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R E V I E W  O F  P R E V I O U S  R E P O RT  
RECOMMENDATIONS ACTED UPON FROM 201 6 REPORT  

Recommendations from 2015 Ignatian Identity Review 

 
The previous Sponsorship Review occurred in February 2015.  At that point, Nativity Jesuit Middle 

School had just changed its name to Nativity Jesuit Academy.  The school growth plan was to add 

elementary grades.  During the 2014-15 school year, NJA launched a coed Kindergarten (4 year old) 

class in addition to our “traditional” 5th-8th grade middle school.  NJA had just over 100 students in 

total, and increased class sizes to 26 instead of 20.  Part of the rationale for the increased class size 

was a curriculum shift to become a blended learning school so that students would spend time on 

differentiated math and reading computer programs every day.  Though some of the 

recommendations on the report at that time proved to be crucial to our success in growing the 

school, other recommendations have been paused.  Here is a brief update and response to the eight 

recommendations that were made in the 2015 report. 

 

Recommendation #1: Create a sustainable structure for board member onboarding in 

Catholic, Jesuit mission and Ignatian discernment, as well as ongoing formation for board 

members who hold our Jesuit mission on behalf of the Church. Time and resources need to 

be prioritized to do this well. Recruiting a more diverse membership (skills, gender, 

ethnicity, community membership, capacity to provide resources) on the board will highlight 

the growing importance of a program to orientate and further form board members in 

Catholic, Jesuit mission. 

 

Update #1: Board member onboarding and ongoing formation has been an important priority.  The 

onboarding process includes an orientation with the Board Chair and President. 

We have developed comprehensive board resources including a board binder and board portal. In 

the board binder, detailed information regarding our mission and identity, bylaws, committee 

charges, board responsibilities, Jesuit sponsorship and Ignatian spirituality is included. The board 

portal has a digital copy of all items in the board binder, as well as a landing page for all board 

meeting materials and committee minutes. 

The Mission and Identity committee under the leadership of Fr. Doug Leonhardt and Fr. Rick Abert 

spent time outlining some of the key components of Ignatian discernment and spiritual exercises that 

were addressed during Ignatian moments at each board meeting.  During the 2019-20 school year, 

each board member received a copy of Moment by Moment, which became a springboard for reflection 

and discussion at quarterly meetings.  In addition, the Jesuit schools in Milwaukee (MUHS, Cristo 

Rey, and Nativity) collaborated on joint board retreats which fostered further growth in spiritual 

formation. The Governance Committee continues to look at diversity of professions and 

backgrounds to fill the needs of the board. It is often a topic of discussion on the Governance 

Committee and brought forward for discussion at board meetings. This year we added two new 

board members with diverse backgrounds and experiences (including adding three women and one 



 

 

of those is a Latina woman).  In addition, we are working to grow our alumni to serve on committees 

and eventually on the board as their professional skills lend to advancing our mission. 

 

Recommendation #2: Develop a tiered, multi-year structure for faculty/staff formation in Catholic, Jesuit mission. 

Catholic, Jesuit mission thrives at Nativity, a faith that does justice in service to the poor; a structured program with 

appropriate resources will help this reality flourish to its fullest potential, independent of present personnel. Financial 

resources and personnel need to be allocated by board and school leadership to ensure this happens; province and other 

Jesuit school resources can supplement. All personnel need to be prepared to provide students access to college and a 

fulfilled life, as well as access to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the fullness of the Catholic faith. Continue hiring 

engaged Catholics open to such a structured formation program to deepen their faith and equip them to evangelize 

NJA’s mission in its fullest sense. 

 

Update #2: The alignment to the mission of Nativity among all faculty and staff members remains a 

strength at Nativity.  Over the past several years, the school has allocated a stipend for the leaders of 

the ministry team to help take the lead on Ignatian formation sessions with all faculty and staff.  

Specific times were set aside each month in the school calendar for all faculty and staff to gather. 

Though the content may vary from year to year (from The Autobiography of St. Ignatius to Moment by 

Moment), the general format for these sessions has been prayer, whole group enrichment, small group 

discussion, and whole group closure/reflection.  Nearly one third of all employees have been at 

Nativity for two years or less, so the culture-building for reflection and discussion has been an 

important focus.  Veteran faculty/staff have been able to lead small groups.  Virtually all faculty and 

staff recognized the value in the hiring process for setting clear expectations for our shared mission 

work. 

