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Introduction 
 

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd (CGS) is a 
program of Christian formation for children ages 
3-12.  It is based on the belief that there is a 
desire within each child to draw closer to God. 
Our objective is to prepare an environment that 
corresponds to the vital religious needs of the 
child, a place where the child can experience 
religious life and can come to know the Christian 
realities which feed this life.  In CGS, the mystery 
of God meets the mystery of the child. 
 
In Catechesis of the Good Shepherd, learning 
takes place in a room called the Atrium, which is 
a place of worship rather than a traditional 
classroom. The primary Atrium at St. Michael is 
located in Room 1 in Gathering Space of the 
downtown Church.  When Level II and III meet 
concurrently, we also use Room 2. 
 
 The Atrium is “holy ground” where Christ is 
encountered in word and action; a place for 
community and worship where the spiritual life of 
the child is nurtured; a place of work that 
becomes prayer and conversation with God.   
Tables, chairs, shelves, and other supplies are 
arranged in a beautiful order that serves the 
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needs of the child.  It is a prepared environment 
where children grow in the understanding and 
love of God.   
 
Rooted in ancient Christian tradition, CGS began 
in Italy in 1954 with Dr. Sofia Cavalletti, a Catholic 
biblical scholar and member of the Vatican 
Commission for Jewish-Christian Relations, and 
her colleague, Professor Gianna Gobbi, a 
Montessori trained educator. The approach they 
developed allows the child to use carefully 
prepared, hands-on materials, sometimes called 
“works,” to explore his or her unique relationship 
with God.  The materials used help the child 
explore liturgy, scripture, communal prayer, and 
Holy Land geography, as well as care of the 
child’s own environment.  Much time in each 
session is devoted to child’s free work during 
which the child may work with any material that 
has been previously presented to the child.   This 
approach steeps children in the truths of our 
Catholic faith and allows them to explore liturgy 
and scripture with their hands as well as their 
hearts. 
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St. Michael CGS Mission and Our Atrium Family 
 

The mission of CGS at St. Michael Parish is to listen 
to God with children within the prepared 
environment of the Atrium so that children and 
adults may fall more deeply in love with God.  
Decisions about our ministry are made in 
accordance with our mission. 
 
We welcome your family to our ministry.  Our goal 
is for families to journey together, developing our 
ministry so it can best carry out its mission.  We 
hope to get to know your whole family and to 
welcome your children year after year, so we 
can better serve the needs of the children.  
Thank you for listening to God with us! 
 

A Catholic Environment 
 
The St. Michael Parish Atrium is a Catholic 
environment.  The perspectives of catechists and 
assistants reflect the Catholic Christian tradition 
and view of the world.  Atrium activities, which 
include works, stories, prayers, and songs, reflect 
a Catholic Christian orientation.  
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Cavalletti, Sofia,  The History of the Kingdom of 
God, Part I: From Creation to Parousia 

A guide to reading the biblical texts in light of 
their timelessness and specific cultural 
structures 
 

Cavalletti, Sofia,  The History of the Kingdom of 
God, Part II: Liturgy and the Building of the 
Kindgom 

An excellent resource for catechists and 
other adults on the most basic aspects of 
Christian liturgy. 
 

Cavalletti, Sofia, et al, Ways to Nurture the 
Relationship with God 

This is a collection of meditations on scripture 
and liturgy first shared by Sofia with adults. 
 

Gobbi, Gianna, Listening to God with Children: 
The Montessori Method Applied to the Catechesis 
of Children 

Describes how the Montessori method can 
be used to further religious education. 

 
Main, Judith Lang, A Is for Altar, B Is for Bible 

A children’s alphabet book based on images 
from the Atrium – a great gift for an Atrium 
child. 
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Resource List 
 
Materials are available for checkout from the 
CGS Faith Formation Resource shelf located in 
the Atrium.  All of these titles can be purchased 
through the CGS national website 
(CGSUSA.ORG). 
 
Cavalletti, Sofia, The Religious Potential of the 
Child: Experiencing Scripture and Liturgy with 
Young Children 
 The seminal book describing the theology 
underpinning CGS. 
 
Cavalletti, Sofia,  The Religious Potential of the 
Child 6 to 12 Years Old: A Description of an 
Experience 

Describes the religious needs of the older 
child and how to address them. 

