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SJ has goal in focus

Longmeadow is final barrier
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SHREWSBURY— The St. John’s High and Longmeadow High football teams kept the blinders on this season, the end result being both ended up in the spotlight. 

They did not, however, maintain a similar mindset. 

The Pioneers took the short-term approach, never looking further than seven days ahead. End result? A 9-2 record, including a late-season win over Leominster High that clinched the Division 1 title. 

“Our season has been focused on one week at a time,” first-year coach John Andreoli said. 

Meanwhile, the Lancers met in June before going their separate ways for the summer. It was duly noted that change would take place, but that didn’t necessarily mean everything had to change. 

“One of the goals was to go to the Super Bowl and another was to win the league,” Longmeadow coach Alex Rotsko said. “For a team that graduated 27 seniors, that might be unrealistic but because of our tradition.” 

Rotsko didn’t have to say anything else. The rebuilding Lancers went 8-2 and won the AA Conference to earn their state-record eighth straight postseason invitation. 

Now, St. John’s and Longmeadow will meet at 3:30 p.m. tomorrow in the Central/Western Mass. Division 1 Super Bowl at Worcester State. 

The Pioneers are playing in December for the first time since 2001. That team beat Longmeadow, 29-15, in the Super Bowl to finish 11-0, and is regarded as one of the best in school history. 

This group has made a name for itself with an all-around effort that has seen the offense, defense and special teams perform with equal aplomb. Balance is the operative word here. 

Senior tailback Peter Edwards has rushed for 539 yards and nine TDs, both team highs, while junior fullback Jeff Moore (534 yards, six TDs) and senior quarterback Eric Dickson (433, six) have also shared in the wealth. 

“Coach (Ed) Savage has a very disciplined approach to the offensive philosophy,” Andreoli said, referring to his offensive coordinator. “And if you look at the way he calls plays, it’s done to create some balance. There’s a flow to it and the kids have embraced it.” 

Edwards is wearing a cast after breaking his hand against St. Peter-Marian High on Thanksgiving, but Andreoli said he practiced this week and will play tomorrow. 

Dickson, a two-year starter, has also completed 54 of 99 passes for 802 yards and seven TDs. He has been white-hot in his last two games, going 15 for 17 for 228 yards and a pair of scores. 

Senior Mark Ozarowski has been getting it done up front, at both center and defensive end. “He’s done a fantastic job for us,” Andreoli said. “He’s the kind of kid who plays hard on every snap.” 

Ozarowski and fellow seniors James McGillicuddy and Greg Michon are a load up front. Senior linebacker Ben Roopenian has gotten it done all over the field. “He’s a tremendous athlete who’s had a super season,” Andreoli said. 

While the defense has allowed 125 points, it has surrendered none in the last two games. 

Special-teams play has been solid throughout. Roopenian is a capable long snapper, Dickson is considered one of the area’s best punters, and senior Ross Pentland has made 28 of 29 extra points. 

Like most teams, the Pioneers are able to look back at a game or two that could be viewed as turning points. 

The first was against Milford High the first weekend in October. The game went into overtime, the host Scarlet Hawks scoring first on a field goal before the Pioneers won it on Dickson’s 1-yard touchdown run. 

Six weeks later, St. John’s bounced back from a loss to Xaverian to upend Leominster, 20-12, and sew up the division championship. 

Now St. John’s will face a Longmeadow team that is well coached and disciplined, but perhaps not up to snuff with some of its predecessors. 

“We run a system,” said Rotsko, who is 101-29 in his 12 seasons at Longmeadow. “We’re doing the same things we’ve always done. We’re not the football team we were last year, especially on defense.” 

The Lancers saw their seven-year home winning streak snapped at 34 games with a loss to Agawam in September, and ended the season with a loss to East Longmeadow. Although senior Mac Sullivan will be at quarterback despite suffering a separated shoulder in Week 10, he is not expected to play on defense, where he’s at his best. 

The trip started four months ago. Now the spotlight will focus on two of the state’s most prominent programs tomorrow. It’s just the way St. John’s and Longmeadow envisioned it.