 

NJA is in the process of establishing an Adult Ignatian Formation program.   During the 

2021-22 school year, we are drafting a multi-year Adult Ignatian Formation plan. This plan will be 

implemented starting with2022-23 school year. This plan will include formation surrounding the 

following: the life of St. Ignatius, the formation and structure of the Society of Jesus, Jesuit education 

including the standards and benchmarks, an in-depth dive to specifics of Ignatian spirituality, the 

Universal Apostolic Preferences, global citizenship, and a journey through the themes of the Spiritual 

Exercises. After completion of the proposed four-year plan, there will be continuing formation 

options which faculty and staff can select to lead their own development as an Ignatian educator. 

 

Recommendation #3: Discern how extensively NJA wants to track and further support 

alumni transitioning from high school to college, and from college to work as a part of its 

stated mission preparing students for Christian leadership for high school, college, and life. 

 

Update #3: The Graduate Support Program led by Kevin Foley continues to formally focus on the 

high school years, beginning with 8th graders and their parents as they select a high school.  There 

are some ways that we have developed some outreach to college students, including scholarship 

opportunities, mentoring, and summer job opportunities.  In addition, we are working on developing 

an alumni association, which will have lots of possibilities for further engaging students after high 

school graduation.  However, we also recognize that the scope of programming for college students 

and career readiness would involve additional resources or staffing. 



 

 

              We have begun to vision an expansion of our Graduate Support Program in response to the 

data of our graduates, both qualitative and quantitative, with their persistence through college. This is 

integrated into one of our strategic plan goals and will need board approval as part of it relates to an 

increase of staffing. 

Over the past years, we have noticed a trend impacting our graduates. Every year, 

multiple 8th graders cannot attend the Catholic high school of their choice due to limited Choice 

voucher seats. Even with high schools providing generous financial aid, some Nativity families 

cannot afford the remaining tuition balance. We believe that all our graduates deserve to attend 

their preferred Catholic high school, regardless of the family’s financial status.  

We have created the Nativity Magis Society, which is a group of generous donors who 

also believe that our graduates deserve the best education possible and graciously provide 

support to make enrollment at area Catholic high schools a reality. Reflecting “magis,” a key 

element of Ignatian spirituality, the support of the Nativity Magis Society creates greater 

educational opportunities for our graduates. This giving society ensures the lasting impacts of a 

Nativity education.  

At Nativity, we believe that our commitment and support of our students extends 

beyond a graduation date and their time studying within our school’s walls. Through our 

Graduate Support Program, we will ensure the success of the donor’s investment in our 

graduates. Many of our students are the first in their family to attend a college preparatory high 

school. In addition, high school is the first time that many of our students are exposed to 

learning environments that are predominantly non-Latino. We have a dedicated professional 

who tracks students academically through high school and provides support related to 

academics, social-emotional well-being, as well as college and career readiness.  

Our goal is to build a $4 million endowment to provide tuition support and wrap-around 

graduate support programming to ensure that our graduates can attend the area Catholic high 

school of their choice. Donor contributions will set off a chain reaction of positive educational 

opportunities which in turn creates tremendous life opportunities for Nativity students. 

● As a Jesuit school, the primary purpose of this fund is to provide financial assistance to 

Nativity parents and families who are unable to pay the remaining tuition balance for 

their sons to attend Marquette University High School (MUHS). Nativity is the only 

Jesuit feeder school to MUHS. 

○ To note: Nativity is also a Jesuit feeder school to Cristo Rey Jesuit Milwaukee which is a 

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program school. Our graduates do not pay tuition to attend, so 

additional tuition assistance is not needed. These students still receive graduate support services 

from Nativity. 

○ The secondary purpose of this fund is to provide financial assistance to Nativity 

parents and families who are unable to pay the remaining tuition balance for 

their children to attend other area Catholic high schools, including but not 



 

 

limited to Divine Savior Holy Angels, Dominican High School, St. Thomas 

More, and St. Lawrence Seminary. 

○ The third purpose of this fund is to provide graduate support services to 

Nativity graduates. This includes funding four years of wraparound support for 

each student to succeed academically, social-emotionally, and spiritually while 

attending their high schools of choice.  

