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As we wrapped up this past school 
year, we proudly celebrated our 30th 
anniversary and the historic  
graduation of Nativity’s first coed  
class. This culminated a decade of 
intentional growth and ushered  
in a new era for Nativity, with  
a fuller expression of Catholic,  
Jesuit education.

While too many Milwaukee schools 
are stuck in status quo failure, 
Nativity maintains an unwavering 
commitment to innovative  
academic, spiritual and personal 
excellence that paves the way  
toward prosperity for our students. 
We strive to be a model of what’s 
possible for education in Milwaukee.

We are so much more than a typical 
school. We not only form exceptional students — though that is 
important — but also emphasize the importance of being a good 
person. We cultivate individuals who are driven by their values and 
who seek to lead through the service of others. Beyond math, reading, 
science and more, Nativity students learn how they can help to bring 
about a hope-filled future.

Just like St. Ignatius, founder of the Jesuits, sought to find God in  
all things, we believe that every experience and interaction at Nativity 
is an opportunity for learning and growth. Our tremendously caring 
community has enabled every moment at Nativity the potential  
to deeply shape our students’ lives. We know firsthand the depth  
of impact that a teacher or mentor can make.

As part of our Jesuit identity, we continue to push ourselves to  
better serve our community. Our latest step toward better serving  
our students, teachers and families is hiring Joal Moriarity to serve  
as our principal. Joal has taught at Nativity since 2019 and has also 
served as our Director of Graduate Support. Her passion for Nativity’s 
mission, commitment to empowering both students and teachers  
and her strong focus on fostering partnerships with parents make  
her an outstanding addition to our leadership team.

Thank you for walking alongside us in this special mission to educate 
youth for lives of Christian leadership and service. 

Vanessa Solis 
President, Nativity Jesuit Academy
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We Couldn’t Do It Without You!
Nativity’s unique model of education and proven results are possible because of generous people like you! 
Thank you for considering support of our current wish list:

•	 $63 funds a software for a 2nd grade student to learn how to type

•	 $100 funds a stipend for one teacher to buy classroom supplies

•	 $294 funds first aid supplies for one trimester

•	 $635 funds school supplies for an entire grade

•	 $1,591 funds our math curriculum for one grade level

Any amount of support toward these wish list items  
is greatly appreciated!

Please give today through the enclosed envelope or at nativityjesuit.org/support
Thank you for making a Nativity education possible! 

PRIDE IN THE PACK

Nativity Jesuit by the Numbers

WHO WE SERVE UNIQUE MODEL OF EDUCATION

257 
Total enrollment 
in K4–8th grade

99 
High school-aged  

alumni through  
our Graduate  

Support Program

100% 
Students  

self-identifying 
as Latino

99% 
Students qualifying 

for a Choice voucher

Extended 
school day

Year-round instruction, including  
our Camp Thunderhead program  
in the northwoods of  Wisconsin

Graduate support 
services

Formation in our Catholic, 
Jesuit tradition to be  

“men and women for others”



Reflection from Osiel, 7th Grade
Camp Thunderhead is something I look forward to every summer. It’s exciting to leave the noisy 
city and go to a quiet place. At camp, I feel calm and closer to nature. I can actually hear the 
animals and the trees. Even though we can’t use our phones at camp, I don’t miss mine at all. 
Without phones, we are less distracted and more focused on the present. My friends are here 
with me, so I don’t feel like I’m missing out on anything.

I’ve learned a lot at camp. Even though I’m only in 7th grade, I’ve already had many chances  
to be a leader. For example, one of my cabinmates was homesick and I was able to comfort  
him. I was proud of this moment because I was in his shoes last year and I was able to help  
him get through it. I’m not only learning in the classroom but also through these life  
experiences.

I also get to challenge myself and try 
new things at camp. Before camp, 
I had never gone swimming. Now, 
I have a goal to reach the green 
level and master the front float. The 
biggest challenge of camp is being 
away from home and my family. 
Whenever I feel homesick, it actually 
just reminds me of how grateful I am 
for my parents and what I have at 
home.

