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Mothers, Fathers, Carers: 
central to Lasallian 

Education and Wellbeing

A consciousness of the role of John Baptist de La Salle 
and his early Brothers with their students should not 
distract us from De La Salle’s deep awareness that 
those who are of first importance in the education and 
wellbeing of young people are their parents and carers. 

John Baptist lost his own parents when he was 20 and 
still a student in Paris. His mother died in 1671 and 
his father a few months later, in April 1672. That sad 
loss itself pushed him into an experience of what it was 
like to be a surrogate parent to his siblings, particularly 
his younger brothers. He was fortunate in having the 
enduring support of his maternal grandmother, Perrette 
Lespagnol.

His experience was not only of caring for his sisters 
and brothers, for which he had the example of his own 
excellent parents. Not yet at the age of legal majority, 
he also had the duty of attending to the complexities of 
running a house and its financial affairs, something he 
seems to have done very well. Again, he was overseen 
and supported in this work by a family council that 
included his grandmother Perrette. He had first-hand 
experience of what parents, at least in his own 
comfortable circle, had to contend with.

Moreover, De La Salle’s writings reflect a 
compassionate awareness, from his subsequent 
experience, of the much more difficult challenges 
facing parents of poor families. The first two 
of his Meditations for the Time of Retreat, for 

example, reflect a grasp of the struggle to find work, 
provide for their family, and of the frustrations of not 
being able adequately to supervise their children or to 
afford to send them to school.

A detailed discussion with the parents or a 
parent-nominated carer was an essential part of a 
child’s enrolment. The policy and practice manual, 
Conduct of the Christian Schools, makes it clear that 
no child was to be admitted to the school ‘who is not 
brought by father or mother, by the person with whom 
the child lives, by some relative, or by some person of 
suitable age who comes in the name of the parents’. 
The Conduct also tells us that teachers were all too 
aware that not all children were the same, nor were their 
parents. It was therefore important to get to know their 
students’ character and background in determining out 
how best to work with them.

In the Brothers’ early Rule, which at least by 1705 
already referred to the Conduct, it was taken as read that 
they would speak to the boys’ mothers with ‘affability’, 
which in the language of the time meant to receive and 
listen to people with kindness. Nonetheless, during 
school time, they were not to prolong the conversation 
unnecessarily! They were certainly not to be rude, an 
offence with which John Baptist chided Brother Robert 
in a letter of 1708: ‘It is not wise to shout after the 
women or run after the children’.



That parents, mothers especially, had a crucial role in the overall education of their children was something that 
the Founder frequently pointed out to the Brothers. In his meditations he observes, for example, that St Monica 
learned her prayers from her mother; that St Bernard was affected by his mother’s goodness, as was St Louis, 
King of France.

One of De La Salle’s earliest books, The Rules of Christian Decorum and Civility, was both a guide to appropriate 
behaviour for students (and Brothers!), and a class reader for students who had reached an appropriate level. 
Introducing the book, De La Salle insists that rules of politeness are not just a matter of etiquette, but flow from a 
consciousness of being in God’s presence and of our own God-given dignity. This, he says, ‘is something to which 
fathers and mothers ought to pay attention while educating their children. It is likewise something about which 
teachers, entrusted with the instruction of these children, should be especially concerned’.

In a typically practical chapter of the same work, ‘On Rising and Going to Bed’, having dealt with such matters as 
the prompt emptying of the chamber pot (and never out the window), John Baptist reminds the readers: ‘Children 
must not go to bed before going to greet their father and mother and wishing them a good night’.

The theme of love and respect for parents is evident in his other writings. Among the matters on which Brothers 
were to encourage students to reflect was ‘whether they respect their parents and obey them faithfully’ (Meditation 
61). ‘Do not forget,’ De La Salle tells the Brothers, ‘to help them acquire gentleness, patience, love and respect for 
their parents, and all the conduct that is proper to a Christian child, in a word, all that our religion demands of them 
(Meditation 200).

In the Duties of a Christian to God, the teacher’s resource book for religion lessons, he notes that ‘we are obliged 
to love our parents in a special way because they gave us life and brought us up. We should show them deep 
gratitude for all the benefits we have received from them’. In the Q & A section of this book, the lesson on the fourth 
commandment indicates the way in which young people should be helped to understand their relationship with their 
parents:

Q. What does the fourth commandment require us to do?
A. We are to honour our father and mother and all those who have authority over us.
Q. What does the fourth commandment require children to do?
A. They are required to do four things: 1) love their parents, 2) respect them, 3) obey them, and 4) help them.
Q. What do we mean by loving our parents?
A. It means desiring and doing for them all the good in our power.

In considering De La Salle’s estimation of the significance of parents and carers in their children’s education, it is 
revealing to put together two of the Founder’s reflections that speak of the trust parents place in those who work 
with them.

In the seventh of his Meditations for the Time of Retreat the Founder encourages the Brothers to appreciate 
the profound significance of their work (at a time when educating the poor was far from being regarded as 
important, and even considered improper). He also stresses that it is given to them on trust:
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You must look upon your work as one of the most valuable and the most necessary services in the church, 
for which you are given the responsibility on behalf of parish priests and of fathers and mothers.

The inclusion of ‘parish priests’ was not just a token recognition. While schools for the middle and upper classes were 
under a higher authority, such as a diocesan official, ‘charity schools’ – the category to which the Brothers’ schools 
mostly belonged – were run at the initiative of the local parish priest. The children’s parents, of course, had the prime 
right and responsibility.

The second reflection, implicit throughout his writings, is that it is God who has entrusted the children’s education to their 
educators. It is explicit in De La Salle’s meditation on Margaret, Queen of Scotland, whom he upholds as a woman of 
high rank who was nonetheless a teacher to her children. ‘This saint,’ he writes, ‘is a great example of what you ought to 
do for the children God has entrusted to you.’

He makes the same point in reflecting on the work of Saint Cyprian, enjoining educators to care especially for those on 
the margins:

Love them tenderly as this saint did, following in this the example of Jesus Christ. Prefer them to those 
who are not poor… These poor are also the ones God has entrusted to you…

The trust comes from parents; it comes from God. Just as John Baptist believed that it was in a simple succession 
of events in his life that God had led him ‘from one commitment to another’, he understands that God entrusts young 
people to their educators through the love of their parents and carers, and through the trust they place in the people 
who share responsibility for their children’s wellbeing and education.
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