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PROCLAIMPROCLAIM

They Say Total 
Inclusion Can’t be Done: 

TRINITY HIGH 
SCHOOL Does It

xcuse me. May I talk with you?” so began a 
conversation twenty some years ago in an 

assistant principal’s office at Trinity High 
School in Louisville, Kentucky that forever 
changed this writer’s thinking about inclu-

sion in Catholic schools. The year was 
1996 and I was at that time conducting an 

official visitation of a practicing admin-
istrative intern for the state of Kentucky. 

At that time, the topic of total inclusion in any school, let 
alone a Catholic school, was barely emerging. Many Catho-
lic school handbooks and admissions materials stated, 
“This school is not equipped to meet special needs,” or 
“Students with special needs should not apply” or “We 
regret that we cannot make accommodations.” Other than 
Catholic schools whose mission was to serve a population 
with special needs, there were little or no services avail-
able to students with disabilities or learning differences. 
Catholic schools have come a long way in terms of meeting 
learning differences and disabilities, but I think all would 
agree we have a long way to go to full inclusion. 

So back to that conversation long ago; A math teacher 
asked the administrator, “‘Tom Smith’ needs to move up 
in English.  If he moves up in English, he will have to move 
up in math because of scheduling issues.  I know that 
English is where Tom really excels.  So, I was wondering if 
it is ok with you, could we move Tom up?  That is what is 
best for Tom. I will call his mom and meet him every day 
for a half hour before school and work with him until he is 
able to do the higher level math.”  Stunned, I later asked 
the administrator what the conversation was all about.  She 
explained that at Trinity, all student issues were addressed 

a round hole.’  That observation would 
have our founder saying, ‘Exactly.’”

The first principal, Monsignor 
Steinhauser, believed that a multi-lev-
eled curriculum matched to a student’s 
strengths and challenges was the way to 
structure a high school.  Within a very 
short time, Trinity saw its dropout rate 
fall far below the norm for the 1950s 
when factory jobs and a good living 
were plentiful without a high school 
diploma.  Students found a path to 
advancement through a curriculum 
built to achieve personal and academic 
success by stretching the unique talents 
of each young man.  Monsignor Stein-
hauser’s genius was to schedule students 
according to their abilities, rather than 
to fit the students into a pre-set sched-
ule, and then to provide a rigorous 
curriculum.  No watered down course 
expectations were allowed then or now.  
Over the years the principle has been 
refined, honed and adapted.  

Today
Trinity’s 1,200 students have the most di-
verse academic backgrounds of any pri-
vate school in the area. Trinity has never 
limited its enrollment to those achiev-
ing a certain score on a placement test.  
There are no arbitrary cut off scores.  

by first asking the question, “What is best 
for the student?”  That short exchange 
is forever embedded in my mind and 
became very important ten years later 
when my nephew was ready to enter 
high school.

I knew that Trinity, one of three 
Catholic high schools for men in the 
Archdiocese of Louisville, had a pro-
gram for student with learning differ-
ences.  I would learn that Trinity has 
so much more:  its doors are open to 
everyone.

History
In 1953, Trinity opened with a mission 
from then Archbishop John Floersh who 
told the school to serve the Archdiocese 
by enrolling the most diverse student 
body possible.  Current president Dr. 
Rob Mullen states, “We were told to cast 
the net wide geographically, economi-
cally, religiously, racially and, most im-
portantly, academically.  We believe this 
makes us a very Catholic school when 
one understands that ‘catholic’ means 
universal, or ‘for everyone.’ We have a 
big tent and we invite lots of students to 
enter.”  Dr. Mullen continues, “Maybe 
the best way to put our approach was 
stated recently by a visitor to campus:  
‘Trinity doesn’t try to put a square peg in 

Students scoring at the 99th percentile 
enter as freshmen alongside those who 
score in the single digits.  Principal 
Dan Zoeller, who was just honored as 
Kentucky’s top school administrator by 
the state-wide library-media association, 
observes, “We welcome the widest pos-
sible range of academic strengths and 
challenges not as a marketing device, 
but as our mission. We know this makes 
us a richer, more ‘catholic’ school.”  
Trinity did not widen its scope to get 
more students; students come to Trinity 
because it is inclusive.

