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Building Resilient Youth
A Memorial Tribute Through the Gift of Music
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PRIDE IN THE PACK

FROM THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES

President Announcement

BOARD OF TRUSTEES

On behalf of The Board of Trustees at Nativity Jesuit Academy we are pleased
to announce the appointment of Vanessa Solis as the school’s next president.
Vanessa has served as Nativity’s first ever K4 teacher, director of elementary
school education and became the principal in 2018.

CHAIR
Jay Schwister

Over her past seven years at Nativity, Vanessa has continually impressed us
with her thoughtfulness, humility and intentional decision-making. As our
first Latina president, Vanessa is starting a new chapter in Nativity’s history
and it is a privilege to serve alongside her in our mission.
Vanessa will formally transition to the president’s role effective July 1. Past
Nativity president Sue Smith will remain in a consulting role to support
her during the transition to this new role. The Board of Trustees is grateful
for Sue’s continued dedication and leadership to Nativity as interim
president during the search and as an invaluable resource to Vanessa as she
transitions. We are also grateful to the Presidential Search Committee for
leading this process.

TRUSTEES
Rev. Richard Abert, S.J.
Genaro Baez
Sandra Chavez
Andres Gonzalez
Peggy Hauser
Edward Kitz
Rev. Jeffrey T. LaBelle, S.J.
Stephanie Laudon
Rev. Doug Leonhardt, S.J.
Fran Maloney
Rev. Mike Marco, S.J.
Dan Nigro
Jim Parks
Jeffrey Ruidl

Thank you for joining me in welcoming Vanessa to this new role and for your
continued support of Nativity students. Together we will continue to educate
youth for lives of Christian leadership and service.
Sincerely,

Andrew Schlidt III
Andrea Scrobel
Julie Steinhafel
Andrew Stith
EMERITI TRUSTEES

Jay Schwister				Andrea Scrobel
Board of Trustees Chair			
Board of Trustees Vice Chair
Nativity Jesuit Academy 		
Presidential Search Committee Chair		
					Nativity Jesuit Academy

Anthea (Tia) Bojar, Ph.D.

Nativity Jesuit by the Numbers

STUDENTS

97%

Students receiving need-based financial
aid through Choice vouchers

99%

Families self-identifying as Catholic

100%

Students self-identifying as Latino

258

OUR MODEL

100%

RESULTS

#1

Families participated in virtual home
visits and individual assessments
to start the year

Top-rated K-8 school in
southeastern Wisconsin according to the
Wisconsin Institute of Law and Liberty

>90%

26

Students chose in-person instruction
through hybrid learning

1:1

Every Nativity student has access to a
Chromebook to support virtual learning at
home and in the classroom

Total enrollment in K4-8th Grade

12

Average score for recent graduates
on the ACT, compared to national
average of 21 for all students,
and 19 for Latino students

100%
Recent alumni accepted
into college

Months of instruction to prevent the
summer slide

Joe Delgadillo
George Gaspar
Rev. William Johnson, S.J.
Donald Layden, Jr.
Bob Monday
David Murphy
Scott Roberts
John Stanley
Julie Tolan
Robert Wisniewski

Make Our Proven Results Possible!
A Nativity education makes a difference in the lives of our 258 scholars, but
our work would not be possible without community support from generous
donors like you. With gratitude, we invite you to join in making our mission
possible by giving a gift to support one of the following items from our
current wish list:

Michael Zielinski

• $15 covers a MAP test for one student. This incredibly useful tool helps
teachers see students’ individual progress in reading and math.

___________________

• $37 covers a cap, tassel and diploma for one graduating eighth grader.

NATIVITY JESUIT ACADEMY
1515 SOUTH 29TH ST.
MILWAUKEE, WI 53215

• $50 covers bait for our scholars to fish at Camp Thunderhead.
• $155 covers a month of music class for one grade level from the Wisconsin
Conservatory of Music.
• $260 covers lifeguard certification for one camp counselor.

Vanessa Solis joins students in Nativity’s STEM Lab in 2019.
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Cover photo
Incoming Nativity President
Vanessa Solis greets students
with a smile and a temperature
check as they arrive at school.

