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Just as the Felician Sisters relied 
on community relationships as they 
responded to the need first for a 
home for orphans and later for day 
care, so the latest chapter in their 
Milwaukee ministry, St. Joseph 
Academy and Early Child Care Center, 
has grown through relationships with 
local organizations and especially, 
with the families served by the school.

Sr. Brendan Bogdan, who had served 
as an elementary school principal 
as well as director of ministry on the 
leadership team, was selected to run 
the day care center after she left the 
Felician Sisters’ provincial leadership 
in 2005. She noted that when 
the center relocated, “we made a 
conscious decision to change the 
name to the Child Development 
Center of St. Joseph, to get across 
the idea that it’s more than just 
keeping the children warm and safe 
and well fed. We are laying a firm 
foundation for their future.”

Realizing the need for day-care 
specialists in leadership, Sr. Brendan 
moved to mission leadership, a 
position she still holds. José Vasquez, 
who was hired as president and CEO 
of St. Joseph, responded to parents’ 
requests to start a school, in addition 
to the early child care and before/
after school programs St. Joseph 
offered.

A United Way agency since 1967, St. 
Joseph offers both an Early Head Start 
and a regular Head Start program, 
and also collaborates with the Boys 
and Girls Clubs of Milwaukee. The 
state of Wisconsin was a pioneer 
in parental choice in children’s 
education, when the statewide 
private-school voucher program 
began in 1990. Being designated a 
Parental Choice school in 2009 was 
important in helping parents to afford 
to send their children to St. Joseph, 
Sr. Brendan said.  

Responding to 

Family Needs with 

Quality Education

“In 2009, we started with one 
classroom of K-4, with 16 kids. Every 

year, we added a classroom. 
This past year, in June 2019, 

we graduated 19 eighth-
graders. The school grew 
from the 16 kids we started 
with; now we have 470,” Sr. 
Brendan said, adding, “I’d 
never dreamed that we 
would have almost 500 

students in the school. … We have to 
make reservations to use a room to 
be sure we don’t double-book. It’s a 
wonderful problem to have.”

Principal Scott Hanson said the stages 
of learning have been realigned with 

K-4 through second grade on the top 
floor, third through fifth on the lower 
level and sixth through eighth grades 
on the first floor.

“When I think of how we’ve grown, I 
think of our families and our 
teachers,” Hanson said. 
The school’s continued 
expansion, despite 
growing pains, 

“is a testament 
to our families 
loving the 
F e l i c i a n 
atmosphere, 

Relationships Help 

St. Joseph Academy to Grow

St. Joseph
Academy

Sponsored by the 
Felician Sisters

At left, the curriculum at St. Joseph Academy 
(SJA) includes art classes for all students. Here, an 

elementary student creates her own piece of art to take 
home! At center, elementary students are all smiles at 

SJA's pep rally!



and the Felician Sisters themselves. 
They have really made the Felician 
foundation palpable.”

Quality remains key: The Early 
Childhood program is accredited 
through the National Accreditation 
Commission (NAC) and the school 
is accredited through AdvancEd, 
now called Cognia, a nonprofit 
organization that conducts rigorous 
reviews of schools. It is also accredited 
with the Wisconsin Religious 
Independent Schools Accreditation 

(WRISA).  “I think the parents, if they 
shop around, see the services we 
provide are much greater than what 
they can get in other places,” Sr. 
Brendan said. “Our 
level of 

p ro fess iona l i sm 
is important; the 
Felician Sisters 
always want to 
do a good job. 
If someone else 
can do it better, 
we’ll get out of 
the way and let 
them do it.”

Hanson has 
established a 
relationship with 
EL Education, an 
organization founded 
to encourage equity in 
education by providing schools 
with top-quality curricula. They 
have made the school’s objectives 
consistent and measurable, and 
set learning targets which teachers 
work to have students internalize 
through their lessons. He and 
assistant principal Lucia Arboleda 
offer teachers weekly lesson plan 
feedback and work to increase 
instructional dialogue. 