Trinity considers its flexible system 
of having subjects taught on multiple 
levels of difficulty (referred to as the 
LOD system) the backbone of its suc-
cess.  There are four programs of study:
1.  Advanced Program offering a rigor-

ous curriculum for gifted and ac-
celerated students that provides an 
exceptional preparation for college.  

2.  Honors Program providing the ele-
ments of the pre-college curriculum 
at a pace and depth appropriate to 
above average students.

3.  Academic Program providing the 
elements of the pre-college curricu-
lum at a pace and depth appropriate 
to mid-range students.

4.  Traditional Program serving 
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students who need both remedial assistance and 
special assistance stemming from learning differ-
ences.  Provides individualized instruction, smaller 
class sizes and an emphasis on using technology.
Each program features a core team of teachers and 

counselors who meet regularly to discuss individual stu-
dent needs and who work together to produce interdis-
ciplinary units.  Perhaps most distinctive is that students 
can take the majority of their classes in one program, 
but move seamlessly into classes in another program as 
befits their strengths and gifts.

So, you may be thinking, “That sounds great, but 
surely you don’t require all students to participate in 
standardized testing?  Such an approach would wreak 
havoc with your scores.”  One of the most amazing facts 
about Trinity is that every student must take the ACT as 
a requirement for graduation.  The scores of students 
who perform very poorly on standardized scores are av-
eraged into the graduating class’s scores along with the 
scores of the highest performing students and all those 
in between.  Yet, Trinity’s mean scores for the ACT are 
consistently above state and national levels.

The school is on a decade-long trend of rising ACT 
scores with the last four years seeing the highest com-
posite scores in school history compared to any other 
similar time frame. The Class of 2017 had the largest 
number students ever recognized by the National Merit 
Corporation in school history with the class receiving 
acceptances to 160 colleges and universities.

Providing much more than lip service to inclusivity, 
the campus and its buildings are 100 percent handicap 

accessible and received the “Breaking Barriers” award 
from the Metro Disability Coalition.  Trinity has also re-
ceived awards for its academic inclusivity, environmental 
and stewardship efforts.

Academic and Co-Curricular Excellence
Trinity continually seeks to improve its academic excel-
lence.  After much study, five years ago Trinity adopted a 
college-type class schedule that expanded both AP and 
elective opportunities for students, increased gradua-
tion requirements, added more rigor to their college-
preparatory program and integrated more technology 
into the academic experience.  Trinity students must 
earn more credits to graduate than do students in any 
other high school in the state.

In the past few years Trinity has worked to make the 
world its classroom.  Trinity students can be found do-
ing field experiments in the rain forests of Costa Rica, 
in foreign exchange programs in Spain and Argentina, 
and China, touring Holocaust sites and performing 
service work in Barbados and Nicaragua.

Trinity High School has the full range of athletics 
and extra-curricular programs one would expect to find 
in a Catholic high school.  The school has an athletic 
record unparalleled for a school in its first 60 years of 
existence and is approaching 300 championships. The 
drama and musical productions are second to none.  
Students can participate in award-winning programs 
in the performing arts, print and broadcast journalism 
and the expressive arts. Trinity instills in its students the 
working belief that all of life can and should be holy for 
nothing is outside the reach of God.

Faith Informs All
Faith and religious practice is key to the Trinity experi-
ence.  As one enters the administration building, the 
Scripture passages for the day are displayed.  A strong 
retreat program is in place.  Trinity is one of the first 
Catholic high schools in the country to employ a Direc-
tor of Sports Ministry.  Mass is offered on campus every 
day.  The entire community prays several times each day. 
The school’s House System is organized via ten houses 
named for Catholic thinkers and saints such as Aquinas, 
Becket, Merton and Romero.