 
 

Cavalletti, Sofia, et al, The Good Shepherd and 
the Child: A Joyful Journey 

Describes some of the practical ways CGS is 
presented throughout the liturgical year. 
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Atrium Levels 
 

Children are grouped in atrium sessions, generally 
according to age and/or grade.  Each level 
includes multiple ages.  This allows older children 
to model work and decorum for younger 
children, and allows younger children to observe 
and receive assistance from older children. 
 

Level I 
 

The Level I Atrium responds to the developmental 
characteristics of the 3-6 year old.  Generally, 
children in this Atrium are preschool or 
kindergarten age.  This is a child who loves to 
explore the world through his or her senses.  This 
child is spontaneously active.  He or she loves 
order and loves naming things.  He or she longs 
to be independent.  This child seeks and offers 
unconditional love.   He or she is full of wonder 
and absorbs everything in the environment.  He 
or she may have a short attention span or may 
focus deeply and at length on activities of the 
child’s own choosing. This child is attracted to the 
essentials in all areas of life, including faith. 
 
The Atrium meets 3-6 year old child’s needs in a 
variety of ways.  The predictable environment 
and the routine of each work feed the child’s 
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desire for order and independence.  Practical life 
exercises, such as spooning beans and arranging 
flowers, allow the child to practice controlled 
movement while quieting the body for 
subsequent prayer. The opportunity for open 
ended free choice allows the child to repeat and 
absorb the content of a particular work.   The 
Atrium is an invitation for the 3-6 year old to fall in 
love with Jesus Christ through personal 
exploration. 
 

Level II 
 
The 6-9 year old child is more social than the 
younger child and enjoys working and talking in 
groups.   Typically this group corresponds to 
children in 1st through 3rd grade.  The 6-9 year old 
is less interested in repetitive actions than his or 
her younger counterparts.  This older child has an 
increased awareness of time and history and an 
increased curiosity regarding his or her role in 
history.  The child is also forming a moral 
capacity, a sense of right and wrong, and often 
a rigorous sense of justice. 
 
The Level II Atrium experience supports these 
developmental highlights.   Adults and children 
explore what it is like to be together in a caring 
faith community.  Practical life activities are 
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• No corporal punishment will be used by any 
of the staff or volunteers at any time.  

 
 

Security 
 

Every effort is made to ensure your child is safe 
and secure while he/she is on the 
Atrium’s/church’s premises.  The children will 
remain within the room during the Atrium session.  
Exceptions to this rule may be made for a trip to 
the hallway bathroom, Gathering Space, or 
other locations on the St. Michael parish 
campus.  If a child leaves the room, he/she will 
be accompanied by a staff member or 
volunteer.  If all of the children leave the room, a 
note will be left on the door indicating the 
group’s location on campus.   Children may 
participate in safety drills to practice readiness 
for earthquakes and lockdowns. 
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Visitation Guidelines 

 
• Children may bring a visitor only with prior 

approval from the catechist.  
 

• Parents are encouraged to observe in the 
Atrium.  All observations must be scheduled 
with the catechist.  We may occasionally 
host non-parent visitors.   Typically, we prefer 
to schedule observation after the first 6 
weeks of Atrium to provide a “settling in” 
period for the children and to minimize 
distractions.  Observers will be provided with 
observation guidelines.  

 
Discipline in the Atrium 

 
• The structure of the Atrium enables the child 

to grow in self-discipline.  However, freedom 
is always linked to responsibility and 
therefore, is given only to the degree that 
the child can handle freedom responsibly.  

 
• Redirection and/or changing the 

environment are the methods of correction 
employed. 
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limited to those that care for the common space, 
such as dusting and sweeping; gone are the 
days of spooning beans.   Works such as the 
Fettuccia, the Unity Strip, and the Gift Strip 
introduce the child to the huge expanse of 
history, and the place of God and the child in 
that history.   There are more opportunities for 
working together as a group.  The child begins to 
plan communal prayer and contemplates 
scripture with moral themes.   
 

Preparing for First Reconciliation and First 
Eucharist 

 
CGS children are preparing for sacraments from 
the moment they enter the Atrium as 3-year-olds.  
During the year in which they receive First 
Reconciliation and First Eucharist, however, 
Atrium works take on a special character for 
them.  During the “First Sacraments” year, 
children and parents will simultaneously 
participate in specific scripture meditations such 
as the True Vine, The Lost Coin, The Forgiving 
Father, and the Centurion Servant in the weeks 
before First Eucharist. They attend a retreat in the 
days before the celebration of First Eucharist.  
They embroider a white garment, a symbol of 
their baptism that they wear to their First 
Communion. 
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The Atrium is integrally tied with the Parish 
Sacramental Preparation program.  During the 
“First Sacraments” year, parents attend parish-
wide Sacramental Preparation parent meetings.  
Children and parents use Sacramental 
Preparation home study materials together.  
Children and parents may also attend selected 
Church sessions and rehearsals with the broader 
Sacramental Preparation community.  Note that 
children in the Atrium do not need to register for 
“small group” sessions. The Atrium functions as 
their small group.  A calendar will be provided 
that shows special Sacramental Preparation 
events. 
 