My time at camp hasn’t always been 
easy, but I’m grateful to be able to 
challenge myself in this safe and 
fun environment. My counselors 
make me feel comfortable to grow 
and make mistakes in this new 
place. I feel safe at camp because 
it’s a supportive community, and 
everyone who works there takes 
really good care of us. One day it 
would be an honor to be a counselor 
myself and to get to do the same 
thing for other students.

THE NATIVITY CAMINO
Students’ Reflection 

on the Journey of Camp Thunderhead
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Reflection from Sofia, 8th Grade
At camp, I feel peaceful and calm because it’s so quiet. There’s no noise from cars or sirens. 
Whether we’re playing sports, chatting or working on team activities, going to camp feels like a 
real getaway.

As an 8th grader, I appreciate the classes we have at camp. With high school just around the 
corner, these extra days of learning help me stay focused. I know this extra practice will help me 
in the upcoming school year and get me ready for high school. Having school in the summer 
helps me build good habits and shows me that hard work pays off.

Camp Thunderhead helps me take a break from social media and the pressures that come with 
it. Without technology, I can focus on the present and build friendships with classmates. Even 
though camp can be challenging, it helps me become more confident in myself. I’m proud of 

who I am becoming and this confidence helps me 
to be a leader for others. 

Being a leader to me means helping younger 
students feel comfortable at camp. Some of them 
get homesick and I try to be someone they can 
rely on. I also lead by example. Even if there is an 
activity I don’t enjoy, I approach it with a positive 
attitude. Whether my team wins or loses, it’s all 
about working together and doing our best.

Our counselors make camp feel like home. They 
are supportive, kind and great leaders. Some of 
them even graduated from Nativity, and it’s special 
to see them come back and give us the same great 
experience. 

It’s a bit sad that this was my last year at camp. 
My goal for this year was to make the most of 
every moment and to enjoy every experience to 
the fullest. I’ll miss time with my classmates and 
the camp staff, but I know I’ll be back one day as 
a counselor. I’ve learned so much about myself 
and from the challenges I’ve faced, and I’m really 
grateful that my parents chose to send me to 
Nativity.
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Since our founding in 1993, an extended school year has been a core component  
of the Nativity model of education. Camp Thunderhead, Nativity’s academic residential 
summer program, is part of this year-round instruction and is the moral center of the 
Nativity experience.

Each summer, Nativity middle schoolers embark on a camino (journey) that is unlike the 
school experience of any of their peers. Amidst the hugs, waves and emotional goodbyes, 
Nativity students travel five hours north to Iron County, WI, but also to begin a personal 
journey that shapes the foundation of who they are becoming.

Abraham showing off the fish he caught 
at Camp Thunderhead. 
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The Impact of the Camp Thunderhead Journey

The impact of Camp Thunderhead goes beyond the  
three weeks that students spend in the northwoods.  
As students return to Milwaukee, they continue integrating 
their learnings into their daily lives. Camp Thunderhead is 
instrumental and core to our mission of educating youth  
for lives of Christian leadership and service.

Camp Thunderhead helps students experience life beyond 
the city and our modern reliance on technology. Instead, 
they focus on their personal growth and leadership.  
As they navigate this new environment and experiences, 
they are proving to themselves that they can persevere. 
Through these micro struggles students are learning 
independence and stepping into a new version  
of themselves. These controlled challenges at 
Camp Thunderhead help students build a deeper 
appreciation for the blessings that they already 
have and perhaps have taken for granted. 

Beyond the personal growth, Nativity students 
continue to thrive academically through the 
summer. These summer classes tack on an 
additional 10% more instructional days compared 
to peers in traditional K-8 schools. Cumulatively, 
Nativity middle schoolers log 86,640 minutes  
of reading each summer.

Students carry the lessons learned at camp  
with them through the inevitable 
challenges they will face on their lives’ 
caminos (journeys). They will approach 
those challenges with confidence and 
determination as they’ve learned to do  
at Camp Thunderhead. 

Camp Thunderhead is more than just a 
summer camp—it’s a place where Nativity 
students experience personal growth, 
develop critical leadership and life skills  
and create lasting memories.

Stay tuned for soon to-be-released videos about the Camp Thunderhead experience.  
These videos were filmed by Dario Camarena, Nativity Class of ‘13.  

To learn more about Dario, head to page 13.