• $405 covers CPR certification for all camp counselors.
Please give today through the enclosed envelope or at nativityjesuit.org/support.
Thank you for making a Nativity Jesuit education possible!
nativityjesuit.org | Spring 2021
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COVER STORY

Return to In-Person Learning
A

fter 11 months of virtual learning, Nativity Jesuit Academy welcomed our
first group of students back into the classroom for hybrid learning on
February 1, 2021. Through careful planning and coordination with families,
we have been able to safely resume in-person classes. At first, we began with
hybrid learning in which students attended classes in person two days per week
and virtually using Zoom video conferencing and Google Classroom three
days per week. Recently, we have increased in-person attendance to four days
per week with virtual instruction on Fridays. Through physical improvements
and flexible strategies, we have been able to provide Nativity students with a
renewed sense of normalcy this spring.
Keeping the Building Safe

Every morning begins with health
screenings, temperature checks and
hand sanitizer.
Students carry water bottles instead of
using drinking fountains to avoid the
spread of germs.
Middle school students get back in the
art room for pour painting.

Our top priority at Nativity is to create a healthy
and safe environment for students to learn
and grow. Every morning, families and staff
complete a basic health screening before leaving
home. When they enter school we complete a
second verbal screening and temperature check.
According to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), the risk of COVID-19
transmission in schools is typically less than
in other settings when appropriate mitigation
strategies are followed.1 “At Nativity we are
constantly monitoring CDC guidelines and have
set up our space to encourage safe behaviors,”
says Director of Operations Jon Nowak.

protective equipment, signage and additional
cleaning services to keep our school safe,”
Nowak explains.

Finding Creative Solutions
Over the past several months, schools across the
country have struggled and experimented with
safe ways to return to in-person instruction. Their
examples have provided best practices which
have guided a safer reopening for Nativity.
Some ideas such as “Noodle Tag” in which
players use a foam pool noodle to maintain

Some of the changes have been as simple as
rearranging desks to be socially distant, or
removing large tables from the cafeteria, but
others have been costly. For instance, touchless
water bottle filling stations would have been
a luxury in the past, but are now essential to
reduce shared surfaces throughout the building.
In addition to funding the new water stations,
“we have been blessed to have community
support in purchasing adequate personal
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Science Brief: Transmission of
SARS-CoV-2 in K-12 schools.” Covid-19, 2 February 2021, https://www.cdc.gov/
coronavirus/2019-ncov/more/science-and-research/transmission_k_12_schools.
html#print. Accessed 16 March 2021.

1
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RETURNING TO IN-PERSON LEARNING

Through a series of surveys and extensive
parent discussions, the hybrid learning planning
team developed cohorts based on carpool
groups and conducted outreach on how Nativity
would reopen safely. While a few families still
opted to continue virtual learning due to health
or personal concerns, more than 90 percent of
Nativity students have now returned for in-person
instruction as we transition from two-day to fourday in-person learning.

Thank you for continuing to support Nativity
students and faculty as we navigate the
challenges of educating in a pandemic. It
is only through your continued prayers,
investment and partnership that we are able
to sustain the mission of educating youth
for lives of Christian leadership and service.
Please stay well and know that we hold you in
our hearts always. •

Finding a Sense of Normalcy

Second grade students engage with their virtual classmates at a morning meeting during hybrid learning.

social distance during recess, or “Zombie
Arms” in which students walk with their arms
outstretched to ensure proper distancing in line,
were easy to adopt.
However, other strategies such as dividing
students into hybrid learning cohorts needed
to be customized for the community we
serve. One of our greatest challenges was
how to effectively determine which student
groups would attend in person on Monday
and Wednesday versus Tuesday and Thursday
during hybrid learning. While many schools
have divided students alphabetically, we knew
that would be a barrier to in-person learning for
our families.

Eighth grade students enjoy partner discussions in class.
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Of Nativity’s 258 students, 97 percent come
from low-income families. As such, Nativity
parents often have less flexibility around
transportation or childcare options compared
to more affluent parents at other schools.
Many Nativity families also live in multi-family
households with cousins or other extended
family who may not share a common last name.

School looks different today than it did before
the pandemic. The spaces have changed to
accommodate distancing, masks are a constant
accessory and hand hygiene is always top of
mind. With so many changes, you might expect
school to feel completely different, but students
say the sense of security and connection that
make Nativity a special place has not changed.
The eighth grade class recently shared their
feelings on the return to in-person instruction
through an anonymous reflection, and all voiced
a similar theme: “Being back at school, I felt
normal again. I was tired at first, but it is fun and
I am happy to be back.”

First grade students practice math with their desks safely distanced.

