure that the children do not have toys, Pokémon/baseball cards, or other items that may be distracting in 

their pockets. Students are not to bring cell phones, tablets, iPods/MP3, cameras, video games, or other electronic 

devices to Atrium. Catechists have parent phone numbers should a child need to contact a parent. If a child 

absolutely must have a phone, it is to be kept with their coat and/or shoes in the hallway and not used during 

Atrium time. 

ALLERGIES/MEDICATIONS 

In addition to the registration form, please also note on a 3x5 card any allergies that your children have that the 

catechists need to know about and understand (food, environmental, medicine, etc.). This may include an allergy 

plan. If your child carries an Epipen, please show your child’s catechists how to use it. 

Please share any diagnoses, medications, and relevant treatment plans on your child's registration form. Knowing 

these things helps us to tailor our approach to your child’s needs. 

LOST AND FOUND 

Items left in the Atrium are placed in a box or bin and kept in the Atrium for you to retrieve at the next session or 

any time the room is open. 
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MASS ATTENDANCE 

Parents and children are expected to attend Sunday and Holy Day Masses regularly, even if your child has not yet 

received First Communion. Children need to experience the Liturgy regularly in order to make the connection 

between what they learn in the Atrium and Mass. 

Families are encouraged to sit with a clear view of the altar to enable the children to more fully participate in the 

Mass by being able to see the things they have been learning in Atrium, such as the priest’s vestments, the color of 

the liturgical season, articles of the altar and the priest’s gestures during the Liturgy of the Eucharist. 

We encourage families to listen to or read the readings together prior to Mass (especially the Gospel); adults and 

children alike are better able to hear what the Lord may be telling each of us if we are not trying to decode what is 

being said (especially if distracted by young children) or if we don't understand all the words. There are many good 

resources to access the Mass readings, including (hover for links): 

• The US Conference of Catholic Bishops calendar of readings 

• The Hallow app 

• The Ascension Press app (also has the Bible and Catechism) 

• The Better Part podcast (by a Canadian CGS catechist who releases Level I, Level II, and Level III reflections on 

the upcoming Gospel each Friday - listen on any podcast app or visit her website/sign up for emails for a written 

version with images) 

Please don't hesitate to speak with Father Ray or the Atrium coordinator if there are difficulties with regular Mass 

attendance - we understand sometimes there are challenges with work schedules or family situations, and may be 

able to help you find a solution. 

FAITH KNOWLEDGE ASSESSMENT 

In compliance with the Archdiocesan Curriculum Guidelines, students in grades 3-8 will be asked to complete a 

short, standardized online assessment in the spring. The assessment measures what students know and understand at 

each grade level and is designed to be a tool to help ensure that parish programs are handing on the faith in an 

effective manner. This is not a pass/fail test and has no impact on receiving sacraments. 

FIRST PENANCE/ FIRST COMMUNION 

CGS preparation for First Penance and First Communion is available to Level II or III children who are sufficiently 

prepared and normally takes place in the second year of Level II (second grade). The child will normally have 

reached the age of reason (7) by the start of their sacrament preparation year. St. John's policy requires two 

consecutive years of religious education in order to be eligible for First Communion. 

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd sacramental preparation includes a parent meeting in the fall, a discernment 

process to assess each child’s readiness, and additional meetings and retreats for the children. Parents will receive 

details about these requirements, including dates and expectations, at the fall parent meeting. 

 

Children belonging to other parishes are welcome to participate in CGS sacramental preparation, but must have 

provide written permission from their pastor in order to receive their First Sacraments with CGS at St. John’s. 

  

https://bible.usccb.org/readings/calendar
https://hallow.com/
https://ascensionpress.com/pages/ascension-app
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CHILD SAFETY 

PROTECTING GOD’S CHILDREN 

St. John’s utilizes VIRTUS: Protecting God’s Children as our safe environment program. VIRTUS teaches adults 

how to identify and respond to unsafe or abusive situations and how to prevent them from occurring in the first 

place. All catechists and volunteers having regular contact with children are required to be compliant through 

VIRTUS and are fingerprinted and background checked. 

We strongly recommend that both parents register for an account at VIRTUSonline.org and take the online 

Protecting God's Children Awareness course. Sadly, 1 in 5 girls and 1 in 20 boys will be victims of child sexual 

abuse by age 18, 75% of them by someone that they know well. The course will equip you to prevent abuse at all 

ages by being able to identify warning signs of problematic adult behavior and knowing how to respond if a child 

discloses inappropriate behavior. The online course takes 1-1/2 to 2 hours and is self-paced. 

From time to time, a new or very young child may need a parent to be with them in the Atrium or sit in the hallway 

for a while as they acclimate, or a child with special needs will need a parent to assist them as a 1:1 aide. Please 

note that if a parent will be in the Atrium more than once or perhaps twice, they must be VIRTUS compliant, 

fingerprinted and background checked. If you anticipate that this may be the case for your child, please take the 

VIRTUS course in advance of the start of the Atrium year and inquire with the Atrium coordinator at 

mackenzie.tourville@yahoo.comabout the background check process. 

CIRCLE OF GRACE 

All children in St. John’s Religious Education programs are required to participate in their own safe environment 

training called Circle of Grace each fall. Our Circle of Grace is the loving and protective presence of the Holy Spirit 

that surrounds each one of us. Through this training, catechists use age-appropriate lessons to teach children to 

identify early on when they are uncomfortable with a situation and how to seek the help of a trusted adult. 

OTHER SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS 

Candles are lit in the Atrium when Scripture is read and during sacred moments. Please ensure that long hair is 

tied back during Atrium. 

Atrium catechists, aides or parent hall monitors will ensure that children get safely to and from the restroom and 

that there is only one person at a time in the restroom when the door is closed (the bathroom sink is also used to 

wash certain Atrium materials). 

Catechists cannot assist with toileting; if an accident occurs or your child needs assistance, you will be called. 
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LEAD CATECHIST CONTACT INFORMATION 

(for texting about absences, late arrival, someone else picking up, etc.) 

Mackenzie Tourville, Sunday Catechist -                  -  mackenzie.tourville@yahoo.com 

Jessica Clark, Thursday Catechist -          - jlclark3814@gmail.com 

Kelly Gaus, Friday Catechist -             - kelly.gaus17@gmail.com  

 

Please include the coordinator, Mackenzie Tourville, on all texts to catechists. 

mailto:jlclark3814@gmail.com
mailto:kelly.gaus17@gmail.com

