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Setting Sights on Life After High School
One Sunday at church, Johnetta Johnson’s pastor 
preached about the importance of moving out of 
comfort zones. It was a message Johnson didn’t 
necessarily want to hear. 

Johnson, Purcell Marian Class of 1994 and veteran 
educator, had been in conversation with Purcell 
Marian’s leadership team about the possibility of 
becoming Dean of Students.

“I didn’t want to leave my classroom,” says Johnson, 
who had been teaching American Sign Language 
(ASL) to students on the bottom floor at the Castle. 
“I didn’t even want to go upstairs,” she laughs.

Her pastor’s sermon cracked open the possibility 
for Johnson. Soon after, she accepted the role with 
one exception - that she could still teach in the 
classroom, at least some of the time. 

Communication, Accountability, and a  
Little Love

Johnson’s parents sent her to Purcell Marian 
because they liked the discipline, structure, and 
foundation Catholic education provided. For one 
year of her education, Johnson’s parents sent her to 
public school, but she returned to Catholic school 
the next year.

“I wasn’t a ‘bad’ kid,” Johnson says. “But if I could 
get away with something, well then I’d try to get 
away with it.” That’s pretty much true for her 

students today, she says, as she begins her fourth 
year as Dean of Students and her 22nd year of 
teaching at Purcell Marian.

Johnson’s approach to 
discipline is conversation 
and accountability. The 
first thing she does 
when a student is facing 
a problem is have a 
conversation with him or 
her. Oftentimes there is 
another party involved. “Eighty-five to 90  
percent of the time, the issue is miscommunication,” 
says Johnson.

The second thing Johnson does is hold students 
accountable. “Even if the problem came from 
miscommunication or misunderstanding, there  
has to be accountability,” says Johnson. “We are 
each accountable for our actions, and I teach 
students that.” 

“I also tell my students that I love them,” says 
Johnson. “They sometimes don’t want to hear it, 
but I tell them anyway because I mean it, and they 
need to hear it.” 

“My Kingdom Assignment” 

Johnson believes in living and learning honestly 
with each other. “Going to games, talking to 
parents, walking with students, and relying on my 
leadership team are all part of what I consider 
my job,” Johnson says. “I can’t do my job without 
learning from other people.” 

This is perhaps why Johnson is respected - if not 
beloved - at Purcell Marian. “My work is my ministry 
- my kingdom assignment,” Johnson says, joyfully.

When Johnson was a full-time American Sign 
Language (ASL) teacher at Purcell Marian, she only 
knew the names of her students. “At graduation, I 
wouldn’t know many of the graduates crossing the 
stage,” she says. Now, she knows each student by 
name, and she still keeps in touch with dozens of 
students long after they graduate. 

“Knowing each student is my favorite part of my 
job,” Johnson says. “I love touching every single 
kid’s life. Plus, they keep me young.”

Chris Wilke has always been called to the “practical 
outcome” of education. Whether as a  teacher, 
instructor, administrator, or program director, 
the veteran educator of 23 years is interested in 
what makes education relevant and personal for 
students. In short, he values the question, Why am I 
doing this? 

At Purcell Marian, the answer to this question is  
as diverse as the student body. Students are 
working toward varied paths, customized to reflect 
each individual’s self-discovery, hard work, and 
unique opportunities. 

A few years ago, Wilke was contacted by Purcell 
Marian Principal Andy Farsfing, who wanted 
someone to design an intentional pathway for 
students looking at workforce options after high 
school. Andy had just launched Purcell Marian’s 3E 
Guarantee, which strives to ensure every student 
graduates enrolled, enlisted, or employed.

Wilke, who had taught at Purcell Marian from  
2002-2008, was the perfect fit for the job. His 
passion for the pragmatics of education and an 
a�nity for the diversity at Purcell Marian was 
exactly what was needed to build and launch a  
new Career Initiatives Program.

“I Just Got Here”

Starting freshman and sophomore years, Wilke and 
his team in the College and Career Department 
work with students to build a digital portfolio that 
showcases each student’s best work - papers, tests, 
projects. “Think of it as a digital resume,” Wilke says.

But it’s not just about collecting artifacts. “It’s 
about reflecting on what makes a student proud 
of himself or herself and identifying and using their 
God-given talents,” he says. “And even though it’s 
like ‘I just got here!’, students learn early on that 
Purcell Marian is about discovering what really 
excites them - that our education is designed to 
welcome all.”

The Heavy Lifting 

Junior and senior years, the heavy lifting begins: 
Students who choose college are preparing the 
lengthy applications. Students who choose the 
military are preparing for recruiter meetings and 
interviews. Students who choose the workforce  
are taking career-specific classes and applying to 
pre-internships.

American Sign Language (ASL) is a beautiful 
language, says Johnson. “It is also a very direct 
language, in that you get right to the heart of the 
matter when you are communicating.” As Dean of 
Students, Johnson prides herself on getting straight 
to the matter. “I’m to the point - I want to know 
what we did, what we are doing, and what we are 
going to do about it.”

SHE WILL KNOW 
YOU BY NAME  
(& SHE WILL 
REMEMBER  
YOU, TOO)

What’s more Marianist than that?
“Some Catholic schools are exclusively college 
prep. We call ourselves exclusively ‘what you want 
to do,’” smiles Wilke. “But that comes with a lot of 
reflection and responsibility.” As a result, Purcell 
Marian has become a highly personalized college 
and career school, with intentional pathways 
for college, military, and career - reflecting the 
diversity and talents of the student body. “We 
welcome all,” says Wilke. “What could be more 
Marianist than that?”
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