Sister Joan Sopha, OP
1928-2017
Sister Joan Sopha, born in Port Huron, Michigan, on December 12, 1928,
was second youngest of eight children born to Herbert and Mary (Lynch)
Sopha. She was born at home and, because she barely weighed one and a
half pounds, was baptized a few weeks later.
Sister Joan’s father was an engineer at Edison and her mother was a
homemaker. The eight children attended St. Stephen Grade School staffed
by the Immaculate Heart of Mary (IHM) Sisters from Monroe. She continued
her education at St. Stephen High School, where she graduated in 1947.
In her biography, Sister Joan is described as actively participating in high school basketball and tennis
games. In fact, it was after a game with St. Joseph High School in Port Huron that Sister Joan first met the
Adrian Dominican Sisters. What impressed her most was the Sisters’ outgoing spirit because they
attended all of St. Joseph’s athletic events to support their team.
During the summers after her junior and senior year in high school, Sister Joan worked at Chrysler and
then at Michigan National Bank in Port Huron. These work experiences helped her realize that she was
more interested in religious life than in an office career.
Sister Joan’s father supported her decision to enter the congregation, but her mother did not approve. In
her biography, Joan was described as “troubled by this, knowing that her mother had many relatives who
had chosen to embrace religious life in their Canadian homeland, whereas her father’s family had no such
experiences.” Eventually her mother relented and signed the required application forms.
One year after graduating from high school, Sister Joan entered the postulate on June 27, 1948, at the
age of nineteen. She began her canonical year on December 30, 1948, where she received her religious
name, Sister Daniel Michael. She made first profession on December 31, 1949.
In August 1950, Sister Joan began her twenty-six years teaching primary grades in nine parish
elementary schools. Her first assignment was at St. John Nepomucene School in Cleveland where she
taught for one year. Then she was sent to St. Ann in West Palm Beach, Florida, where she taught for
eight years.
During those eight years, she also began her undergraduate studies at Barry College during the summer.
By 1957 she had completed her studies and received a bachelor’s degree in English.
In 1959, Sister Joan returned to Michigan, where she continued to teach primary grades for the next
seventeen years. She taught at St. Basil School in East Detroit for two years, St. Jude in Detroit for two
years, St. Mary School in New Baltimore for two years, and St. Peter School in Harper Woods for one
year. In 1966, she was sent to St. Ambrose School, where she taught for four years. This was followed by
one year at St. Margaret School in St. Clair Shores.
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By the mid-60s, Sister Joan had begun her graduate studies at Wayne State University in Detroit. When
she received her master’s degree in education in 1971, she used the congregation option of open
placement and moved to Grosse Pointe Farms, Michigan, where she had accepted a position to serve as
reading consultant at Our Lady Star of the Sea School. She continued there for five years, serving as
consultant and later as classroom teacher. These were her last years ministering in primary education.
In 1976, Sister Joan accepted a position at Notre Dame, a boy’s college preparatory school in Harper
Woods. During her twenty years there, she introduced a high school English reading program and
developed new teaching methods that included the use of computers.
By1986, Sister Joan had introduced computerized reading to students. Her remedial reading lab helped
marginal students improve not only their reading skills but also their performance in other subjects as well.
An article, “Nun stresses importance of reading skills,” in the Michigan Catholic, February 22, 1985,
highlighted the success of Joan’s reading program.
Sister’s success rate supports her strong feelings about the importance of good reading skills. In
nine years, Sr. Joan has seen an 87% increase in the number of students going through her lab
and onto college. Although the majority of her students are from Notre Dame, accelerated lab
students are also coming from as far away as Algonac, New Baltimore and Taylor. Each class has
20 students sharing seven computers and sister works with about 150 students each semester.
In her 1991-1992 Annals section on accolades, recognitions, etc., Sister Joan wrote, “The University of
Michigan for the first time recognized my reading program [at Notre Dame High School] as a college
accepted credit.”
In addition to her ministry at Notre Dame, Sister Joan was also active in other projects. She served on the
Siena Heights College Southfield Center Advisory Council that researched and marketed college
programs on the east side of Detroit. She also arranged trips to locations in Detroit for students who had
never traveled outside their own neighborhood.
