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St. Joseph Training Institute 
Quality education for at-risk youth

— Jacmel, Haiti —

She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue.
Proverbs 31:26
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We are a 
Catholic ministry

that mobilizes the global Catholic Church to transform 
the poor and their communities materially and spiritually 

for the glory of Jesus Christ. 

Rather than create new institutions to distribute aid, we 
support existing ministries and churches already serving the 

poor. In addition to being the most cost-effective way of 
helping the poor, empowering these ministries allows us to 
support the Church’s spiritual mission and its important 

position of leadership in poor communities.

We consider every gift we receive as a precious resource 
from God. We direct every donation to its intended 
project, provide honest and accurate reports to our 

donors, and keep overhead costs to an industry low. We 
handle funds with utmost integrity and hold our ministry 
partners in the field to the same high standards by asking 
them to document costs and the impact of their outreach. 

We invite you to join with us as we seek to transform the 
lives of the poor materially and spiritually — ways that 

please the Father and glorify him in Heaven and on earth.
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Project Synopsis

Description
A Catholic lay missionary needs funds to 
operate a school for older students whose 
education has been delayed because of 
extreme poverty.

Purpose
To transform the lives of 150 uneducated, 
at-risk youth, and 50 young adults 
through an accelerated primary education 
program, personalized vocational training 
and the teaching of Catholic moral values.

Location
Jacmel, on Haiti’s southern coast. 

Cost
$72,000 to fully fund the operation of the 
school. Costs include staff salaries, food 
costs, a vacation summer camp, plus 
tuition  
and expenses to fund four grades of 
students in the accelerated primary school 
program. 

Highlights
• Families in Haiti struggle with the most 

extreme poverty and most dire living 
conditions in the Western Hemisphere.

• The poor economy in rural Jacmel has 
created tremendous hardships, resulting 
in a very high number of children age 10 
to 16 years old who have never attended 
school.

• Nirva Desdunes, who has worked with at-risk youth in Jacmel for more than a decade, has made it her 
personal mission to reach out to these older children who need an education.

• Cross Catholic Outreach has been a long-time supporter of Nirva Desdunes’ work in Jacmel.  
For over a decade she served at-risk girls, and now she is focusing her efforts on the school.

• Cross Catholic Outreach is committed to helping St. Joseph Training Institute transform the lives of these 
underprivileged adolescents, but we need your help! 

Nirva Desdunes at St. Joseph Training Institute.
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The Need
As Haiti’s fourth-largest city, Jacmel is known among world travelers for its vibrant arts community and historical 

French architecture. The city hosts film festivals and is considered something of a cultural hub. Life here might 
sound appealing, but there’s also a dark side to Jacmel — an overwhelming, life-threatening level of poverty that 
impacts most of its people.

The typical Jacmel family lives in a one-room dwelling made of dried mud, scrap tin or palm fronds. They have 
no running water, sanitation services or electricity. In these conditions, normally preventable diseases claim lives 
and malnutrition runs rampant, especially among children. 

To survive, families often turn to subsistence farming or selling items in the streets. What income they earn is 
usually just enough to live day to day. It is certainly not enough to send their children to Haiti’s “free” public 
schools where fees, books and uniforms are required.

As a result, families are caught in a tragic “Catch-22” — a circumstance that leaves them unable to overcome 
their plight. Parents know their children need an education to rise out of poverty, but they can’t begin to afford 
schooling because they themselves lack the literacy and arithmetic skills required for higher-paying jobs. The 
result is a very high number of children age 10 to 16 years old who have never attended school.  And it’s been 
widely accepted that once children reach this advanced age, getting an education is no longer possible for them — 
they will never be able to catch up with their peers. 

But is it really too late?  Nirva Desdunes believes it is not.

Nirva, a lay Catholic missionary, believes God has a plan for these older children. She is convinced that with the 
proper training, they can still reach their full potential. Nirva’s solution is the St. Joseph Training Institute — a 
school specifically tailored to the needs of these older students.  

Jacmel streets are full of life. But hidden beneath this bustling veneer is a cruel poverty that has kept thousands of young 
children from attending school.
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The mission of St. Joseph
“We hope to give these young people all the tools they need to succeed in life, so they can enter adulthood in 

a position of strength,” says Nirva Desdunes, director of St. Joseph Training Institute. For hundreds of Jacmel’s 
poorest children who are too old to start primary school, St. Joseph is a second chance toward achieving the 
success that Nirva envisions.

