
  

WELCOMING THE STRANGER 

San Juan Diego Academy is a K-8 Catholic school established in 2010 

educating Latino children in the Grand Rapids and Wyoming area. The school 

serves nearly 200 students with a capacity of 225. 

SJDA students are children of immigrants. They come from families where little 

or no English is spoken in the home and income can hover below $19,000.  

Despite these barriers, SJDA students consistently out-perform both charter 

and public schools on standardized proficiency exams. 

Such stellar performance is achieved through an intentional approach to the 

education of first and second-generation immigrant children. 

Integration is a slow, complex and sometimes confusing process. It takes time 

to gain knowledge of new terrain, let alone a foreign culture. Sometimes it 

takes generations. SJDA accelerates that process for students and families by 

creating a community of friendship, hope and faith. 

At San Juan Diego Academy, Latino customs are valued and celebrated, 

providing parents with the cultural security they seek while settling in a new 

land. At the same time, their children are held to the highest academic and 

spiritual standards and encouraged, daily, to prepare for college. 

This whole-family approach inspires students and parents to make education a 

priority in their lives. 

Who We Are: 
A school focusing on 
Latino children 
Serving  Grand 
Rapids and Wyoming 
Integrating 
immigrant families 



 

FROM STRANGER TO STUDENT 

At first, families who enroll may act like a guest, as though the school is their 

host. But, as they integrate themselves further into the school and church 

family, they learn to take ownership for obligations and responsibilities, 

enrolling in on-premise classes to learn English, volunteering at the school and 

finally, engaging in society with reverence, ease and confidence. 

This happens in large part because the SJDA staff educates with zeal, viewing 

themselves as cross-  

Although they earn less than other teachers - public and private  they do 

every day  

SJDA embeds high expectations. Doors open at 7:00 a.m. for breakfast and 

the school day continues until 4:00 p.m. Students begin with prayer, a Bible 

reading, the Pledge of Allegiance and a collective voice of confidence to 

succeed in school and go on to college. ¡Si Se Puede! (Yes! I can) is the 

common greeting. 
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What We Do: 
Educate Latino 
immigrant children 
Do it with zeal 
Embed high 
expectations 
Graduate stellar 
students 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

EDUCATION AND THE STRANGER 
 

There is a need to promote education within the Latino community. Only 15 

percent of Latinos living in the US have a college degree, compared to 41 

percent of Whites. Almost half of West Michigan Latinos never graduate from 

high school. 

Education gaps cause fissures in the fabric of society - fissures that all too 

often erupt into unemployment, incarceration, unstable economies and fearful 

communities. 

SJDA is committed to preventing those fissures by changing the way Latinos 

think about education. What students learn here goes way beyond grades. 

 

When it comes to competitive proficiency exams, SJDA student performance is 

stellar. Few schools in the state can make such a claim when it comes to 

educating Latino children. 

Justice and common sense demand that SJDA reach its full capacity of 225 

students and continue this important work for the good of our greater Grand 

Rapids community. 
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Sources: NWEA and mischooldata.org Spring 2017 data 
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Why We Do It: 
Because it works 
Because justice 
demands it 
Because Greater Grand 
Rapids is better off for 
it 



 
 
 

ECONOMICS AND THE STRANGER 
 

 
 
 
 
 

You should know: 
Poverty lives next door
Poor families value 
education, too

The world of the immigrant  especially the poor urban immigrant  is 

our family squeezed into 600 square feet of living space above a busy grocery 

store, or our daughter sharing an unheated basement bedroom with a teenage 

SJDA families and children. 

SJDA parents work hard at entry-level jobs demanding long hours. For some, 

employment options may be limited because of legal status. Whether they were 

physicians, college professors, factory workers or subsistence farmers in their 

own land, once in the United States they may, instead, fix cars in their 

driveways, pick up seasonal construction jobs, babysit or clean houses. Many 

families piece together two or three part-time jobs to make ends meet. 

 

have any meaning. What better way to spend our money than on the education 

of our children? I say, that is the only inheritance we can leave our children. 
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Note: The average SJDA 
family has five members. 
However many support 
extended family here and 
abroad. 



OUR SITUATION 
 

 

OUR SITUATION 
 
 
 

 
*According to the 
Michigan Department of 
Education, statewide per- 
--pupil cost is $9,661, 

 per 
pupil cost of $5,500. 

SJDA makes ends meet by managing to a per-pupil cost of $5,500 as 

compared to a statewide average of $9,661*. By forgoing much needed 

building repairs and updated teaching tools, the school has managed to remain 

which is tapped to meet payroll and then replaced as hand-to-mouth donations 

come in. Raising tuition to meet growing needs only creates hardship for 

families and puts excellence out of reach for their children. 

That s why SJDA seeks annual individual and foundation gifts to bridge the 

gap between what parents pay and the actual cost.  
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STRANGER AS MESSENGER: THE CRITICAL QUESTION 

were heralds, bringing useful news, customs, and technologies from afar.  

Often, strangers were thought to be angels in disguise. To turn a stranger away 

 

The welcome we extend to the strangers of the twenty-first century has 

become a critical question. Will our starting point be one of abundance or of 

limited resources in meeting the challenges and opportunities that await us? 

The answers we give to these and similar questions will have a great impact on 

our future, and the spiritual health and well-being of our community. 

San Juan Diego Academy may not be your alma mater, but it is your mission 

school next door, educating and integrating the next generation of American 

children. 

SJDA reaches students in their formative years and is in need of your support 

to continue this work and grow to full capacity. We ask that you please 

consider making SJDA a significant portion of your philanthropic generosity.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
6 