Looking Ahead to Summer
Year-round education is a core element of the Nativity model for student success. This year grades
2-5 will have the opportunity to attend summer school in person at Nativity with reduced class sizes.
As in years past, this will be a shortened school day with lessons in math and reading as well as fun
activities.
In a typical year, middle school students entering grades 6-8 would spend four weeks at Camp
Thunderhead, Nativity’s Northwoods Campus in Iron County, Wisconsin. Current health and safety
recommendations would not permit so many students to stay at our camp at any one time. Instead,
each class is anticipated to spend one week at the Northwoods Campus with the remainder of their
summer instruction held virtually.

nativityjesuit.org | Spring 2021
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ACADEMIC DIFFERENCE

Building Resilient Youth
A

lthough the current
global health crisis has
affected us all, many of us
are particularly concerned
about how this pandemic
has impacted children.
“Every single person,
our students included, is
experiencing COVID as some
level of trauma,” Nativity
Academic Interventionist
Rose Oldenburg reflects.
“This trauma impacts how
our students’ brains take in
information.”

Our faculty and staff continue to face the
formidable task of educating during a pandemic
as they transition rigorous grade-level content
to virtual and hybrid formats. Some students
who previously struggled academically are
now further behind in their learning. At Nativity,
we see the challenges of learning during the
pandemic complicated by several factors –
including parents who have lost their jobs or
who face new financial hardship, as well as the
majority of Nativity families who face a language
barrier (speaking Spanish at home while
instruction is in English).

Nativity’s Academic Intervention Program
What happens when a student experiences an
academic or behavioral challenge that gets in the
way of their learning?
The first step is a strong foundation of best
practices in classroom instruction for all students.
At Nativity, we prioritize small group instruction
at each student’s level with individualized
feedback to help students learn and grow.

supports, a third layer of daily, one-on-one
support with our interventionist provides
targeted and intensive instruction. This databased approach is a team effort of collaboration
between the classroom teacher, academic
intervention team, school social worker and
parents to understand gaps, create a plan,
and assess progress towards academic and
behavioral goals.

An Unshakable Desire to Learn
Because we are able to address the academic
and behavioral challenges that our students
face, a Nativity education remains highly rated
in southeastern Wisconsin and the rest of the
state. Nativity teachers fiercely believe that every
student has the right to learn and experience
success. “The kids know that they have a team
fighting for them and they want to do well,”
says Oldenburg. “My job is to advocate for our
kids but also to teach them how to advocate for
themselves. Fortunately, I see that many of our
students who struggle the most have the most
willpower and desire to learn.” •

If more practice is needed to
master content or skills, students
benefit from additional small
groups with our academic
intervention team which includes
our interventionist and aides.
This extra support supplements
teachers’ classroom instruction
by reteaching skills or providing
accommodations to help students
learn in the way that works best
for them.
For the small percentage of
students who are still struggling
even after these additional
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“The kids know that they
have a team fighting for them
and they want to do well.”
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LEGACY GIFT TO NATIVITY

A Memorial Tribute Through the Gift of Music
G

rowing up as the daughter of immigrants during the Great
Depression, Alice Ziolkowski learned to make the most of what she
had. After attending St. Hyacinth Grade School where English
was her second language, Alice earned a scholarship to
Mercy High School, an all-girl Catholic school. There
she learned firsthand the value of a quality, wellrounded, faith-based education. At Mercy she
was involved in student productions, including
directing an original melodrama.

Knowing that education is crucial to
success, Alice did what she could to help
others academically throughout her life. The
mission of Nativity Jesuit struck a resonant
chord with her, and she became a regular
contributor to give others the opportunities she
had experienced. When Alice passed away last
year, her family wanted to do something special to
honor her memory – so they chose to combine two
of her passions, the power of education and importance
of the fine arts, by underwriting two trimesters of Nativity’s
music partnership with the Wisconsin Conservatory of Music.
We can just imagine how happy it would make Alice to know what
her family did for the students at Nativity in loving memory of her…
Somehow, we think she knows!
Thank you, Alice! •
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Alex Randazzo of Wisconsin Conservatory of Music brings his enthusiasm to Nativity classes.

Fifth grade students discuss the music of Ella Fitzgerald.

PLANNED GIVING

As an adult, Catholic education and music
lessons were a priority for Alice’s own
children, and later in life her love of the arts
led Alice to experience drama, dance and
music performances in new ways as an
usher at the Pabst Theater.

First grade students get to know each other with a name song.

Third grade students hop out of their seats to share their feelings in music class.