“Now we are moving from a growth 
model to a model of sustainability 
and excellence,” Hanson said, noting 
that while work remains to be done, 
scores have risen and the academy 
has entered into a partnership with 
the Milwaukee Public Library to 
address the “summer slide” some 
students experience  

Making Faith Part 

of the Equation

Beginning in 2012, when 
St. Joseph added second 
grade, the school started 
to offer preparation for 
the sacraments, and as 
the school has grown, the 

number of students receiving the 
sacraments has as well.  Under 
the direction of Sr. Michelle 
Marie Konieczny, faith formation 
coordinator, and catechists, 
on Nov. 19, 2019, 34 
children received 
the Sacrament of 
Reconci l iat ion 
for the first 
time; six are 
p r e p a r i n g 
for Baptism. 

“We’re very 
f o r t u n a t e 
that we have 
a retired 
priest from 
the diocese, 
Rev. Luis Pacheco 
Sanchez, who is 
willing to serve as 
our honorary chaplain,” Sr. 
Brendan added.  

“My vision when I started was to be 
the premier option for families both 
for academics and faith formation in 

St. Joseph
Academy

Sponsored by the 
Felician Sisters

“This is not one of those jobs 
where you hit the alarm five 

times. I feel pretty excited to get 
up and go.”

Dr. Tabia Jones
President and CEO
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Top right, all SJA students receive a free and nutritious breakfast and lunch. Center 
right, Sr. Mary Brendan Bogdan, director of mission and outreach at SJA, spends time 
visiting the children at SJA’s Early Childhood Education Center.



A History of Excellence 
St. Joseph Orphan Asylum
In 1907, just 33 years after the first 
Felician Sisters arrived in North America, 
they were asked to help raise funds 
to build and operate an orphanage in 
Milwaukee. Ground was broken on April 
15, 1907, and the St. Joseph Orphan 
Asylum was constructed.

As the plans for the orphanage were 
beginning, the St. Joseph Ladies Aid 
Society was formed and held its first 
fundraising event, a weeklong festival, 
that August. Thus began an annual 
Orphans’ Picnic, held on the grounds of 
the orphanage each year until 1966. In 
1929, the group added an annual Charity 
Ball that would be held in February of 
each year, with a break during World War 
II, until 1977. 

In May 1908, the first orphans arrived, 
46 boys and 39 girls. Since many of the 
children had physical handicaps, a 50-
bed infirmary was built. For a time, the 
site also served as the provincial house 
of the Mother of Good Counsel Province. 

The Sisters’ property encompassed 20th 
to 16th streets and Euclid to Ohio streets, 
four blocks east to west and three blocks 
north to south. It included a duck pond 
and an orchard, and with the help of the 
Ladies Aid Society, the orphans enjoyed 

opportunities to play in a band, join a 
Boy Scout Troop and go to the zoo and 
on other field trips. 

In 1961, the society purchased a summer 
home on Upper Nemahbin Lake, Villa St. 
Joseph in Delafield, which allowed the 
children to enjoy the cool of the lakeside 
in summer. The members also made 
improvements in the orphanage building, 
including the installation of an elevator, 
renovation of the chapel and purchases 
of new equipment and furnishings.

During the early to mid-1900s, the 
preference for care for children who 
could not remain with their natural 
parents began to move from orphanages 
to foster families, and the Sisters who 
operated the orphanage began to look 
for other uses for the space that would 
serve the current needs of society. 

South Day Care Center 
of St. Joseph

As orphanages were being phased out in 
favor of foster care, Sister Mary Alvernia 
Witek, who had been the administrator 
of the orphanage, approached the 
provincial leadership with a request to 
begin a day care center. She was aware 
that the adjacent, Felician-founded St. 

