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Construction takes place at the former St. John's Academy, which was first founded as a convent and small boarding school opening in 1920. The building will be replaced with additional student housing for the fall 2009 semester.
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Karen Larkin, teacher education lecturer at Plattsburgh State, said she had a better education than any of her colleagues in Sibley Hall.

She is not speaking, however, of a graduate school degree or even her undergrad, which she completed at PSUC, but of her experience from the first grade until she graduated high school.

She attended St. John's Academy.

The building in which she spent much time as both a student and then later a teacher, is being torn down, making way for College Suites, a new student housing complex on Broad Street. Many St. John's graduates, also known as "Johnnys," are sad to see it go.

Founded first as a convent and small boarding school, the school was built at 59 Broad St. and opened in 1920, with its first graduating class in 1923, according to "Plattsburgh, New York: A City's First Century," a book by Richard B. Frost.

A large fire burned part of the school in 1955, and the new segment - which many PSUC students might have recognized - was opened in 1957.

It began as kindergarten through 12th grade, but in 1989, the high school merged with Mount Assumption Institute to form Seton Catholic. The seventh and eighth grades followed in 2004, merging with Seton's middle school. In 2006, the school merged with St. Peters, and use of the Broad Street building ceased.

"The tuition had to keep going up, and as it went up more and more of the parents chose to send their students to the public schools," said Tom Rennell, a trustee with St. John's parish. "There becomes a time when you don't have sufficient enrollment to make it cost effective." Larkin said she has nothing but positive memories of her time at St. John's.

"St. John's Academy was progressive," Larkin said, specifically citing a time of confusion in the '60s when Vatican II took place, and rules were drastically changed. "(The school) was scholarly, was accepting, was insightful, was remarkable. We were challenged, and we were cherished."

Larkin served the school in many disciplines: as a student, she was inspired; as a teacher of Biology, Chemistry, Health, Environmental Science and AP Biology, she worked to give her students what they deserved - the education she experienced. She also served as a curriculum coordinator for two years and sent four of her five children to the school.

When she crossed the threshold of student to teacher, her feelings about the school and its purpose did not change.

"If you taught at St. John's back in the day, you felt a sense of responsibility and a privilege to be the very best you can be," she said.

She remembers from her time teaching - one October, when she was to be paid, an assistant principal came to her to deliver her check in person. He told her and the other faculty: Every single student in this school can get a very fine education for free up the street or somewhere else - so you all better be worth it.

Despite tuition costs, Larkin stressed that St. John's was not just a school for rich kids.

"This was a school where in many instances it was the poor kids who were going there," she said. "That's one of the benefits of having a dress code of some sort - there is a diminished sense of class."

Larkin is not the only student who chose to come back and serve the school in another capacity.

Nancy Monette, who has lived in Plattsburgh for 60 of her 63 years and is now co-chair of the College-Community Partnership, graduated from St. John's in 1968 and returned as a librarian from 1979-89.

Although when she went back, she said, "I saw things change that were sort of pulling away a little bit from what I remembered." 

She thought discipline was lax. Many of the nuns had died, the priests had left and other teachers didn't stay because the pay was not very good.

"Some of those things maybe colored me a little bit," she said.

Larkin said after accepting a position at PSUC in 1986, she would have gone back to St. John's, "but things in two years had changed drastically, and I felt that my energies would be better used at the university level."

But more recent changes in the school could not rob Larkin or Monette of their fond memories as students.

"I felt it was home for all of those years," Monette said. "I still have a strong faith today because the school and the church and my family all gave me the same message; there were no mixed messages."

Jeff Norton, a PSUC graduate student who graduated from eighth grade at St. John's in 2000, is part of a long generation of "Johnnys."

Norton said St. Johns is very family orientated, as generations followed each other into the school. His grandfather was in the second graduating class, in 1924, and his mother and her seven siblings all attended.

"As a former student, it's kind of hard to see (the school get torn down)," Norton said, "but as a college student, it's cool to have a new, nicer building for all of us to live in, so I have mixed feelings."

Christopher Gebhardt, a '99 graduate of St. John's and a '07 grad. of PSUC, is working on his master's degree in Boston, but came home for Thanksgiving and saw the remains of his alma mater.

"You spend 10 years of your life going there every day, hanging out after school and at all the sporting events and then it's just completely gone. It's a little hard to handle at first," he said.

But Gebhardt said he thinks college housing will be a good opportunity for students to live in "nicer, newer apartments."

Larkin said she is delighted the property is being turned into student housing. 

"The landlords in many cases are not being fair to the students, and are not being fair to the residents of Plattsburgh," she said. "And maybe this will take a little money out of their pockets and reasonable homeowners will take (off-campus) houses and turn them back into homes."

Monette said she has mixed feelings, but she is hoping that the complex proves to be a positive addition, not a detriment, to the community.

Monette said she thought she was dealing well with the tearing down of the building, but when she drove down Broad Street about a month ago, "I had quite a lump in my throat," she said.

Mary Ellen Boswell, a retired English teacher who attended and then substituted at St. John's, shares Monette's tears.

"Part of our school song said, 'Through the halls of old St. John's.' To us, (the building) may be gone but St. John's still lives on," she said. 

"It won't be farewell to St. John's until you lose the last Johnny!"