Planning in a pandemic world can be difficult. We live in a time that is full of uncertainties, but
we also have hope that a better future is on the horizon. Despite the challenges, we still plan for
weddings, vacations, retirement, our own futures and the futures of our children.
Did you know that a simple way to make a planned gift to Nativity Jesuit Academy is to designate
our school as a beneficiary on a whole life insurance policy? For more information on making a
planned gift, please contact Monika Sobierajski at sobierajskim@nativityjesuit.org or 414-645-1060
ext 254. You can also visit nativityjesuit.org/support. •
The information above is not intended as legal, financial or tax advice. Please consult an attorney, financial advisor
or tax advisor in your planning.

nativityjesuit.org | Spring 2021
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ALUMNI NEWS

Giving Back Through Jesuit Education

A

s a rising sixth grader, his new school
uniform was just one of the reasons
Brayan Beltran ‘06 was dubious about attending
Nativity Jesuit. The small school, still at the
old St. Patrick Parish location, also featured
extended school days and year-round classes
including a month away from home at the
Northwoods Campus in Iron County, Wisconsin.
While it felt daunting at first, Brayan began to
realize the power of a Jesuit education within
the first year.
“At Nativity, I was held to high expectations,” he
says, adding that “even though the standards
were high, it never felt impossible. The support
was always there to get you through.” Whether
it was tutoring in study hall or simply an extra
word of encouragement, Brayan knew he was
never alone at Nativity. After eighth grade he
went on to graduate from Marquette University
High School (MUHS), an option he was unaware
of before coming to Nativity.
Through his time at Nativity and MUHS, Brayan
came to appreciate the values and structure
of a Jesuit education. So, when he saw a job
opening at Cristo Rey Jesuit High School in
Milwaukee, it felt like his opportunity to give
back. As a result, today he coaches students
through their first professional internships as
a staff member in the school’s Corporate Work
Study Program.
“For me, helping these young people of color to
be prepared for life after high school or college
is part of being committed to justice,” says
Brayan, who notes that many of his students’
experiences parallel his own childhood as the
son of Mexican immigrants on the southside
of Milwaukee. He takes great pride in showing
students the same support he felt at Nativity
and enjoys preparing them for lives of servant
leadership.
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Alumni Notes
• Guillermo Pavon-Prieto ‘18 was a member
of the state-champion Marquette University
High School soccer team.
• Roberto Zuñiga ‘17 has earned a full
academic scholarship to attend Wisconsin
Lutheran College where he will play for the
school’s soccer team.

• The Nativity Jesuit Alumni Association
organized their first virtual town hall on
December 1, 2020. They are now reaching out
to class groupings for follow up. If you are
interested in getting involved, please contact
alumni@nativityjesuit.org. •

• Roberto Zuñiga ‘17, Leonel Correa ‘17,
Emmanuel Lopez ‘17, and Yulian Plascencia
’17 joined freshmen and their mentors at
their February monthly meeting to share
their experiences and the wisdom they have
gained throughout their time in high school.

“For me, helping these young people
of color to be prepared for life after
high school or college is part of being
committed to justice.”

Brayan Beltran ’06 with wife, Sara, and daughter, Eva

Brayan also continues to give back as a founding
member of the Nativity Jesuit Alumni Association
(NJAA). “You hear about alumni associations for
colleges and high schools, but rarely for middle
schools like Nativity,” he says. “That level of
commitment is the bond Nativity creates. No
matter when you graduated, you are always
a part of the Nativity family.” Brayan looks
forward to seeing more of his Nativity brothers
volunteering as NJAA continues to grow. •

If you are interested in learning more about
the Nativity Jesuit Alumni Association or
getting in touch with former classmates
visit nativityjesuit.org/alumni or contact
alumni@nativityjesuit.org.

• Ten members of Nativity’s class of 2018
participated in an eight-week ACT prep
course offered in partnership with Galin
Education. The class met three hours per
week to prepare students for the April exam.
Students who participated in the course
in spring 2020 saw an average increase of
three composite points on their official ACT.
• Jesse Fonseca ‘98, the restaurateur known
for Sabor Tropical in Bay View, has opened
his second restaurant in Milwaukee’s Story
Hill neighborhood: Caliente Latin Kitchen &
Rum Bar at 5108 West Bluemound Road.

High school seniors from Nativity’s Class of 2017 and their mentors offer advice to
current freshmen on making the most of our Graduate Support Program.