Recommendation #4: Provide more opportunities for 7th and 8th grade students to practice 

leadership with younger students, beyond camp experience. Further student interaction 

between grades is encouraged; students have articulated a greater desire to lead younger 

students. Faculty, as well, expressed a greater desire for peer interaction within the school 

day. 

 

Update #4: For middle school students, camp remains the central component for leadership 

development among the older students.  8th graders participate in the Camp Thunderhead 

Leadership Village (CTLV), a collaborative, servant-leadership program which focuses on setting and 

reaching personal goals, serving and supporting others, community-building and teamwork. 8th 

graders learn to role model and mentor younger students which carries over into the school year and 

then continues to progress into the following summer as the younger students become the new 

leaders. The remote, residential, extended duration, multi-grade and positive community-living 

aspects of the summer school camp program provide all middle school students opportunities to 

grow and develop leadership skills that include self-confidence, positive communication and problem 

solving, resilience, trust, and collaboration.    During the school year, we initiated a buddy class 

system in which older students are partnered with a buddy in a younger grade.  They remain with the 

same buddy during their time at Nativity to build a longer-lasting relationship.  A few years ago, prior 

to the pandemic, 8th graders began volunteering to support elementary students during the after-care 

program (a time when the 8th graders would be in study hall).  Finding ways for older students to 

take on leadership roles and positively influence the school community continues to be an area of 

growth for the school. 

 

Recommendation #5: Develop a comprehensive service program curriculum that is age 

appropriate and forms students toward the particular Grad-at-Grad goals of loving, religious, 

and committed to doing justice. The student service program seemed to lack structure and 

direction. 

 

Update #5: One way that we have tried to establish a service curriculum is by having each class take 

responsibility for leading a project during the school year.  For example, 4th graders lead the Lenten 

collection for Catholic Relief Services, 5th graders partner with the School Sisters of St. Francis 

across the street, and 8th graders have organized the holiday food drive.  There are opportunities to 

continue to build a comprehensive service program rooted in the core values of Nativity. 

 

Recommendation #6: Consider how the implementation of a multi-year, scholarship based 

fundraising model in concert with school choice subsidies could create a long-term, viable, 

revenue model and distinguish Nativity as unique amongst the Milwaukee benefactor 

community that supports Jesuit works. Consider how the new growth plan for Nativity and 



 

 

the long-term success for students and alumni creates a ripe moment to transition to this 

funding model. 

 

Update #6: The capital campaign led by Sue Smith and Jay Schwister raised over $5 million to 

accommodate the enrollment growth at our Milwaukee and Mercer campuses.  This was achieved 

while balancing the operating budget. 

We have a comprehensive advancement program to garner funds for our mission. We steward 

relationships with individuals, foundations, and corporations to support our efforts.  

It is imperative to build a stronger donor pipeline than previously existed. We will focus on 

improving our stewardship to create a unique giving experience where these donors feel like insiders 

and have frequent updates on the impact of their partnership. We envision a pathway from a mid-tier 

portfolio (owned by our Assistant Director of Advancement) to a major giving portfolio (owned by 

our Director of Advancement) to a leadership major giving portfolio (owned by our President). The 

mid-tier component of the donor pipeline is a new initiative for Nativity. Within our revenue 

forecasting, we will identify and plan for specific donors whom we will ask for an increase in giving 

for the following year. Simultaneously, we will be working to strengthen our sustained giving 

program. While the sustained giving program exists, it has not been emphasized or strategically 

grown prior to this push. Beyond asking for major gifts, we have two appeals per year. One appeal is 

at the end of the year and the second is in spring. We plan two events each year, including a Golf 

Outing and a Scholarship Dinner, both which include a scholarship appeal. We are also creating a 

mid-tier giving program and planned giving program, as well as strengthening our recurring gifts 

program. In order to promote continuous improvement of our fundraising efforts, we will 

implement a five-year metric tracking tool. 

Our Advancement Team is proactively planning to troubleshoot known fundraising attrition. The 

Burke Foundation, the largest philanthropic contributor to Nativity, is undergoing a 15-year step-

down plan as they are sunsetting as a foundation. Each year, our total support from the Burke 

Foundation will decrease by $20,000 until it is exhausted. In addition, we have a donor in his nineties 

who gives $100,000 annually; his generous support of our mission will not last forever. Additionally, 

a second foundation is in their final year of fiscal support, where they have given $50,000 each year. 

