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The St. John Paul the Great Academy Journey 
 

— PRE-K THROUGH JR. HIGH SCHOOL  — 
 

 
“St. John Paul the Great Academy is a dynamic multi-age STREAM school rooted in 

faith, service, and academic excellence—where students are challenged and inspired  to 
become collaborators, critical thinkers, future leaders, and global citizens.” 

 
 
1893. In August of 1893, upon accepting an invitation from the Reverend Patrick Duggan, the 
Sisters of Mercy from Meriden arrived to staff the newly founded St. Francis of Assisi Parochial 
School built behind the church.  Sister Mary Josephine O’Keefe, R.S.M. was the first principal of 
over 1,200 enrolled students. Every child of school age in the parish was attending St. Francis.  The 
school was very cosmopolitan at the time with students representing nearly every country in Europe 
and even some in Asia and Africa. Even in its formative years, one of the true strengths of St. 
Francis School has been in its diversity, accepting children of all races, ethnicities, and faiths.  
 
1904. In 1904, the Chapel building was erected which housed the administrative offices and some 
classrooms and was connected by tunnel to the original school building.  
 
1949. In 1949, the Parish Mothers’ Club sponsored the establishment of a cafeteria in the Chapel 
building. While principal from 1949-1952, the Reverend John Finn was instrumental in getting the 
school into the national school lunch program. Also in that year, the gymnasium was established in 
the upper floor of the Chapel building. 
 

Across town, also during this time, beginning in 1944, Monsignor William Botticelli of St. Peter 
Parish arranged for the Religious Teachers Filippini of New Jersey, a community dedicated to the 
Christian education of youth, to come and assist him in the instruction of the youth in the parish.  
For ten years, the Sisters were involved in catechetical instruction, parish census, adult education, 
music, and home visitations. 
 
1954. In 1954, a decision was made to open an elementary school for the purpose of providing 
Catholic instruction and education for the children of St. Peter Parish. Classes were to be held in 
the St. Peter Community House beginning with the Kindergarten class, adding a new grade each 
year until a full elementary school, Kindergarten through Grade 8, would be in operation. 
 
1955. In August of 1955, a devastating flood destroyed the Community House and other buildings 
in the heart of Torrington. This caused the 1955-56 Kindergarten classes of St. Peter Parish to 
attend other local schools.  
 
1956. In January of 1956, with much faith, courage, determination and sacrifice, the parish 
community launched a fundraising campaign to provide Catholic education for their children.  
Within two months, the initial goal of $150,00.00 was surpassed and a total of $252,000.00 in cash 
and pledges was received. 
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In September of that year, St. Peter School was opened with 91 students registered for Grades 1,2, 
and 3 and 40 Kindergarten students in attendance.  Sister Mary Patti, M.P.F. was the first principal. 
The Most Reverend Henry O’Brien, Archbishop of Hartford, laid the cornerstone. Documents and 
a personal note from Monsignor Botticelli were cemented into the cornerstone of the school. For 
well over 50 years, the Religious Teachers Filippini of New Jersey staffed the school.  
 
1962. Meanwhile, at St. Francis of Assisi, in 1962, during the pastorate of the Right Reverend 
Monsignor John J. Loughlin, the current school was built at 360 Prospect Street complete with 16 
classrooms, a full-size gymnasium, cafeteria, and kitchen. In December of that year, more than 600 
students packed up their desks and carried their belongings up Main Street to the new school 
building. 
 
60’s—70’s. During the 1960s and early ‘70s, St. Francis of Assisi School flourished and families 
from outside Torrington were not allowed to attend. A lottery was established for Torrington 
residents to select children to attend.  
 
70’s—80’s. By the end of the 1970s, the Church was experiencing a decline in vocations and many 
remaining religious sisters chose to work in hospitals or prisons rather than schools. As a result, St. 
Francis of Assisi School hired more lay teachers that led to an increase in tuition.  Enrollment was 
also declining. So in 1981, a half-day Kindergarten program was established which became full 
time in 1989. 
 

The last Sister of Mercy to serve as principal of St. Francis of Assisi School was Sister Joan Marie 
Prisavage from 1978-1985. In the early 1990s, Principal Sister Margaret Mary Kennedy, O.P. 
initiated the Afterschool program. For the centennial celebration, a half-day Preschool program 
began for children age 3 and 4. 
 

Many of the St. Francis of Assisi graduates are distinguished by their emphasis on community 
service. Many of the Alumni have been professionals and business owners who remain active in 
the City of Torrington and the surrounding towns. Families and support from the communities led 
to the success of the school. Several students have been the third and/or fourth generation of 
families from our community.    
 