IGNATION REFLECTION

Ignatian Reflection with Fr. Rick Abert, SJ

In Milwaukee, students flourish with faith, 
strong family values and high expectations 
which lay the foundation of what a Nativity 
education can accomplish. As students travel 
five hours north to Iron County, WI, they 
discover a world that provides a different 
sense of home. While living in a community, 
they navigate life in new and expansive ways. 
Home remains the foundation — whether in 
Milwaukee or at Camp Thunderhead — not 
just as a place to live, but as a place where 
one’s vision of life is opened up and where 
one’s inner soul is nourished.

Camp Thunderhead is the cornerstone of Nativity, mission critical in our pursuit 
of educating youth for lives of Christian leadership and service. Through the camp 
experience, students and their families learn the importance of the word “HOME.”

For Nativity students and their families, 
the journey of life is often marked by the 
discovery of a path to somewhere they have 
not been before. For some, the gift lies in 
the necessary journey of immigration and 
striving for a better life. For others, it is simply 
the opportunity to be drawn into new paths, 
meeting new cultures, exploring a wider 
history and perspective of the world,  
or experiencing the challenge of letting go  
of past certainties to follow stepping stones  
to a larger vision of life’s journey.
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As students depart for Camp Thunderhead, 
there are some clear parallels to the life of  
St. Ignatius, founder of the Jesuits. In the latter 
stages of his life, Ignatius was able to concern 
himself with knowing the growing Jesuit 
community more intimately. This enabled  
him to mission members to all corners of  
the world, filled with the graces of God’s call. 
In a similar way, the development of trust 
between parents, students and the Nativity 
mission enables a “sending forth” to explore 
places like Camp Thunderhead to prepare 
students for a life of service wherever they  
are called to in the future. 

Whether Nativity families sending forth 
from the southside of Milwaukee or Ignatius 
sending forth from Rome, letters of support 
weave back and forth covering the basics, 
such as “what are you experiencing and how 
are you feeling?” to the complex “what are 
you discerning and what lessons are you 
learning?”

Returning to the idea of home in the Ignatian 
sense, Through the Spirit, Ignatius and the 
early Jesuits gradually discerned that the 
paths of life itself were to serve as their  
home and “the way.”  Ignatius knew that  
the road would show itself, and teach his  
early companions the lessons that they 
needed. The Camp Thunderhead experience, 
in its own way, is the road showing itself to 
Nativity’s middle schoolers. The trip helps 
mission the students into adulthood and 
empowers them to take their skills forward  
for the benefit of others.

As he journeyed, Ignatius was always 
pondering the questions, “where, and what 
now?” Our daily interactions with others 
provide a brilliant glimpse of God, always 
evident in all things but specifically in  
the very special places where we are sent.
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Finding and Creating a Place of Belonging: 
The Camarena Family

When growing up in Guadalajara, a city  
in Jalisco, Mexico, Cynthia Camarena’s  
family was trying to find their way. After  
her parents divorced, her father and older 
sister immigrated to the Milwaukee area  
and began establishing roots. While in  
school, Cynthia took care of most of the 
household as her mom spent many hours 
working to support them. 

As a teenager, Cynthia met Alex who  
would one day become her husband.  
Cynthia and Alex bonded quickly as they  
had very similar life experiences. Alex  
also grew up in a single mother household 
and was mostly responsible for his family.  
“We found each other and experienced a 
sense of comfort and belonging as we cared 
for each other,” reflects Cynthia. After dating 
for a year, they found out they were expecting 
their first son, Dario. While saving for their first 
apartment, they got married and started their 
life together. “We were so young, but we knew 
that we would find a way to make it work and 
that we would be okay,” shares Cynthia. 

When Dario was four years old, Cynthia’s 
dad called and suggested that they move 
to Milwaukee. Cynthia had come up to 
Milwaukee to see her family over the years, 
so she felt confident about what the journey 

would be like. When she arrived at age 23,  
she was shocked to find that wasn’t the case.

After arriving in Milwaukee, both Cynthia  
and Alex started working at cleaning 
companies. During this time, they found  
out that they were expecting a second son, 
Diego. Unsure of what daycares in the United 
States would be like, they spent eight years 
working different shifts so that they could  
raise their kids themselves. 

