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MR. MCDANIEL: This is Keith McDaniel, and today is April 26, 2016. I'm at my studio here in Oak Ridge, with Dr. Bruce Borchers. Bruce, do you mind me calling you, Bruce?

DR. BORCHERS: That'd be absolutely fine.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, Bruce, thank you for coming in, and talking to us today.

DR. BORCHERS: I just feel, after seeing all your work, and the great history productions that've been put together, I'm honored to be here.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, thank you, so much. I appreciate that. You have not been in Oak Ridge for a, for a very long time, but I want to, I want to talk to you about that, here in a little bit. You are the current Superintendent of Schools, here in the Oak Ridge School system, just so people will know from the, from the get-go. And so, let's, let's go back. Let's go back, let's start at the beginning. Tell me where you were born, and raised, and something about your family.

DR. BORCHERS: All right, absolutely. Yeah, I, as you can probably tell, I was not born in this region. I have somewhat of a Northern accent, but, boy, I'm working on my Southern accent. (laughter) I was born, and raised in Northwest Iowa, and I was born, and raised on a farm. I've got three other brothers, and we, we did a lot, lot of wrestling. A lot of working on the farm, and we had a lot of livestock, a lot of corn, and beans, up there. I now realize just how flat Iowa is, after having been here, now, for three years. (laughter) So, I was born, and raised there, and didn't really know much about Tennessee, at that point in my life. I went to school at a small school in Iowa, and eventually, found my way into education. Started life as an elementary physical education teacher.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: I became a counselor, assistant principal, principal, and, eventually, landed a superintendent job in the St. Louis area, and then, I saw that this opening was, was available, and was lucky enough to end up in the great city of Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you, did you know you wanted to go into education, when you were growing up, or not?

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, I felt like I did. It was more of a, I really enjoyed sports, and my three brothers, and I, we, we engaged in every sport, and competed in everything you can imagine ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ...being isolated on the farm, that's all we could do.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's all you do, except to work on the farm.
DR. BORCHERS: That's right, that's right. So, had two younger brothers, one older, and I really enjoyed teaching the different skills of different sports, to my younger brothers. And, watching them grow, and get better, I think, was the hook for me ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... as far as teaching is concerned.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. The ... So, so you're growing up on the farm, you're working the farm, that's, it's good physical fitness for you, right there.
DR. BORCHERS: It certainly was.

MR. MCDANIEL: Plus, you're doing the sports, as you said. So, did you play football, basketball, what all? Everything?

DR. BORCHERS: I played football, basketball, baseball, track, for a while, and then, ultimately, was lucky enough to get a football scholarship, to a place called Morningside College, in Sioux City, Iowa.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok, all right. And you, so, you played football in college.

DR. BORCHERS: I did, yes. And that, that was where, you know, Morningside's a great place, and it's much colder than it is here.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: We'll get into that later, maybe. But no, that's where I received my teaching degree, and, actually, my first teaching position was in Sioux City, Iowa.

MR. MCDANIEL: Were you a good, good football player?

DR. BORCHERS: I'd like to think so.

MR. MCDANIEL: You're a big ol' boy, I mean, you know, so ... (laughter)

DR. BORCHERS: I can tell you, I was a two-time captain ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, well, there you go.

DR. BORCHERS: ...of our football team, but had a great experience, great experience there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, that's, being a captain of the team is a, is an impressive feat, because it just shows leadership skills. I mean, you know, it really does.

DR. BORCHERS: Right. Probably one of my first major leadership positions, I think.

MR. MCDANIEL: My son, who's a graduating senior from Oak Ridge High School, this year, he played soccer the first, first two years he was in high school, and he gave it up to focus more on his band. But, the second year, one of my proudest moments, was when his teammates elected him captain of the junior varsity soccer team.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know.
DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: So ...
DR. BORCHERS: Those are wonderful, wonderful experiences.

MR. MCDANIEL: And the, the coach, at the end of the year, they were having, handing out awards, and things, and mentioning something about each student, he says, "I believe I figured it out." He says, "And, Ethan, all season, didn't play nine minutes, throughout the whole season." 

DR. BORCHERS: Wow, wow.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, he was on the field all the time.

DR. BORCHERS: All the time.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: My, my goodness.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, he certainly didn't get that from me, but that's all right. (laughter) So, you ... So, you went to college, you graduated college. Did your brothers go to college, as well?

DR. BORCHERS: They did, you know. Again, going back to all of the experiences, and the time we had on our hands, all, all of my brothers, myself included, went to, on to college, on a football scholarship.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, well good. Ok.

DR. BORCHERS: So, we were an active family, enjoyed sports. So, that was a big piece for us.

MR. MCDANIEL: How far away was the college from where you, from your home?