Francis Hospital, dedicated in 1956, 
was losing nurses as they began their 
families, because there was no child 
care available. 

In 1967, the Felician Sisters received a 
license to operate the South Day Care 
Center of St. Joseph and began serving 
children ages 3-12.

As Sr. Mary Samuel Holowacz was 
completing her first year in the novitiate, 
Sr. Alvernia came to the motherhouse to 
ask for help. A member of her group was 
assigned but became ill and required 
surgery. Sr. Samuel was tapped for the 
assignment and began on opening day, 
Sept. 3, 1967.

“We had four children enrolled and three 
showed up,” Sr. Samuel recalled. “The 
children were new and they didn’t see 
anyone who was a veteran; they were 
crying. We worked early and late; it was 
just the two of us,” she and Sr. Alvernia.

Sr. Samuel worked as an assistant 
teacher with Sr. Mary Agnessine 
Veteska during the day. “She taught me 
everything,” she said of Sr. Agnessine, 
herself an orphan who covered the walls 
of her playroom with beautiful images 
from nursery rhymes. 

1907
The Felician Sisters are asked to 
found an orphanage in Milwaukee and 
establish St. Joseph Orphan Asylum, 
which operated from 1908-1968. 

1967
The Sisters receive a license to operate 
a child day care facility, the South Day 
Care Center of St. Joseph, and continue 
to operate St. Joseph Home, for children 
ages 9-18 who were wards of the state, 
from 1967-73.

1999
At the request of the Archbishop of 
Milwaukee, the child care facility moves 
to Oklahoma and 16th streets, adds new 
construction to provide care for infants 
and toddlers, and changes its name 
to the Child Development Center of St. 
Joseph. 
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Because children who had been living 
in the orphanage as wards of the state 
were still living in the building under the 
name St. Joseph Home as the day care 
center began, Sr. Samuel slept in a room 
adjacent to the dormitory room for the 
five children assigned to her.  

She recalled that each child had his or 
her own personal space, clothing and 
possessions, and each area had a pet. 
In the middle was an open space where 
the children could do their homework, 
surrounded by low walls so that each 
child had privacy. “Next to their bed 
was a little chest of drawers with their 
clothing and their stuffed animals,” Sr. 
Samuel said. “I took care of them all 
night and Friday night through Monday 
morning. It was like you were their 
parent; you did their laundry and ironed 
things that needed ironing. Very homey.”

Meanwhile, the day care was growing 
apace.

Meeting a Growing Need

From its beginning with four children, 
“we went to 20 children in the first year, 
and every single year we doubled,” Sr. 
Samuel recalled. The nearby Milwaukee 
Area Technical College approached the 
center for student teacher placements, 
and the help was needed: “In the old 
days, if you were on welfare, you could 
get free day care when you were going 
to college. We went up to 100 kids, and 
we took over the whole building.”

They also 
o f f e r e d 
s u m m e r 
care, with a 
wading pool 
outside, along 
with picnic 
benches where 
the children 
could eat their 
lunches out in 
the fresh air. 

Sr. Samuel 
found a four-year 
early child care 
program at the University 
of Wisconsin at Milwaukee, 
where she earned a degree 
with a specialization in 
language and the special 
needs child, finding 
sign language a help in 
communicating with some 
of the children. When 
an opening arose, she 
became a kindergarten 
teacher.

Science and music 
were her loves, and she 
shared them with her 
students. “We had a 
zoo in my classroom; 
name an animal and I 
probably had it,” she said with 
a laugh, naming a tarantula, snake and 
fish among their pets over the years. 

And students’ lives were changed. 
One boy who was physically small had 
struggled with day care, crying and 

2004
The center receives its first National 
Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC) accreditation. 

2009
The center adds an Early Head Start 
Program in April, and in September, 
opens a Milwaukee Parental Choice 
School through the addition of a K4 
classroom with 14 students. 

