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The Baccalaureate Program
St. John’s Preparatory High School, Monday morning.  As you walk down the driveway you are encompassed by the two wings of the school.  Above the doorway is a large statue of the Virgin Mary and as soon as you walk in your eyes are drawn to a beautiful mosaic of the virgin mother herself.  Now you have to decide which way to go: north or south, left or right.  You go north and make your way upstairs.  Along your journey you are greeted by packs of uniformed students getting ready for another day of high school.  Most of them are your friends, while the others are familiar faces that you have seen around the past three years. You reach the library and sit down for another typical morning.  After tutoring a student in Math you head over to the guidance department to speak to the program head.  You inform him that all is going well at the university.  While handing you a permission slip for the senior trip, he tells you that your senior pictures will be available for pick up on Thursday.

St. John’s University, Monday afternoon.  You drive in through the main gate, hoping that you will be able to find a spot by the townhouses.  You make your way through the lot, driving ten miles per hour, and finally find something.  You pull in, turn your ignition off and hang your bright yellow parking pass on your rearview mirror.  You make your way over to your first class of the day, Perspectives on Christianity.  The Great Lawn is flooded with students making their way to one destination or another.  You notice you are short on time so you pick up the pace.  You enter the large gray building with the stone façade, walk up the green stairs into the green hallway, and make your way into a small classroom with black and red desks and a large black board.

By now some of you may be confused.  How can a person take university classes yet still  go on their high school senior trip and receive senior portraits?  Well, the long answer to that question is the St. John’s University/St. John’s Preparatory High School Baccalaureate Program. But let us keep it simple and call it by its shortened name: the Baccalaureate Program.  This program allows you to complete your senior year of high school and freshman year of college in the same year.  You take all of your classes at the university, but are still allowed to take part in events at the high school.  You can attend prom, graduation, go on your senior trip, and participate in clubs and activities.  

I am in the Baccalaureate Program and that is a typical day for me.  When I do not have class I spend some time at the high school keeping in touch with friends, staying up to date with clubs, and remaining a part of the National Honor Society tutoring program.  When I am not there I am either home or spending time at the university.  It is a very interesting experience despite arguments that senior year is too memorable to miss and that no one can possibly be ready to start college a year early.  Being in the program does have its ups and downs, but overall it is a rewarding experience.


The Baccalaureate Program “is a seven year program which leads to a high school diploma and baccalaureate degree from St. John’s University” (St. John’s Preparatory School).  It was created in the late 1980s by the board of trustees of both St. John’s Prep and St. John’s University.  Both schools share a special bond regarding St. Vincent de Paul’s message to help others and the importance of having a strong Catholic foundation.   It was these beliefs that led to the program’s creation.  Since its start, approximately 350 students have participated in the program, with GPAs ranging from 2.9-4.0.  The final grades from each semester are applied to your final high school transcript, and, because they are college courses, they are weighted the same as a high school honors course.  For instance, your college transcript may say 90, but your high school transcript may say 94 (Russo).

While in the program you need to make sure you complete the credits necessary to finish your senior year of high school.  You need to take one year of English, one semester of Economics, one semester of Government and Politics, one semester of Theology, and one year of Physical Education.  Luckily, English and Theology are a part of the St. John’s University core curriculum; every student must take these courses in order to graduate. In order to complete your physical education requirements you must complete at least one hour a week of physical activity in the university’s fitness center.

In order to assure that you complete your necessary credits for senior year and maintain a good GPA, there is a monitoring process headed by Cecilia Russo, the Assistant Administrator of the Baccalaureate Program at St. John’s University.  Ms. Russo started working with the program almost 25 years ago as a Graduate Assistant and today is one of the program heads.  She is your lifeline during your first year at St. John’s University.  Over the years only about 1% of all participants in the program have failed to complete the necessary credits for their senior year.  In these instances Ms. Russo has worked with both schools to come to some sort of solution as to what options can be made available to the student (Russo).

One of Ms. Russo’s jobs is to make sure that students are happy with their decision to start college a year early.  There have been instances over the years where students found that St. John’s University was not for them and Ms. Russo has worked with them to make their situation better.  On average, 80-85% of students remain at St. John’s University after their first year.  Those that do decide to transfer out, however, often find it difficult to face an entirely new transition process and adjustment period.

I can attest to the fact that starting college a year early is a huge transition and a big adjustment.  You are suddenly given a new-found freedom that you did not have in high school.  You no longer have to ask to use the bathroom or have your parents call on the days you are going to be absent.  Actually, according to university guidelines, professors and administrators are not allowed to tell your parents anything about your school work unless you give them permission to do so.  Late assignments and make-up tests no longer exist.  As another student in the program puts it “you can’t make up tests unless you’re deathly ill, about to be put in the ground,” or an unfortunate event has occurred (Carmichael).  There are very few lenient professors that will allow unexcused late assignments and make-up tests.  