At the cleaning company, Cynthia worked as 
a receptionist. Even after studying English 
as a kid, Cynthia quickly realized that it was 
challenging to understand what people were 

MEET A FAMILY
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saying, as native speakers of any language 
tend to speak rapidly and with different slang 
and quirks compared to how a language is 
formally taught. “I felt disoriented, and my 
coworker noticed,” says Cynthia. “We would 
put calls on the speaker setting and she would 
help me understand what people were saying. 
This moment marked my beginning of being 
in America, as someone cared to help me. 
Since that experience, I’ve felt called to do  
the same for someone else — to help them  
feel like they belong.”

As the family continued to settle  
into a new city and culture, Dario  
started at a public school. At his 3rd 
grade conferences, his teacher told  
Cynthia and Alex that they needed  
to move Dario to another school.  
“It was unexpected to hear a teacher 
say that, but she said that she knew  
the limitations of the school and 
saw that Dario had a lot of potential, 
and that they should look into a 
neighborhood school called Nativity 
Jesuit,” remembers Cynthia.

When the Camarena family showed  
up for Nativity’s open house,  
their first steps into the building 
left a lasting impression. Two 
students greeted them at the 
door, something that they had 
never seen before. Not only were 
the students welcoming and 
eager, but also a panel of parents 
received us to share their passion 
for the education their sons were 
receiving. Alex and Cynthia knew 
that this is where they wanted  
their boys to be. “I still have his  
5th grade acceptance letter as it 
was a turning point in our story. 
I had so many moments after 
immigrating to the United States 
which were so hard. Navigating 
language, culture and a new 
environment made it hard to  

feel like I belonged,” shares Cynthia. “But in 
that moment, I realized that I was thinking 
more about myself and what I was feeling. 
I knew from that moment on that our 
immigration was worth it for our sons.”

The cornerstone of Nativity is the Camp 
Thunderhead program, which Cynthia got  
to experience for the first time during a 
parents’ weekend. “I remember stepping  
out of the bus, and everything clicked  
for me. I told myself ‘stop it, this isn’t  
about you anymore,’” reflects Cynthia.  
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“My sons had access to opportunities that we 
could never provide for them. That was the 
last time I complained about being out of my 
comfort zone in the United States.” Nativity 
and Camp Thunderhead gave  
Cynthia a deep sense of 
belonging and purpose for 
her journey. As a tight knit 
community, she deeply valued 
getting to connect with other 
families and all of the support 
they gave to one another. 

Nativity was not part of the 
Choice program at the time,  
so Alex and Cynthia helped 
clean the school to pay for 
tuition. When a staff member realized that 
Cynthia had computer skills, she started 
volunteering in the front office and was offered 
a job in 2012. At this time, the Camarenas had 
three sons as their youngest Dani was born 
in 2010. Nativity began shifting, considering 
expanding to be a coed, K4–8th grade school. 
The timing was perfect as Diego started in  
the newly opened 4th grade class, and Dani 
was one of the inaugural K4 “Trailblazers,”  
a moniker given to Nativity’s first coed class.

With this expansion, Cynthia was asked to  
be in charge of recruitment as the school grew 
to serve coeducational elementary and middle 
school students. When the “Trailblazing” 
coed class graduated in May, it meant a lot 

to Cynthia. Not only did the last 
of her children graduate from 
Nativity (Dario ’13, Diego ’20  
and Dani ’24), but it also formally 
marked a new era of Nativity 
which she was instrumental in 
building over the years. “Just like 
I was helped when I first moved 
to the United States, it has been 
my life’s purpose to serve my 
community and to give others  
the same support that was given 

to me,” says Cynthia. “I want to empower 
others and show them what is possible.  
I can help others find a place of belonging.” 

To this day, Cynthia is one of Nativity’s longest 
tenured employees with 12 years of service. 
She currently serves as the Assistant to the 
President and Special Projects at Nativity. 

As president, Vanessa Solis reflects, “Cynthia 
has served the school in so many different 

capacities, and she is always 
ready to serve regardless of  
the task or the challenges  
that come our way. Her  
passion and love for our 
mission and community  
are why she is so revered  
by so many.” 

