
 
 
 

An Interview with Superintendent John Roach  August 6, 2012 

 
What are the latest developments in your district? 
 
     California school districts are struggling to carry on with improving the delivery of education to kids while they deal 
with diminishing resources.  We have powerful unions and they continue to resist becoming a partner in real reform.  
Demands from the state legislature have slowed down, but they have not gone away and NCLB is still in place.  We’re 
told that the state intends to reduce the length of the school year if the Governor’s November tax initiative fails to pass.  
Our schools will undoubtedly be expected to advance even as student time in classrooms is reduced. 
 
Tell us about how you see today’s superintendent. 
 
     One of my concerns is the diminished respect for the position. The public fails to understand what a complicated 
job it is. 
     The biggest change is the challenge for school leaders to become tech savvy.  Today’s parents rely on social media 
to communicate, and they expect to be connected with their schools and their district.  Superintendents need to 
understand and make use of Twitter, Facebook, and the home-dialing systems as never before.  They need to use 
these tools to drive the public and their students to district websites and there they need to post the most current 
information.  I am amazed that people are still resisting student cell phones instead of taking advantage of their capacity 
for ongoing communication.  An obvious example is incorporating their use in district emergency plans.  
. 
What new understandings did you acquire after two or three years on the job? 
 
     My big realization was that the job isn’t about what you know or what information you have, it is all about building 
trust and forming relationships with the board, with parents, with the community and with students. If they don’t trust 
you they will resist you and any changes you put forward. You have to develop networks and learn to listen to others 
and be willing to compromise. 
     I thought I needed to know everything, but I learned I needed to know “about” everything but I didn’t need to be the 
most knowledgeable person.  I realized I needed to trust my subordinates. I like to call it being at the “30,000 foot level.” 
 
Share an idea to use or something you’ve learned with your colleagues. 
   
     Something I learned to do is to tailor my communication style to what best works for each individual, particularly 
when I work with school board members.  Communication is the key to successfully working with them.  We never want 
them to learn something important at the grocery store instead of from us. I found that some of them preferred a weekly 
telephone call, some liked a regular breakfast meeting, others needed detailed weekly reports. 
     Another approach I put in place was to include reports from my administrators in my Friday update to my board.  I 
had principals and senior staff regularly send their reports to me. Not all of them were required to contribute weekly, 
but all were included periodically.  I made it clear to them that they should include anything that would fit in the “don’t 
be surprised if” category. 
 
What strategies do you have in place for continuous improvement? 
 



     Well, I’m a big proponent of using Jim Collins’ book GOOD TO GREAT.  I used it for many years and my answer to 
anyone who asked, “Why are we using this again?” was “because we’re not great yet.”  After the first year I 
supplemented it with other resources that complemented our work.   
     Another approach I used that I felt was very successful was an annual week-long meeting of my Leadership team 
before school opened.    We not only worked on the year’s goals and objectives, we included professional development 
with outside speakers, we planned the year’s professional development for our clerical employees and our teachers, 
and I set aside time for what I called “Problem Solving”.  The latter was time for individuals to talk to each other to work 
out issues that only affected them. 
 
How can we improve the NASS.us website? 
 
     One component we might add is a section where members can list themselves as available to consult or mentor. It 
would be a nice way for retired superintendents who still want to help to connect with people new to the job. 
     Another idea is to tag an Executive Committee meeting or even a member update meeting to one of the big national 
conferences.  For example, we could meet just before or just after an AASA or NSBA conference. 
 


