
Origin of the Graduate Support Program 
 
The origin of the Graduate Support Program (GSP) dates back to the fall of 1985 in New York City.  Prior 
to that school year, only select students from Nativity Mission Center would be enrolled at Xavier High 
School, a Jesuit high school in New York City.  For the 1985-86 school year, however, five students were 
accepted to and enrolled at Xavier High School, some with more pronounced academic needs than 
previous years.   

Rosa Locka, a very involved volunteer and former board member at Nativity Mission Center, realized 
that this group of students would need and benefit from additional support.  She stayed connected to 
the group and invited them to meet in the basement of the school on a weekly basis for tutoring and 
homework.  This time, which was essentially an additional study hall, also provided an opportunity to 
mentor students, encourage them to participate in activities, and discuss difficulties, social and 
otherwise, in the transition to high school. 

Jack Podsiadlo, SJ, who helped to found Nativity Mission Center and 
was serving as its Principal, witnessed the value of this connection, 
opened the support to more graduates and each year added new 
components such as better understanding and accompanying 
parents more in the high school application process, visiting 
boarding school options, maintaining contact with all high schools, 
viewing report cards, exploring scholarship opportunities.  He also 
turned his attention to the college level and arranged college visits 
and built relationships and programs with administrators at private 
colleges that were enrolling more Nativity alumni such as the HIAP 
at Lemoyne College in Syracuse, NY.  

Fr. Jack reinforced a consistent message with parents: “This is their future.”  He understood how 
significant it was that the parents had confidence in him that he was advocating in the best interest of 
their children.  He also learned that parents would become advocates.  He remembers mothers whose 
sons were enrolled at a particular high school talking with other mothers whose sons were interested in 
that high school to affirm that it was a good option.  

By the early 1990s, it was clear to Fr. Jack that the concept of graduate support would be best served by 
a full-time person rather than additional responsibilities on the Principal.  For the first few years, 
graduate support was staffed by a full-time volunteer intern who instead of teaching would put the 
program together.   

When a grant was secured to fund the program, Roberto Rodriguez, a Nativity Mission Center graduate, 
became the first full-time paid position.  In this capacity over several years, Roberto instituted more 
parent engagement and more structure such as requirements for scholarship funding.  Roberto was the 
first full-time Graduate Support Director and stayed at Nativity Mission Center until 2006 when Nativity 
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grad Danny Perez became Director.  (Danny would become Principal of Nativity and is now Principal at 
St. Aloysius in Harlem.)  

Fr. Jack became the founding Executive Director of the Nativity Network and was able to shape the 
growth and development of the GSP at the national level as the Network hosted the first gathering of 
GSP Directors in Baltimore in spring 2002 to share challenges, opportunities, knowledge and resources.  

“It has always been my interest and in my heart to build a coalition and share each other’s experiences 
and best practices,” Fr. Jack said.  “We are all richer for it.”  

For Fr. Jack, a NativityMiguel education has always been one continuum.  Why spend all this time on 
middle school and not stay with students to continue to see them on the path to a bright future.  It is 
just the logical thing.  

“Part of the package, part of what you do” 
When Larry Siewert was helping found Nativity Jesuit Middle School in Milwaukee, he visited Nativity 
Prep in Boston and remembers Barry Hynes, founder and director there, saying that when you reach the 
age of having graduates, a graduate support program is “part of the package, part of what you do.”  

He heard a similar message at Mother Caroline Academy in Boston.  And at Nativity Mission Center in 
New York.  Even in the year before they started, Larry and others were interested in what happened to 

students when they graduated and it was clear that Fr. 
Jack was involved with every kid.  

Larry remembers though that initially Nativity Jesuit 
Middle School did not think that a full-fledged program 
would be needed for their graduates.  Their students 
were so tied in to the middle school that they would be 
forever engaged even without a formal program.  More 
so, most were heading to one of six Catholic high Schools 
in Milwaukee.  Larry had come to Nativity after many 
years as Principal at Marquette Prep, the Jesuit High 
School in Milwaukee, and he knew many of the 

administrators at these high schools so he could keep tabs pretty easily in a cooperative spirit.  Plus, it 
was only one class of graduates.   

It became very apparent, though, that this attitude was short-sighted.  There were so many 
circumstances they did not anticipate for the freshman.  As Larry termed it, “it seemed like there were a 
million cracks for students to fall through.”   

• All students were encouraged to get involved at the high school.  One student playing football 
missed a physical and had no insurance, no doctor and no shoes.    
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• Another student playing soccer needed shoes, uniform, equipment, registration and 
tournaments with a price tag of $680. 

• On the first day of school, students were assigned 30 pages of reading … due tomorrow.   
• Since their families were native speakers it was thought that students would be fluent in Spanish 

and were placed in Spanish 3 without any formal education in writing or grammar in the Spanish 
language.  

Larry leaned that he would be advocating for their graduates on a constant, daily basis.   If they were 
going to be successful, they would need a full program of support to address academic, social, emotional 
and financial needs. 

For the first three graduating classes, Larry wore many hats: he continued to teach, assisted with 
fundraising, and assumed more and more GSP responsibilities.  As the first graduating class entered 12th 
grade, the President of the school proposed a more formal GSP program with a full-time director.  It was 
not a difficult sell for a newly-formed and mission-driven board to make the decision to hire 1½ FTE 
positions to staff the GSP.  There was a real need and more to do in high school.   

It was also clear that there were similar supports that were needed as graduates began entering college, 
that were not yet spelled out: college admissions, FAFSA, orientation.  It was also clear that Nativity had 
access at the university level and that they could advocate for the needs of particular students such as 
one undocumented student who was able to receive a full-tuition scholarship. 

Larry emphasized that it is important to remember that the GSP Director guides parents in the college 
process rather than perform the same role as parents.  The parents of first-generation college students 
are typically not as familiar with post-secondary systems and need guidance especially since colleges are 
used to parents doing playing a more aggressive role.  He also stressed that finances are very important.  
Families have often relied on gap funding to cover tuition and/or fees in the next level of education and 
to access extracurricular activities by covering associated costs.   

Larry appreciates that the GSP has informed other institutions such as local private high schools that 
have traditionally served a more affluent population of students.   GSP advocates for an appropriate 
response to the needs of students and involves faculty and other stakeholders in the process. If it is 
important to the high school to educate a more diverse socio-economic student body, they are usually 
open to suggestions and recommendations for improving school culture and support systems.   For 
instance, remember the challenge of the language course in the freshman year?  Nativity now works 
with the high school to determine the best placement rather than assuming that all Latino students 
should automatically be placed into Spanish 3.    

Larry is proud of the mentor program in place at Nativity.  After a lot of work, the school was able to 
arrange a mentor for all students at the middle school level and has developed a working framework 
that defines that mentor relationship.   These mentors typically stay connected to the student after 
graduation and one has donated a kidney to a student who needed a transplant.   



It is so meaningful seeing the graduates be successful, even now with their oldest grads turning thirty-
three. Larry applauded one student, the youngest of 11 children, who is graduating from Harvard 
medical.   

“We have this thought of what success means in our model, high school, college, job,” Larry said.  “The 
lives of many our families however don’t always lead down that path easily.  There are fits and starts.  
Perhaps there is a baby and then they go back to college after working for a few years.  It is important to 
see how things can look up over a period of time.  Education is power; this is central to outstanding our 
story.”  