But Notre Dame High School in Harper Woods had begun to experience serious financial problems like
many other privately owned schools in the area. The school’s student enrollment began to decline in the
1980s and due to a major shift in the Catholic population from whom they recruited students, the Marist
Fathers knew there was little hope of increasing the size of the student body. They either had to close the
school or move it to a new location.
In 1996, when Sister .Joan ended her twenty years at Notre Dame, the school was purchased by the
Archdiocese of Detroit. The Marist Fathers gradually withdrew from the school in Harper Woods to open a
new Notre Dame High School in Pontiac, Michigan.
When Sister Joan resigned her position at Notre Dame, she began teaching part-time in Our Lady Star of
the Sea Parish religious education program. She also worked two nights a week in the adult education
program at St. Paul in Grosse Pointe, and helped write grants to give students opportunities to participate
in theatre projects. In her 1997-1998 annals, Sister Joan wrote, “One of my students was awarded a five
hundred dollar award for an essay written under my guidance.”
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Sister Joan also participated in L’Anse Creuse Public Schools Adult Education program by teaching
evening courses on Mondays and Wednesdays. When she retired in 1999, she received a plaque for her
fifteen years of service to L’Anse Creuse.
During her years of ministry in education, Sister Joan provided leadership in many areas. She conducted
specialized reading workshops, established learning centers for both private and public schools, critiqued
reading programs for Learning Consultants of New York, served on the School Board Council at Star of
the Sea School, was a member of both the negotiation committee for teachers and the principal council at
Notre Dame High School. She was a member of the American Reading Association, the Michigan
Reading Association and a Review Board Member for Microcomputer Programs: Instructional and
Communications Technology, Inc.
During the wake service, Sister Maria Goretti Browne, OP, Vicaress of the Adrian Dominican Vicariate,
said,
Joan moved here to the DLC in 2012. Once here, she made it her ministry to visit the Sisters while
she was still able, especially those who had few visitors. She endeared herself to the staff and I
have been amazed to note that some of them came to visit her on their days off to spend time with
her in her last illness.
She is also remembered as being extremely kind to those Sisters who entered at the same time
she did. They remember she was that way all through her life. She was very generous with her
time.
Sister Joan Sopha, OP, died on Thursday, June 8, 2017, at the Dominican Life Center in Adrian at the
age of eighty-eight.
Leon Olszamowski, S.M., Corporate President of Notre Dame Preparatory School and Marist Academy in
Pontiac, Michigan, presided at the Funeral Liturgy. Father Leon was principal of the Marist high school in
Harper Woods when Sister Joan was there. He began by saying, “Though not physically present, Joan is
still with us but in a new way. Even the readings 1 reflect Joan’s deep faith and lived spirituality. As Paul’s
message to the Thessalonians reminds us, “Be at peace among yourselves. Cheer the fainthearted,
support the weak, be patient with all. Rejoice always. Pray without ceasing.”
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Thessalonians 5:13-14, Matthew 6:25-34a
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LEFT: Joan (third from left, seated) with her parents, Herbert and Mary, and siblings.

LEFT: Celebrating Golden Jubilee in 1998. Left to right, Sisters Nora Brady, Dorothy Thielk, John Norton
Barrett, Margaret Urban, and Joan Sopha.
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LEFT: In Ogden, Utah in 1998 are (left to right) Sisters John Norton Barrett, Marie Geraldine Brownell,
Judith Mary Singer, Mary Catherine Jordan, Mary Frances Radtke, Margaret Urban, Dorothy Thielk, and
Joan Sopha.

LEFT: Sister Joan with her mother, Mary. RIGHT: Sister Joan with her family.
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Celebrating Diamond Jubilee in 2008. Back row, left to right: Sisters Nora Brady, Marie Geraldine
Brownell, Celestine Dunne, Alice Riegel, Patricia Wiley, John Norton Barrett, Mary Schmanger, and Therese
DeCanio. Front row, left to right: Sisters Mary Helen Mack, Joan Sopha, Mary E. Quinn, Dorothy Thielk,
Margaret Urban, Patricia Ann Hurley, Marion O’Connor, and Judith Mary Singer.
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