Level III 
 
The 9-12 child continues to grow socially, 
mentally, and spiritually. Typically, this child is in 
4th – 6th grade.   This child continues to be 
interested in his or her role in the great passage 
of time.  The child can absorb and analyze more 
information about the expanse of history and 
relate diverse themes together. Timelines remain 
an important part of the Atrium experience.  They 
provide more opportunities for research and 
relating salvation history to the child’s own 
experience.  Developmentally, the child is calmer 
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• Electronic communications allow us to keep 
you more fully apprised of your child’s Atrium 
experience.  We will use the email address 
you provide on the Registration Form to 
communicate schedule updates, special 
events, and other important information.  If 
you do not have access to email, please 
consult with your catechist regarding the 
best means of communication. 
 

• Parents are to inform the Atrium staff of any 
changes in address, telephone number or 
health data to keep the child’s records 
current.  

 
• The child’s NAME should be on every item of 

clothing (e.g. hats, scarves, gloves, sweaters, 
etc.).  

•  
• Please dress your child appropriately for 

Atrium activity.  Comfortable clothing 
suitable for a school environment where 
children work both at tables and on the floor 
is appropriate. 
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Arrival and Dismissal 

 
Parents are responsible for providing or 
arranging all transportation to and from the 
Atrium session for their child.  
 
• Please arrive in front of the Atrium no more 

than 5 minutes ahead of time.  Please bring 
your child to the bathroom before Atrium 
starts. Children should wait on the chairs 
outside of the Atrium.  Please do not allow 
your child to enter the Atrium before the 
session starts. 
 

• If someone other than a parent is to pick up 
the child, a note signed by a parent must be 
sent to the Atrium with the child.  No child will 
be released to an unauthorized person.   
 

• Children will remain in the Atrium until the 
parent arrives.  A catechist or an assistant will 
stand at the Atrium door and dismiss each 
child as the parent arrives.  If the parent 
comes in to the Atrium to help move 
furniture, the parent is responsible for his or 
her children from that point forward. 
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and more focused than during the 6-9 phase.  
The older child can also draw connections 
between moral themes in scripture and their own 
spiritual experience.   The 9-12 year old also takes 
a greater leadership role in the Atrium, planning 
more complex prayer and managing their 
progress through works in the Atrium. 

 
CGS & RCIA Adapted for Children 

 
At St. Michael, children who are preparing for the 
initiation sacraments through the RCIA adapted 
for children participate in Atrium sessions as part 
of their preparation process.  They are usually 
registered in one of the Level II/III sessions.  In 
addition to the Atrium sessions, there are also 
interviews, retreats, and Sunday Dismissals that 
are a part of this initiation process.  We are often 
looking for adults willing to sponsor RCIA children 
or to otherwise assist with the RCIA ministry.  
Please contact the Steward for RCIA, Debs 
Dugan at 360-272-7117 or e-mail her at 
ddugan@saintmichaelparish.org for more details. 

 
CGS Catechists 

 
Each session has a lead catechist and usually 
one or more assistants.  Lead catechists have 
received specialized training and national 
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certification.  Some assistants may have this 
training also.  All catechists and assistants have 
taken the Safe Environment Training. 
 

Parent Responsibilities 
 
• Parents are requested to complete the 

following forms: 
a. Faith Formation Registration Form and 

Emergency Release Form 
b. Atrium Stewardship Survey 

 
• Periodically parent meetings are offered in 

order to further acquaint parents with the 
Atrium and the works in which their children are 
engaged.  
 

• Read and respond (as appropriate) to 
communications from the Atrium and apprise 
us of any challenges, concerns, or celebrations 
that may impact your child or your family’s 
CGS experience. 

 
• Parents of children preparing for First 

Sacraments also attend Sacramental 
Preparation parent meetings.  
 