The school is unique in Jacmel. It has been 
set up specifically for older children whose 
education has been delayed because of 
extreme poverty. An accelerated program, 
held weekday mornings, enables the students 
to complete 1st through 6th grades in just 
four years. Then in the afternoon, students 
can take advantage of vocational training 
classes in agronomy, tailoring, health, sewing, 
music, computer and English.

After completing the program, the students 
will receive both a primary school certificate 
and a professional aptitude certificate that 
equips them for future employment.

“The key is to be patient,” says Nirva. 
“There are so many youths who have never 
had the opportunity to attend school. This is 
our chance to make a difference.”

And they do make a difference. The fact 
that these students will actually learn a trade 
while gaining their primary education is what 
sets this program apart. 

But the school is more than just a training 
ground. It has a mission to transform lives. 
Nirva envisions the school reaching out and 
affecting entire families, strengthening ties 
between mothers, fathers and relatives. Nirva 
has plans to provide agricultural training for 
parents while their children are in school. For 
her, this is what the mission of the school is 
all about — to be like a lamp that gives light 
to the people.

Ramon, 10 is the first in his family to go to school. Though his education is 
getting a late start, he looks forward to learning to read and acquiring 
construction skills at St. Joseph Training Institute.

Agronomy and animal science are just two of the vocational training classes 
that are held in the afternoons.
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The mission of Nirva Desdunes
 “I grew up in a party family,” Nirva told us. 

“My parents partied all the time. There was no 
Christ — no spiritual formation.” She also estimates 
that about 75% of the kids she went to school 
with became juvenile delinquents. It was only 
when she attended university that she desired to 
be closer to God. She entered a convent because 
she felt called to help the poor. 

And although she ended up leaving the convent 
before completing her religious training, she 
remained convinced that she was called to help 
the poor. “God had a mission for me,” she said.   

Nirva had studied management at the university, 
so she got jobs with a large international bank as 
well as Plan International, but she still wanted to 
help the needy. So she volunteered at the Port-
au-Prince prison for juvenile delinquents. There, 
she met a sweet 12-year-old boy. She inquired as 
to why he was there. Turned out he was playing 
with another little boy and accidently killed him. 
The dead boy’s parents didn’t see it as an accident 
and wanted revenge. 

Nirva was told, “We can’t let the boy leave the 
prison, even if it was an accident. He’ll get killed 
as soon as he leaves.” Nirva’s story soon becomes 
even more disturbing when she speaks to the 
prison psychologist and learns that the little 12 
year-old boy she had grown to love had been 
repeatedly abused by other prison delinquents. 

It was then that Nirva realized God was speaking 
to her.

“I was making good money,” she said. “I had planned to eventually marry and have kids. But when I met that 
kid at the detention center, I realized I had a mission.” 

That traumatic ordeal inspired her to start a “reinsertion center” for Haiti. Her idea was to have people visit 
the children to make sure delinquents were taken care of and would have a structure around them once they got 
out — strengthening support systems of family and community. 

Nirva settled in Jacmel and, with the help of Cross Catholic Outreach, started Bethsaide — a temporary 
residence for at-risk youth which served as the “reinsertion center” she had imagined.  
And after more than a decade of rescuing young people from the consequences of crime and poverty, Nirva felt a 
calling to do something even more permanent and lasting with her mission. She knew that education was the 
way to go. St. Joseph Training Institute is now her mission in life. And she is convinced that God has a purpose 
for each and every one of these children.

After more than a decade serving as director of Bethsaide, a residence for 
at-risk youth, Nirva Desdunes has answered God’s calling and opened 
St. Joseph Training Institute.



Our Promise to You!
Donations from this campaign will be used to cover any expenditures for this project incurred through June 30, 2023,  

the close of our ministry’s fiscal year. In the event that more funds are raised than needed to fully fund the project,  
the excess funds, if any, will be used to meet the most urgent needs of the ministry.
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Help Now!
Nirva Desdunes is a true visionary. She spent over a decade shining a light of hope into the lives of at-risk 

girls, helping to heal families and transforming entire communities in the process. Her life’s work has been a 
pleasing sacrifice made to accomplish the mission of our Lord.

Now she is taking her calling to the next level, and we are asking you to partner with her through your 
support of her valuable Christ-centered school. The children who are impacted by the St. Joseph Training 
Institute literally have no other place to turn to for help. This is their last hope!

With your contribution, Cross Catholic Outreach can help fund tuition and expenses for needy students 
trying to complete primary school. We hope you will join us as we reach out with the arms of Christ and help 
Nirva Desdunes fulfill her God-honoring mission to serve the poor.

Your gift can change a life!

I will say of the Lord, 
“He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”

Psalms 91:2