Transform Lives by Becoming a Mentor

N

ativity Jesuit graduates are
matched with an adult mentor at
the start of their freshman year of high
school. Are you interested in helping
to guide Nativity graduates through
the successes and challenges they will
encounter during their high school
career? Please contact Kevin Foley at
foleyk@nativityjesuit.org to learn more. •
nativityjesuit.org | Spring 2021
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NATIVITY NEWS

Three Nativity Alumni Accepted into Educational Opportunity
Program at Marquette University
Emmanuel Lopez ‘17, Diego Ocampo ‘17, and
Yulian Plascencia ‘17 have been accepted to
participate in the Educational Opportunity
Program–Student Support Services (EOP-SSS)
at Marquette University. This program supports
first-generation and low-income students
who demonstrate motivation, maturity and a
genuine interest in pursuing academic goals
and have a need for academic support.
Students in EOP-SSS participate in a sixweek residential experience before freshman
year where they complete two three-credit
courses. They receive one-on-one and small
group academic tutoring, career and personal
counseling as well as individualized financial
aid counseling and financial assistance.

“EOP will help me achieve my goals at
Marquette by providing me the resources
and tutoring that I need to excel.”

Emmanuel Lopez ‘17
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Emmanuel Lopez is thankful for the resources
this program will provide. “EOP will help me
achieve my goals at Marquette by providing
me the resources and tutoring that I need to
excel,” he said.
Marquette University’s Educational Opportunity
Program also includes a pre-college program,
Upward Bound. This program prepares firstgeneration and income-eligible students to
enter and successfully complete college. High
schoolers participate in specialized classes,
weekend tutoring sessions, college placement
assistance, career development labs, academic
and personal counseling, and social/cultural
activities and trips throughout the school year.
Diego Ocampo was one of eleven Nativity
alumni in the Upward Bound program and is
excited to continue his journey to Marquette
University with EOP-SSS. When asked about
what the Educational Opportunity Program
means to him, Diego focused on the financial
opportunities the program offers. “EOP means
that I have an opportunity to go to a really
good college like Marquette,” he said. “It
helps me afford Marquette because my family
doesn’t have a lot of money, so I now have the
opportunity to get a good education and help
my family out financially.”

Meet a Lobo

W

hen Marco Adame
walked into Nativity
as a Spanish teacher in
the fall of 2016, the school
immediately felt like home to
him. As a Mexican immigrant,
Adame fell in love with the
celebration of culture at
Nativity and saw our students
as a reflection of himself.
Five years later, he serves
as one of our two assistant
principals, focused on school
culture and discipline. “I
have never enjoyed a job
more,” reflects Adame. “I get to help the community, see the
incredible results that our students and teachers achieve, and
support others in reaching for their dreams.”
Adame considers himself just one piece in the puzzle
that makes Nativity so successful. “Everybody here—the
teachers, students, staff, parents, donors —are part of making
this dream happen,” he says. “There are no small parts. We
are a team and all have an important role to play.”
In turn, Adame has big hopes and dreams for Nativity
students: “I want to inspire a love of service in our scholars.
I want them to learn and grow, then come back to the
southside of Milwaukee and give back to others. I want
Nativity to be seen as the seed from which the southside of
Milwaukee is flourishing.” •

As a college preparatory academy, Nativity’s
mission does not stop when our students enter
high school. The Graduate Support Program
stays with our families through high school
and beyond. We are grateful for exceptional
programs like the Educational Opportunity
Program at Marquette University which make
a college education more attainable for our
students, and congratulate Emmanuel, Diego
and Yulian for their tremendous achievement. •

Scholarship
Dinner Moves
to Spring 2022

A

fter more than a year of
social distancing, we can
hardly wait to gather again
with supporters and friends
of Nativity Jesuit Academy
at the Annual Scholarship
Dinner. Even as the vaccine
rollout is underway, the return
to normalcy will be a slow
process. We understand that not
everyone will be comfortable
gathering in person when we
would typically hold this event
in the fall. In deference to the
safety of our school community,
and comfort of our guests, the
next Annual Scholarship Dinner
will be in the spring of 2022. •

Martha Perez greets guests with her K4 students at
the 2019 Scholarship Dinner.

If you have questions about
sponsorships or are interested
in helping to plan the Spring
2022 Scholarship Dinner, please
reach out to Carolyn Spath at
spathc@nativityjesuit.org or
414-645-1060 ext 154.

“I want Nativity to be seen as the
seed from which the southside of
Milwaukee is flourishing.”

nativityjesuit.org | Spring 2021
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GOLF OUTING 2021

Monday, August 2, 2021 at Westmoor Country Club
nativitygolf.givesmart.com

ANNUAL SCHOLARSHIP DINNER

		Watch for details about our Spring 2022 event

Stay connected with Nativity Jesuit Academy
by updating your email address at
16

nativityjesuit.org/email
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