• Parents are encouraged to read suggested 
materials.  A resources list is included at the 
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Inclement Weather Policy 
 
• If the Olympia School District or St. Michael 

School cancels school for weather-related 
reasons, Atrium sessions will be cancelled.  If 
either has a late start because of the 
weather, morning sessions will be canceled. 
 

• If weather conditions deteriorate during the 
day, Atrium sessions may be cancelled even 
if schools are in session.  Check your email 
and the parish website for updates. 

 
• In addition, if the electricity is out or if the 

Parish cancels all parish events for any 
reason, Atrium will be canceled. 

 
• On any day when the weather is 

questionable, please check with the parish 
office at 754-4667 or the parish website. 
www.saintmichaelparish.org.  After 5:00 P.M. 
the office will make every attempt to update 
the office recording.  If the phones are out, 
we will make every attempt to update the 
website regarding the status of parish events.   
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exhibiting flu-like symptoms wear a surgical mask 
and that those caring for the ill child also wear a 
mask.   
 
 
Hand Hygiene and respiratory etiquette 
Please coach children to wash hands frequently 
with soap and water when possible, and cover 
noses and mouths with a tissue when coughing or 
sneezing into a shirt sleeve or elbow if no tissue is 
available.  Gel hand cleanser and/or disinfectant 
will be available in the Atrium.   
 
Please notify the staff if your child has an allergy 
to hand-sanitizing products.   
 
Stay home if other members of the household are 
ill with the flu 
Students who have an ill household member 
should stay home for five days from the day the 
first household member got sick.  This is the time 
period they are most likely to get sick themselves.   
 
Food Allergies.  Some members of our 
community have severe food allergies.  Please 
do not send in birthday treats or other snacks to 
share.   
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back of this handbook.  The “Peek Inside the 
Atrium” series also provides valuable 
information for the parent. Some helpful links to 
websites, videos, and articles may be found at 
our tab on the parish website, 
saintmichaelparish.org.  Select “Learn” and 
then “Catechesis of the Good Shepherd” form 
more information. 

 
Volunteering 

 
CGS at St. Michael relies heavily on your 
stewardship of time.  There are many ways in 
which family members can volunteer with this 
ministry.  We strongly urge you to consider sharing 
at least 5 hours of your time this to help the 
Atrium run more smoothly.   Please complete 
attached Atrium Stewardship Form.   Contact 
Mary Trotter at the Parish Office (292-7145) or 
your child’s catechist if you wish to volunteer. 
Inform your catechist of the best way to 
communicate with you. 
 

When Challenges Occur 
 

In your child’s best interest, please speak with 
your child’s catechist about any concerns you 
may have so that together a solution can be 
developed. 
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Separation Anxiety.  Occasionally a child has 
difficulty separating from his or her parent.  We 
have successfully integrated such children in the 
past, usually by allowing the parent to stay with 
the child in the Atrium for a while and gradually 
having the parent sit further away, then 
ultimately leaving the child in the Atrium.  We are 
happy to work with you to find a solution for your 
child.   
 
Meeting Individual Needs.  The Atrium is uniquely 
suited to adapting to a broad range of individual 
differences.  We encourage all families to share 
with us information about ideas to assist a child in 
getting the most out of his or her CGS 
experience.  Please do not wait to communicate 
any ideas, recommendations or strategies to us. 
 
Settling In.   Some children may take several 
weeks or even longer before they adapt to the 
rhythm of the Atrium.  If you are concerned in 
any way about how your child is doing in the 
Atrium, please contact your child’s catechist.  If 
we are concerned that your child’s needs are 
not being met by the Atrium, we will contact you 
about the best way to serve those needs.   
 

 13 

Withdrawal.  Please contact your child’s 
catechist before deciding that the Atrium is not a 
good match for your child.  If you do decide to 
withdraw your child, be sure to notify the 
catechist or the Parish Office. 
 

Health and Absence Policies 
 
When a child will be absent due to illness or other 
reason, a parent should contact the lead 
catechist prior to the Atrium session.   If the 
parent is unable to contact the lead catechist, 
please leave a message with the Faith Formation 
staff at the Parish Office (754-4667). 
 
Stay home when sick 
Those with flu-like symptoms should stay home for 
at least 24 hours after they no longer have a 
fever, without the use of fever-reducing 
medicines.  They should stay at home during this 
period even if they are using anti-bacterial 
medications.  
 
Separate ill students and staff  
Should a student become ill while in attendance 
at an Atrium session, s/he will be taken to a room 
set apart from other students until a parent or 
guardian can take them home.  The Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) recommends that anyone 