A strategy to address this attrition is part of our advancement strategic plan. 

Recommendation #7: Place greater priority on recruiting Latino/a faculty. While a 

tremendous sensitivity exists to ameliorate the power differential privilege can create, hiring 

more Latino/a leaders in the school can further empower the community to fully own the 

school mission. 

 

Update #7: Because we serve the Latino community, we recognize the importance of voice and 

equity in our community.  The school has worked to develop leadership capacity among its Latino 

faculty, including hiring our first Latina President in NJA’s history.  We also search for Spanish-

speaking candidates when available.  A group of Nativity administrators is participating in a talent 

management series put on by the City Forward Collective called “Recruiting and Retaining Teachers 

of Color.”  The workshop series, offered at no charge, is designed to support school and school 

network leaders in strengthening the tools, systems, and practices that help create strong, diverse 



 

 

instructional teams. The series is open to schools/networks that are committed to increasing the 

diversity of their teaching staff. 

 

Recommendation #8: Consider the long-term sustainability of the distributive leadership 

model beyond present personnel. The distributive leadership model has empowered key 

school personnel to further grow and “own” school direction and mission. Faculty and staff 

expressed trust in the personnel who lead them because of strong communication and a 

culture of transparency that allows for input, this despite a good deal of change in a short 

amount of time. 

 

Update #8: Upon reaching a full K4-8 academy, the leadership structure changed to have a more 

traditional president and principal model.  However, the principles of a distributed leadership model 

continue to influence the approach of the leadership team.  The organizational chart includes key 

leadership roles for two assistant principals, a camp director, a director of operations, a graduate 

support director, director of finance, director of advancement, and an office manager.  Transparent 

communication among faculty and administration remains a strength for the school. The core 

leadership team of the school meets every three weeks to collaborate on school wide initiatives. 

Additionally, utilizing teacher leaders is another example of our promotion of distributive leadership.  

 
 

------------------------------------------------- 

2 0 2 2  T E A M  R E P O R T  

The following report reflects the general observations of the province visiting team after meeting 
with many Nativity Jesuit Academy (NJA) stakeholders February 14-16, 2022.   The team here 
identifies key areas of commendation and recommendations/concerns/questions along the 
aspirational aims of Our Way of Proceeding: Standards and Benchmarks for Jesuit Schools in the 21st Century. 
This report is a complement to NJA’s own self-study, and by design, is not intended to be 
exhaustive.  It represents the objective perspective of a visiting team of peers in one discreet period 
of time. Considered as a whole, both NJA’s self-study and the province visitation report offer a 
thorough evaluation of NJA’s progress in mission. 
 

COMMENDATIONS  

1. There is a clear self-understanding of who you are: Jesuit and Catholic.  Beginning and ending 
with students and their families. 

2. There is a unified appreciation of excellence in the service of students.  Administration, faculty, 
and staff have a shared vision of high standards held collectively.  Parents understand the high 
expectations of their children and students.  Parents appreciate that Nativity “gets the best 
teachers”.    

3. Culture and community: Nativity fosters a healthy organizational culture for all stakeholders, 
with a cohesive and a positive sense of community.  Parents are held in the highest regard, and 
included prudently as “first teachers”, from the home visit, through parent service, through 
consistent and professional community respective of context.  NJA school personnel enjoy an 



 

 

enviable level of trust from their student’s parents.  Parents reported that NJA is strongly 
connected on the south side of Milwaukee and is seen as the best school in the community. 

4. School leadership through COVID kept the needs of students and families at center of 
decision making, with an important secondary care for faculty and staff.  NJA maintained 
operational excellence through this unprecedented several months.   

5. NJA has implemented greater professional social emotional resources in the past seven years, 
including a full-time counselor and contracted therapeutic services through the 16th Street 
Clinic.  There is now a social-emotional learning curriculum at all grade levels (Second Step). 

6. Now with ten years of scholastic engagement possible through the full school curriculum, NJA 
fosters a cohesive academic and social-emotional growth trajectory from four years old to 
fourteen years old.  Students build upon unified classroom expectations from grade level to 
grade level.  There was observed a healthy consistency among teachers classroom to 
classroom, while also allowing the individual personality of the teacher to come through.  One 
teacher commented the longer onramp now means that middle school students are universally 
strong readers and exhibit a sense of care for their classmates.  Students report a feeling of 
collective care from all adults in the building, not just their classroom teacher.  The visiting 
team marveled at the orderly yet comfortable setting students engaged in. 