2015
A faith formation program begins 
under the direction of Sr. Michelle 
Marie Konieczny, offering sacramental 
preparation for Baptism, Reconciliation 
and Holy Communion, and in August, 
a two-story addition including a 
gymnasium, computer center, library, 
classrooms, board room and music 
room is added.
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Boys at St. Joseph Orphanage pray before dinner in 1940.

Sister Mary Alvernia Witek, center, administrator of St. Joseph 
Orphanage, with teachers and students, preparing for Christmas in 
approximately 1975.



often being sick. He was assigned to her 
kindergarten, and she introduced herself 
to him over the summer. “This little 
guy is bawling before me; he is sitting 
down, and there are tears. I said, ‘you 
know, tears are a way of telling us that 
something is wrong. There is nothing 
wrong with tears,’” she said.

“The kid has a pretty decent first day. The 
next day he comes to school and he is 
good. He had his dad with him and he 
said, Daddy, Sr. Samuel told me that 
it’s OK to cry; that it tells us things,” Sr. 
Samuel said, adding, “He never needed 
to cry again.”

As the center grew and began to take 
younger children, the Sisters learned 
the building would not pass National 
Association for the Education of 
Young Children (NAEYC) accreditation 
standards because of its configuration, 
which did not include a bathroom for 
each classroom and other requirements.

In 1999, the center moved to the former 
St. Gerard Parish building and added 
a wing so that the center could accept 
babies. The new location was on three 
bus lines, so parents riding the buses 
could see the children playing outside, 
and the center began to welcome a more 
diverse group of families, including 
African-American, Asian and Mexican 
children, as well as Muslim families.

“One thing we were able to bring from 
the old place was a sense of family. We 
told the parents, ‘We are home when you 
can’t be,’” Sr. Samuel said. 

the neighborhood,” Hanson said.

Hanson, who began his career at 
religious middle schools in the 
area and then worked in program 
development, teaching and 
administration at a local charter 
school network, was happy to 
return to a faith-based school. “It is 
very fulfilling to take time for prayer, 
and talking about God and Jesus, 
and have it be a natural part of the 
flow of the day. It makes me fulfilled, 
and for this moment of my life, I 
really feel like God has brought me 
to where I need to be. 

“We are, as an institution, wanting 
to be an anchor for the community. 
We are choosing partnerships 
intentionally to serve our community 
that align with our mission and 
our goals, so that we can provide 
students with the best educational 
experience, which they deserve,” 
he said.

The Felician Sisters have always 
been a welcoming presence: “When 
the Sisters first came, it was to help 
the Polish immigrants,” Sr. Brendan 
said, noting that the academy 
encompasses a diverse student 
body that includes 85% Hispanic or 
Latino families. “It’s all about where 
they feel welcomed and accepted 
in the community.”

As the make-
up of the 
s t u d e n t 
b o d y 

changed, 
the need 
for a change in 
communication became 
apparent. A “translate” button 
was added to the website when 
a new version was launched, and 
plans are in the works for Family 
Nights and other opportunities to 
spend more time with families and 
community members. 

Success Starts with 

a Good Foundation

Helping to build the success of 
the academy is the institution that 
preceded it, the Early Childhood 
Education Center (ECEC).

Director Karrie Krueger, who has 
been at the center 

for 16 

2019
Over 11 years, St. Joseph Academy has 
added a grade each year and now has 
two classrooms each for grades K4, K5, 
and first through seventh grades, as well 
as one eighth-grade classroom. It will 
add a second eighth-grade classroom in 
fall 2020. Five Felician Sisters staff the 
academy and Early Childhood Education 
Center, along with approximately 85 
employees.

“The school grew 
from the 16 kids we 

started with; now we have 
470 … I’d never dreamed that we 
would have almost 500 students 
in the school. … We have to make 
reservations to use a room to be 
sure we don’t double-book. It’s a 

wonderful problem to have.”