The House System 
Conscious that Trinity enrolls over a thousand students, 
the school has sought a “smaller” feel through imple-
mentation of the “House System.”  The House System 
involves students of all ability levels and ages meeting 

in a house advising period three times 
a week.  One or more teachers and 
staff members monitor each group.  
The program involves service, pep and 
leadership programs.  All stress the idea 
that this writer has seen played out over 
and over in the community that Trinity 
students are “brothers for life.”  Students 
remain with their house through all four 
years, although seniors will graduate and 
be replaced by freshmen.

The advising arrangement facilitates 
mentoring monitored by teachers and 
staff. The House system goes beyond the 
typical homeroom experience in which 
students gather for attendance taking 
and announcements.  The system fosters 
communication and good-natured com-
petition along with encouraging friend-
ships among various ages and groups of 
students. Because of the House System 
Principal Zoeller suggests, “It’s much 
more difficult to slip through the cracks 
at Trinity.”

A Personal Testimony
In 2008 my nephew was ready for high 
school.  Brian has a learning disability, 
sensory processing disorder.  He was 
in several Catholic elementary schools 
before second grade at which time we 
found a wonderful school, the smallest 
in the city but one with a heart as wide 
as we would learn Trinity’s is.  Like many 
small Catholic schools, it closed and 
Brian finished in another one.  Brian re-
ceived some services through the public 

schools.  As his aunt and the family edu-
cational “expert,” I was enlisted to help; 
my mind traveled back over a decade to 
the conversation I witnessed at Trinity 
and I suggested that my sister and her 
husband consider the school.  Admin-
istrators invited us to visit the school, sit 
in the classrooms, and talk with teachers 
and staff, as well as students.  We were 
“hooked” and Brian became a Trinity 
“Shamrock.”  

Trinity is student- centered.  Re-
member the question “What’s best for 
the student?”  We heard about what was 
best for Brian.  Teachers sent emails 
praising Brian.  Brian’s parents came to 
love, rather than dread, parent teacher 
conferences.  Teachers thanked them 
for sending Brian and later his brother.

Brian, a tall, muscular young man 
with the body of a football player, de-
clined invitations to try out for the foot-
ball team and announced he wanted to 
be on the fencing team.  In vain did his 
family suggest that maybe he was better 
suited to another sport.  Brian became 
a fencer.  Brian wanted the school to 
have a club for sports car enthusiasts; he 
found a faculty sponsor and the club was 
born.  Brian graduated with a 4.0 aver-
age and he recently received his diploma 
from the University of Louisville with a 
degree in criminal justice cum laude.  I 
recall writing to Trinity’s administration, 
“I think I have discovered the secret to 
Trinity’s success.  The words “You can’t,” 
are not in anyone’s vocabulary.

Educators from all over the United 
States and the world visit Trinity to see 
how “they do it.”  To those who say inclu-
sion is a nice, but unattainable goal, I 
point to the example of Trinity.  I close 
with Dr. Mullen’s words:

Our student body is the most aca-
demically diverse of any private high 
school in the community.  This year’s 
nearly 450 eighth graders who took 
the Placement Test look like all those 
who have tested here before them.  
There are those who have faced 
tremendous difficulties in school due 
to a learning difference, and there 
are others who have cruised through 
school without much heavy lifting.  
Upon graduating from Trinity, each 
will have been challenged according 
to his abilities.  Along the way, all will 
be honored and saluted for achieve-
ment when it is earned.

We open the doors as wide as we 
can.

We take this approach because 
that is what a Catholic school should 
do.  It was Cardinal Hickey, the 
former head of the Archdiocese of 
Washington, D.C, who said, “We serve 
everyone not because they are Catho-
lic, but because we are Catholic.”
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