1980’s.  In 1982 and 1984, respectively, Sacred Heart and St. Mary Schools closed in Torrington 
and many students from these schools enrolled at St. Peter School changing the ethnic population 
of the school.  By the late 1980s, the predominantly Italian population living near the church and 
school decreased and the student population became more culturally diverse. During the 
administration of St. Peter School, students were educated to be Christ-like leaders with a 
foundation rooted in Catholic truth and tradition blended with academic, social, and personal 
growth that provided an intellectually, socially, and spiritually alive atmosphere. 
 
1997. In 1997, Mrs. Margaret Carabelli was appointed the first lay principal in the history of St. 
Francis of Assisi School. 
 
2002. In 2002, Mrs. Jo-Anne Gauger became the last principal at St. Francis of Assisi School. 
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2005. In 2005, St. Francis and St. Peter Schools merged into one school with two campuses. St. 
Peter School educated Pre-K through Grade 2 students while St. Francis of Assisi educated Grade 
3 through Grade 8 students.   
 
2006. In 2006, the school name was changed to St. Peter/St. Francis School. 
 
2009. In July 2009, the two campuses merged into one and all grades were moved into the St. 
Francis campus. Mrs. Jo-Anne Gauger served as principal of St. Peter/St. Francis School from July 
2006 to June 2019.  
 
2015. In 2015, St. Peter/St. Francis School transitioned to a “Multi-Age Educational Model” which 
supports students from more than one grade in the same classroom with the same teacher.  There 
are many benefits to this model including fostering leadership, and encouraging older students to 
learn at their own pace and level. A teacher becomes familiar with the student during the two years 
and is better able to access the student’s strengths and the areas for improvement. 
 
2017. In 2017, after almost two years of planning, the Archdiocese of Hartford made a decision to 
consolidate the Catholic community formerly known as the Torrington Cluster of Roman Catholic 
Parishes which included St. Francis of Assisi, St. Peter, Sacred Heart, and St. Mary churches, into 
one parish. In June of that year, this Catholic community became known as the St. John Paul the 
Great Parish. 
 
2018. In August of 2018, upon his arrival to St. John Paul the Great Parish as the new pastor, Father 
Emmanuel Ihemedu was advised that approval had already been given to close St. Peter/St. Francis 
School due to dwindling enrollment and lack of funds to keep the school open. After consulting 
with many church, school, and community partners, a new vision emerged for the school. It was 
determined that closing the school would not be in the best interest of the children, families, parish 
and town. Father Emmanuel wrote, “It would deny us the opportunity to help lay the foundation 
and raise the leaders of tomorrow by providing solid Catholic education and values to our children 
and their families. Closing SPSF School has the potential of endangering the future of our parish 
since a parish without children is a parish with no future. And the impact it might have on vocations 
to the priesthood, religious and married life cannot be underestimated. And this is not a risk we are 
willing to take at this time.” 
 
2019. In June 2019, the principal of St. Peter/St. Francis School, Mrs. Jo-Anne Gauger, retired.  
 

On July 1, 2019, Dr. Nancy E. Testa began her tenure as principal.  After visits to a few Connecticut 
Catholic academies that had already implemented the Science, Technology, Religion, Engineering, 
Arts, and Mathematics (STREAM) curriculum, Father Emmanuel and Dr. Testa were convinced 
that this program would have success in Torrington. Father Emmanuel wrote, “ Not only will 
STREAM make Catholic identity central in our school, empirical evidence show that it is an 
effective program to prepare children for high school and for the 21st century workforce.  
 

Subsequent to this, Father Emmanuel made a formal request to Archbishop Blair of the Archdiocese 
of Hartford for approval to change the name of St. Peter/St. Francis School to Saint John Paul the 
Great Academy with STREAM curriculum.  
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In August 2019, Archbishop Blair and his cabinet approved the requested name change and 
STREAM curriculum and St. John Paul the Great Academy was established.    
 
Today. The Academy boasts innovative programs in the arts, science, and music and a stellar 
academic program designed to suit each student’s learning style and pace. Students are challenged 
academically, inspired artistically, and enlightening spiritually in a stimulating environment 
nurtured in the Roman Catholic faith. With STREAM, creative instruction is fostered across all 
disciplines, and the Catholic faith is integrated throughout every facet of our curriculum. Through 
structured and guided inquiry, student-centered technology, interdisciplinary instruction, and social 
and emotional learning, students are motivated, inspired, and become critical thinkers and 
collaborators to best prepare them for the future. 
 

To prepare for this transition, professional development for STREAM began in September 2019 
and will continue through the 2019/2020 school year with a full transition to an academy by the 
beginning of the 2020/2021 school year. 
 

 
 

Believe. Build. Become. 

  