Sr. Brendan Bogdan
Mission Leader

RelationshipsRelationships, from page 13

At left, lead infant teacher Eila Mendez, left, and infant assistant 
teacher Jessica Villarreal-Perez care for children at SJA's Early 
Childhood Education Center.

At right, students and families participate in the traditional receiving of 
ashes on their foreheads during Mass on Ash Wednesday.



years, has led it for three, 
including direction of the 
successful reaccreditation 
process, during which the 
center maintained a ranking of 
five stars, which is rare among 
child care providers. 

Academics are a central part 
of the morning, followed by free 

play, small-group activity and some 
outside time. After lunch and nap 
time, those who stay for the afternoon 
enjoy more small-group time and 
free play, with individual activities 
addressing whatever a specific child 
may need.

“As we started transitioning strongly 
from just providing care, we started 
strengthening academics. It’s very 
important for brain development 
to start these processes young,” 
Krueger explained.

Given the current predominance of 
Hispanic families, the ECEC labels 
items in the classrooms in both 
Spanish and English and sends letters 
home written in both languages. In 

addition, the center partners with 
the Next Door Foundation, 

which provides early 
child care and other 

services in the center 
city, to offer extra 

services such as 
English classes or 
assistance with 
dental care for the 
whole family. 

Krueger says 
the biggest 

challenge is to 
provide affordable 

child care to the 
community, some of 

whom receive child care assistance, 
but the emphasis on quality and 
serving the whole child as well as the 
whole family remains important. “We 
are about providing quality education 
not just for the children, but for the 
families,” she said. “Transformation is 
a big part of what we do, no matter 
what aspect you look at it from.”

Building the Big 

Picture

President and CEO Dr. Tabia Jones 
agrees that transformation describes 
what is happening throughout St. 
Joseph Academy. Her charge from 
the board nearly four years ago 
was to ensure that St. Joseph was 
academically strong and competitive 
with its peers, as well as financially 
solid. “They said to make sure that 
in all things, our mission is living and 
you can see that in all our works.”

Fast forward four years, and 
“the finances look great, the 
accreditations and accolades are 
coming, and right now, it’s just taking 
care of our people,” she said, adding 
that the academy’s department 
leaders, managers and supervisors 

“really own their departments. I’m not 
a micromanager at all. They know 
if they need 
me, they 

have my support, but I trust them.”

Currently in her 24th year in education, 
Jones said that she began to look for 
something more after 20 years in the 
public sphere, listening to her sister 
who told her about the “love work” 
that happens at nonprofits. She said 
that she has “finally found home, 
because this is not one of those jobs 
where you hit the alarm five times. I 
feel pretty excited to get up and go.”

Like her team members, Jones 
believes the families’ commitment 
to the academy is important. “Fifty 
percent of our families start in (early 
child care) and go right through,” she 
said. 

Jones would like to see St. Joseph 
Academy as a whole grow to a 
position of financial strength. “I 
would just love to have enough, so 
if we want to have a block party, or 
a baby shower to provide families 
with things they need, we could just 
do it; to be financially stable enough 
to be a bigger ministry in 
the community. We 
do well; I would 
just love to do 
more.”“The school grew 

from the 16 kids we 
started with; now we have 

470 … I’d never dreamed that we 
would have almost 500 students 
in the school. … We have to make 
reservations to use a room to be 
sure we don’t double-book. It’s a 

wonderful problem to have.”

Sr. Brendan Bogdan
Mission Leader
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At left, lead infant teacher Eila Mendez, left, and infant assistant 
teacher Jessica Villarreal-Perez care for children at SJA's Early 
Childhood Education Center.

At right, students and families participate in the traditional receiving of 
ashes on their foreheads during Mass on Ash Wednesday.

A student smiles during time to visit with friends 
at lunch.

Above: Early Head Start 
assistant teacher Geneva 
Jackson helps a SJA student 
pick up his toys in the Early 
Childhood Education.