7. There has been an increasing success cultivating leadership among professionals of Latino 
backgrounds, including the board vice chair, president, and the chief financial officer.  NJA 
alumni are highly engaged. 

8. NJA faculty/staff and board engage in an annual religious retreat focused in Catholic and 
Jesuit mission.  There is good onboarding and mentoring for new board members in the Jesuit 
tradition, and the annual shared retreat with MUHS and CRJ MKE is a terrific model.  There 
is ongoing formation for faculty/staff in things Jesuit. 

9. Board and finance leadership have a posture of supporting mission with resources, not simply 
a scarcity model.  Board is actively looking to support growth and excellence for the long haul. 

10. Camp Thunderhead remains the “moral center” of the middle school student experience, 
weathering the transition to co-ed and larger numbers of students. 

11. In attracting talented, dedicated and mission-driven educators and staff, NJA has been highly 
adept at not only getting the right people on the bus but also in thinking creatively about 
how those people can best serve NJA's mission, i.e. filling advancement and finance 
positions with professionals with deep education or other mission related backgrounds, etc. 
 

12. NJA has avoided approaching diversity, equity, and inclusion work from a secular lens. The 
leadership of NJA has rooted such work in a faith-filled context -- specifically NJA's Jesuit 
Catholic mission and identity. This is difficult ongoing work, and NJA is commended for 
not siloing DEI work in one place and Jesuit Catholic mission and identity in another.  

 

 



 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS,  CONCERNS ,  AND QUESTIONS  

1. Implement with vigor the established plan for new faculty/staff formation.   The plan as 
written is excellent.  In full flourish, how will the plan enhance the Jesuit, Catholic character 
of NJA?  Vigorous implementation is all-the-more urgent in a context that is increasingly 
secular and politically divisive.  Ensuring NJA’s Catholic identity is clear to all new students, 
parents, employees, and board members is increasingly important in this context.  This 
includes formation for new employees on the richness of Catholic worship and ritual, as well 
as a base knowledge of Catholic creed, belief, and ethical perspective, namely how that is 
manifest in current diversity, equity, and inclusion work.  Catholic social teaching—including 
how that emphasizes diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts---is our treasure and north star 
which all NJA new employees ought to have a base knowledge of. 

2. Continue to build practice and culture to better ensure high caliber employee retention with 
supports in place to move with employees through the life cycle (i.e. marriage, children, elder 
care, etc.).  Consider what adjustments ensure the excellence of student care while also 
reflecting the changing demands long term employees balance through their own personal 
growth.  What additional structures will foster this this?  What organization cultural 
enhancements continue to keep students at the absolute center while also acknowledging the 
flexibility necessary to move with high-capacity veteran employees.  This is for all employees 
of course, but with a particular focus on senior administration given the need for greater 
permanency in this area. 

3. Continue to grow social emotional student resources strategically.  Inform this growth by a 
rigorous needs assessment including the use of data.  Since the last review, you went from 
nearly no resources in this area so any additional resources feels like growth.  From this 
position, take the next step to assess full student need.  Are there unmet needs in this area?  
Are you strategically addressing these needs? 

4. Review the extended day time to assess best use of this student contact period. Are there other 
important formational goals to achieve at this time of the day?  Are there other modes of 
education that might achieve these goals, including athletics or the arts?  Is this a time to focus 
on higher need students in a more individualized way? 

5. Continue to recruit teachers and staff of Latino heritage and other Spanish proficient speakers.  
There is much growth in this area since the last review.  Build upon this growth to continue 
to bring in high caliber, mission centered professionals of Latino heritage. 

RECOMMENDATION TO FR.  PROVINCIAL  

Based on the self-study report submitted by the school and on our findings during the site visit on 
February 14-16, 2022 we recommend without reservation to the Provincial that he reaffirm Nativity 
Jesuit Academy as an apostolic work of the Society of Jesus and the Catholic Church.  

The visiting team wishes to further commend to Fr. Provincial its gratitude for NJA’s welcome, 
warmth, hospitality, and most importantly, its generous and proud sharing of its special mission. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