Alex has been volunteering 
throughout their sons’ time  
at Nativity: as an assistant  
coach for Dario and Diego’s 
soccer team, assistant coach  
for Diego’s basketball team  
and assistant coach alongside 
Dario for Dani’s basketball team.

MEET A FAMILY

My sons had access  

to opportunities  

that we could never 

provide for them.
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“I’ve always wanted more for my children and for myself,” 
reflects current Nativity K4 teacher Lucy Beltran. As an 
immigrant from Mexico and the proud mother of four kids 
(Adriana, Brayan, Omar and Marcos) Nativity is woven into 
the fabric of Lucy’s journey over the last 21 years.

When Lucy’s oldest son Brayan was in 2nd grade, she 
learned about Nativity. At the time, Nativity was still an  
all-boys middle school. “When I heard it was a Jesuit 
school, I was determined to get my kids to attend because 
of the high academic standards and faith,” shares Lucy. 
“Jesuit schools in Mexico were some of the best, but they 
were too expensive to attend. I am so proud that all three 
of my boys were able to attend Nativity between 2003  
and 2015.”

Lucy’s oldest son, Brayan, noticed his mom’s persistence 
to give them the best education possible. “When I was a 
student, the Choice voucher was not part of Nativity and 
we could not afford the tuition at the time. Despite that, 
Nativity didn’t close off the opportunity for my family,” 
reflects Brayan. “They met us where we were at.  
We were able to clean the school to cover tuition  
costs. After study hall, we would stay back and clean  
the cafeteria, classrooms and bathrooms with my mom. 
My mom would not let anything get in the way of  
our education.”

For Lucy, Nativity Jesuit Academy is different because  
of the care for the whole student- emotionally, spiritually 
and academically. “Beyond just the individual student, 
Nativity cares about the family too,” shares Lucy. “When 
my three boys graduated, I felt called to give back to this 
community that gave so much to me.”

Lucy has worked in education for the last 20 years,  
but has spent the last 10 years at Nativity. She started in 
2014 as the K4 aide alongside current Nativity president 
Vanessa Solis who was the inaugural K4 teacher at the 
time. Lucy and Vanessa made history welcoming Nativity’s 
first coed class. In 2022, Nativity offered Lucy the lead K4 
teaching position. “It brought me to tears and I said ‘yes!,’” 
Lucy exclaims with a huge smile. “I went back to school 
and am almost finished with my bachelor’s degree in 
education. For me, this is more than just a job. I love  
what I do!”

Lucy’s Story
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Lucy’s children see her faith,  
steadfast determination and belief 
in hard work as the core of who she 
is. “With my mom, education was 
always important, and I think it shows 
in her career path. She has always 
reminded us that you’re never too 
old to pursue your dreams. There is 
nothing that you cannot do,” shares 
Brayan. “She had the courage to 
come to this country pregnant with 
me, with nothing but my older sister 
at her side. She did not even know 
the language but had faith and 
determination to build a better  
future, and now we get to witness  
her molding the minds of K4 
students at Nativity.”

Lucy has taught nearly 300 kids 
over her past 10 years at Nativity, 
and is the first teacher who interacts 
with students and families when 
they begin their time at Nativity.  
“I am part of each student’s 
journey,” says Lucy. “It makes me 
feel proud of myself and committed 
todo more, to do better, to improve, to not stop.  
I want to give Nativity a little bit of what I received.”

Lucy has witnessed the Nativity impact extend far beyond 
graduation and students’ time studying within the school’s 
walls. “Even from K4, we teach our students how to be 
Christian leaders. I know they will all go on to achieve great 
things, because I have seen it happen for my own children.” 

Brayan is an amazing father to Lucy’s two grandkids and volunteers to organize the Nativity 
Alumni Association. Omar is a Milwaukee police officer and is going back to school to study 
criminal justice. Marcos got a full ride as a QuestBridge Scholar to St. Mary’s University  
and is now starting his professional career in insurance.

“Nativity walked alongside me and my family in ways that changed the course of our lives,” 
reflects Lucy. “I am proud of myself, but I am even more proud to witness who my children  
and students are becoming. These boys and girls are shaping our city’s future. Because we  
teach with a focus on our Christian faith, students learn how to lead and serve others. I see  
a hopeful future in each student and family that walks through Nativity’s doors!”

