
 

 A n n a l s  f r o m  t h e  A r c h i v e s  

     Founded as a congregation devoted to the education of girls, the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur offered what both St. Julie 

Billiart and her co-founder, Francois Blin de Bourdon, believed would provide not only the academics seldom offered girls in the 

19th century, but also practical lessons such as sewing and later secretarial classes. Such skills offered the girls a reliable  

income and therefore, some measure of independence at a time when women were usually held back in other fields by male 

privilege.   

     To aid the sisters in their mission, the congregation privately published pamphlets and guides for their members, outlining 

the curriculum. In addition, at least two volumes were published by the Motherhouse in Namur, Belgium, entitled Course of 

Study in the Academies and Parochial Schools of the Sisters of Notre Dame, one in 1889 and another in 1895. But in addition 

to written guides, the sisters also spent many summers studying and going to their own Summer Schools to enrich themselves 

on the latest trends and subjects in education as the 19th century came to a close. The earliest record of the sisters attending 

such sessions was in 1892, though from the tone of the annalist, it seemed as if their Summer School had become somewhat 

of a tradition for the sisters during the previous decade.  

         While the sisters who came to Massachusetts in 1849 did encounter prejudice against Catholics, they were also aided by 

the fact that the Commonwealth led the way in many educational advancements. Massachusetts had the first Teacher’s  

Convention in the U.S. in 1845, a full ten years before the National Education Association was founded. The sisters certainly 

found a receptive audience upon their arrival in Massachusetts in the parents who were eager for their children to be educated. 

Many sacrificed for that education and were grateful for the work of the sisters. One example of the parents’ gratitude came 

when Sr. Desiree Erculisse responded to the situation in the city of Lowell soon after her arrival in 1852. After discovering that 

many of children were unable to attend school because they had to care for their younger siblings, Sr. Desiree “succeeded in 

having the older children taught at the same time that the little ones were cared for. Too young to enter any of the classes, they 

were kept in a large room supplied with amusement and toys and subjected to a kind of kindergarten surveillance. . . Some 

mothers seen how tenderly their children were cared for begged Sister Desiree to keep them with those who stayed overnight. 

It was this request that she had referred to the Superior General in Namur and the answer had come back, “yes.” And ultimate-

ly, “The little sojourners of the kindergarten became a permanent residence and on the 2nd of November three who applied as 

regular boarders were admitted and the boarding school of Lowell was established.”  

     Though the Education Conventions had been a yearly event in Massachusetts since 1845, being a semi-cloistered  
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congregation, the sisters relied on their own studies and Summer Schools to keep them abreast of the latest in educational 

methods and curriculum. In 1904, though, the Catholic Union held their first Educational Convention in St. Louis, Missouri. 

Five years later, the convention was held in Boston in the summer of 1909, to the delight of the sisters. Eager to attend, 

sisters from Peabody, Lynn, Lowell, East Boston, Providence, RI and elsewhere joined hundreds others at Boston College 

from July 13-15, 1909. 

    Preparation began long before the convention with the sisters from all Massachusetts schools working with their children 

to provide music for the convention, with the purpose of demonstrating the methods the sisters used for music lessons.  

     In East Boston, the Annalist wrote that, “At the educational convention held this month in Boston College Hall a  

demonstration in the singing was given by the pupils of all the schools. The Sisters had been practicing the children since 

before school closed and were most anxious that the singing should be a success as educators from all parts of the United 

States attended the convention. Everything went off very well and the children did credit to all the care and practice which 

they had.” 

     The Boston Globe reported on the musical demonstration and the presentation of a paper written by an unidentified  

Sister of Notre Dame de Namur. Because of the times, the paper was read by a priest. The sister wrote that, “Far from  

lessening the value of the school day, singing aids the other branches materially by giving a stimulus and zest to them all. . . 

Sight singing is a matter of brains as well as of voice and while promoting mental growth, gives a healthy change and a 

gladness of spirit. . .” 

     The sisters returned from their first convention invigorated and though they were not able to attend every year, the energy 

and excitement gained from their experience no doubt led to later conventions and institutes, of which many annalists wrote 

of with interest and detail.  
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