Going from the end of junior year to your freshman year of college is a very big jump.  You must ask yourself if you are ready and responsible enough to start college.  Teachers do not necessarily remind you of upcoming tests, assignments, and important dates.  You are given a syllabus at the beginning of the semester that outlines the entire course, class by class, and it is your responsibility to keep track of it.  You also have a lot more free time.  It is your decision whether or not you want to spend that time studying or hanging out.  College is all about self-control and responsibility; you really need to have these qualities, especially if you are planning on starting college a year early.

Being in the Baccalaureate Program does have its pros and cons.  From what I and my fellow Baccalaureate Program participant, Cassandra Carmichael, have heard: some of the best memories in high school take place in senior year.  Now this may or may not be true, but one also has to keep in mind that balancing high school and college may be difficult.  If you plan on being in the program do not assume that you will be able to live up your senior year as well.  According to Cassandra, it is difficult for her to balance her college and high school life.  She is saddened by the fact that she will probably have to miss out on many senior year events (Carmichael).  I, on the other hand, am the opposite.  I am at the high school nearly every other day and keep in touch with all of my friends.  I stay on top of all the senior events and try to attend as many as possible.  While in the program you are allowed to return to the high school anytime you want; you do not need a visitor’s pass because you are still a student.  An added bonus to still being a student at the high school is that you continue to receive an MTA Metro Card.

By being in the Baccalaureate Program you meet so many new people, immerse yourself in a new environment, and finally get to experience what college level work is like.  One of the program guidelines, however, is that students are not allowed to dorm their freshman year.  This is a major point to take into consideration.  You need to ask yourself whether or not you really want to dorm your freshman year of college.  In my opinion, it does not really matter.  According to Ms. Russo, as local students there is no dire need for us to dorm.  Starting college a year early is a huge transition in and of itself.  If high school baccalaureate students dorm, it just creates a bigger transition and a longer adjustment period (Russo).  Ms. Russo has students’ best interest in mind and, quite honestly, not being able to dorm is not a big deal.  You can apply to become a Resident Assistant during the middle of your freshman year and may have the opportunity to have free housing your sophomore year.

If you are a star athlete and you are hoping to get a sports scholarship, then the Baccalaureate Program may not be for you.  While in the program you are in a state of “scholastic limbo”; you do not yet have your high school diploma and the only thing saying that you are qualified to be in college is your acceptance to the program and a required test everyone in the program must take.  Due to this state of “scholastic limbo” students in the program are not allowed to participate in intercollegiate sports or intercollegiate debate.  For those of you who are hoping for a possible sports scholarship it might be best to stay in high school.

Overall, though, the Baccalaureate Program empowers you to handle more responsibility, something Cassandra claims gave her a greater level of maturity and deeper sense of motivation to work hard (Carmichael).  It also allows you to get a head start on your future by cutting a year off your education and it yields a pretty good financial benefit because you only have to pay tuition to St. John’s University.  If you are accepted into the program, you are eligible for the same scholarships and financial aid that a normal St. John’s University student is and you get a special St. John’s Prep grant that goes towards your tuition.  (Any scholarship you may have for St. John’s Prep, though, is not transferred over to the university.) 

The Baccalaureate Program calls upon students to be responsible, hard working, and attentive.  You need to have an idea as to what career path you want to follow.  Students are advised not to have an undeclared major because they are better off if they have a set schedule.  This may pose a challenge to some, but it all goes back to the idea of being responsible and mature.  You also need to maintain open lines of communication with all parties involved.  The application and acceptance process can be very long and may get confusing.  You need to inform your parents of everything that is going on and you must be mature enough to discuss finances with them and how college costs will be paid for.  It is your responsibility to start the ball rolling and stay on top of all deadlines.

Choosing to be in the Baccalaureate Program has been one of the best decisions I have made thus far in life.  I am really enjoying my time at St. John’s University.  I enjoy all of my classes, my schedule is great, and I have made some really good friends.  I am involved in many clubs and I often find myself hanging out at the university on the weekends due to the countless number of campus events the school hosts.  College life has proven to be the best life for me.  Even though I sometimes miss high school, I do not regret choosing to be in the Baccalaureate Program.
If you are a student who is driven, dedicated, determined and knows what they want to do in life I advise you to go for this program.  If you feel that St. John’s University is the right place for you, go for this program.  If you want to get a head start on your career, go for this program.   If you feel that you are ready and willing to take on a new life, go for this program.
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