Beyond just  

the individual student, 

Nativity cares about 

the family too.

MEET A LOBO
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In 2009, Dario Camarena’s first day 
at Nativity was mandatory summer 
school which is not what most 
middle schoolers are doing in the 
summer. While he had no idea at the 
time, this uncommon opportunity was part  
of a comprehensive model of education that would 
continue to play such an important role in his life 
to this day. 

Before attending Nativity, Dario attended a public 
school in the area. The biggest transition for him 
coming to Nativity was the grading scale and 
rigorous workload. “Even with the mandatory 
study hall after school, I’d spend all my time  
on my assignments and still have to go home  
and do more homework,” shares Dario. 

Although it was difficult, he’s thankful for the 
rigorous academics and the habits he developed 
at Nativity. Dario graduated in 2013 and went on to 
attend Marquette University High School. “Nativity 
really prepared me for high school,” Dario reflects. 
“The academics, high expectations and rigor were 
very similar when I got to Marquette High.” 

When attending Marquette High, students were 
assigned a video project for science class which 
was the moment Dario discovered his passion for 
film and editing. Dario went on to receive  
his Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in Film from  
the University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee in 2021. 
After graduation, he started his current role as  
a video editor at September Club. 

Dario has spent the past three years volunteering 
to coach basketball at Nativity. Last year, he also 
helped coach Nativity’s inaugural flag football team 

ALUMNI STORIES

which won the league championship. Coaching has 
been deeply fulfilling for Dario, as he reflects, “I’m 
working to be the type of coach and role model that 
current students can look up to and trust.” 

Last July, Dario agreed to help film and edit two 
videos showcasing Nativity’s Camp Thunderhead 
program. This summer he returned to camp for the 
first time since he was a student. Upon his return, 
many fond memories came back to him: playing 
soccer with his friends and the spirited Camp 
Olympics, among many others. While filming at 
Camp, Dario realized the moments he was filming 
were going to become core memories for these 
students and they didn’t even know it yet. Over  
a decade later, Dario holds these moments  
at Camp Thunderhead closely.

Camp Thunderhead is such a unique experience 
that it can be difficult to portray it’s true impact 
without witnessing it firsthand. Nativity is very 
excited to share these impactful videos with 
the broader community. One video will walk 
you through the important aspects of Camp 
Thunderhead. The second video will feature 
two students and highlight the impact Camp 
Thunderhead has had on them (Osiel and Sofia 
featured on pg. 3–4).  Nativity feels lucky to 
have Dario editing and producing these videos. 
He brings a wealth of experience, talent and 
the alumni perspective of Nativity and Camp 
Thunderhead’s transformational impact.

Dario Camarena
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Keep your eyes out for the Save the Date arriving soon! If you have questions  
or want to reserve a sponsorship or tickets, please visit njadinner25@givesmart.com. 

NATIVITY NEWS

Join us on the camino (journey) of educating youth for lives of Christian leadership and 
service. This event will immerse you into Nativity’s unique mission and model of education. 

Beyond the traditional gala format, you will get to experience Nativity’s culture  
and witness your impact firsthand.

NOCHE DE NATIVITY 
A Night to Scholarship Nativity Students 

FRIDAY MAY 2, 2025

Cocktail Hour:  explore the school, learn about the transformative components that make  
the Nativity model successful and enjoy unique bites and drinks that let you experience  
students’ Latino culture

Mission Moment and Scholarship Support:  participate in a brief program that highlights  
the camino (journey) of educating youth for lives of Christian leadership and service,  
including a live auction and scholarship appeal to make this education possible for  
students from the southside of Milwaukee

Fiesta:  end the night with dinner, drinks and live music as we celebrate our culture  
and community!
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Stay connected with Nativity Jesuit Academy  
by updating your email address at 

nativityjesuit.org/email

UPCOMING EVENTS

NOCHE DE NATIVITY:  
A NIGHT TO SCHOLARSHIP NATIVITY STUDENTS
Friday, May 2, 2025 at Nativity Jesuit Academy 
Njadinner25.givesmart.com  

GOLF OUTING
Monday, July 28, 2025 at Westmoor Country Club
Nativitygolf25.givesmart.com