DR. BORCHERS: Right, yeah. Mine, mine was only about a half hour.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. So, you were close.
DR. BORCHERS: So, so very close. My, my parents could come, and watch, and be involved in that, and they, with four boys, they, they did their time on the bleachers.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure, I'm sure they did. (laughter) I'm sure they did. They were probably glad when the last was ...

DR. BORCHERS: I would think they probably were. They wouldn't say it, but I think they probably were. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, so you've got your, your education degree, from college. And then, did you say you went on, and got a Master's?

DR. BORCHERS: I did, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Then, or did you work for a while?

DR. BORCHERS: I loved, I loved teaching physical education. That was my, one of my first loves is sports, but I felt like I wanted to do more, and, and I felt like helping students was, was a calling for me. So I, actually, went back, and received a Master's degree, in guidance counseling, and then, another Master's degree, in school administration.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, so that, that enabled me to, then, get into guidance counseling, which was, you know, very rewarding.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Then, eventually, move into an assistant principalship.

MR. MCDANIEL: Great. We're going to take a real quick pause, for just a second.

DR. BORCHERS: Ok.
[Break in video]
MR. MCDANIEL: So, so you got two Masters.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. And then, did you go to work?

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, I worked while I ...

MR. MCDANIEL: While you got your Master's.

DR. BORCHERS: ... got my Master's.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, all right.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, so, had a lot of great experiences, a guidance counselor, and an assistant principal. And then, that was all in Iowa. And then, took my first administrative high school assistant principal job, up in a place called Mankato, Minnesota.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: So, a lot of people can hear the Minnesota ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, a little bit.

DR. BORCHERS: ... accent that comes out. But, but that, that was a great move for me, again, much colder than here.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: But ...

MR. MCDANIEL: But, you were, you grew up in it. So, you ...
DR. BORCHERS: You don't know any better, yeah, right. (laughter) So, that was a good move, and it was at that point, when I was at Mankato, where I started work on my PhD, at the University of Minnesota.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. And then, you said, you, eventually, ended up in St. Louis.

DR. BORCHERS: I did, yes, yes, eventually.

MR. MCDANIEL: As a, as a school superintendent.

DR. BORCHERS: As a school superintendent. Yeah, it was in their outer, outer rings suburb of St. Louis. And was there three years.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: Had a, had a great learning experience ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

DR. BORCHERS: ... there as well.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: And then, kind of, we're getting to how I ended up here.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, how you ended up here.
DR. BORCHERS: The same search firm, that helped me get placed in the St. Louis area, we were in contact. I had mentioned, "Boy, I really want to go someplace where there is a school board that's truly committed ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... to kids, and doing the right thing."

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: And, lo, and behold, he, he said, "I have the exact... (laughs)

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.

DR. BORCHERS: ... the exact school district that, that you're, you're describing."

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

DR. BORCHERS: And that was the Oak Ridge schools.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. I would imagine that, in St. Louis, in St. Louis, was this an elected school board?

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, it was. It was.

MR. MCDANIEL: I would imagine there's some challenges with that. Or there, there's the great potential for there to be political challenges, with an elected school board.

DR. BORCHERS: It's ... that's very true, very true.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, we have that here, but our school board members, generally, are, seem to be sane ...
 DR. BORCHERS: Yes. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: ... so, and reasonable, you know, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) I, I truly know, after being in multiple states, many different districts ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... this is the best school board that I've ever seen, in my travels.
MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: They have a long history of that, which, I think, is why the Oak Ridge schools has such a long history of excellence.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, that's, that's what I was going to ask you. You know, when you found out about Oak Ridge, I'm sure you did your research ...
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: ... and your due diligence. And, you know, what, did you, had you known about Oak Ridge, you know, anything about it before?

DR. BORCHERS: You know, I really hadn't, before that opportunity came up to learn about Oak Ridge. Then, the more, obviously, the history is out there, and all the things and the great, the beginning of the community, and the beginning of the school district. You learned about all those things and then, when you finally arrived here, I just think it's just an amazing, amazing place.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: But, but obviously, just an excellent history of local schools.

MR. MCDANIEL: Tell me about the process of coming here, and visiting, and interviewing. And, who did you talk with ... 

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah. 

MR. MCDANIEL: ... and those things.
DR. BORCHERS: You know, I, through the search firm, they do a lot of these things, but down, I was down a couple of times ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.

DR. BORCHERS: ... and did a tour of Oak Ridge and, mainly, talked with the school board, on that first visit. But I always like to, when I'm out in a new town, you know, I'll talk to people in the grocery store ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... or I'll see somebody at the gas station, and you get a feel for the community, at that point. Then, was lucky enough to be invited back for a second time, and that's where I really got into the schools, and saw all the great things teachers were doing for students. It just felt right, and, luckily, it felt right for the school board. Now it's been three years, and it, absolutely, is, is the perfect job, perfect fit for me.

MR. MCDANIEL: I've interviewed a number of people, in the school system, over the years. Interviewed a lady, not too long ago, who was the -- and I didn't, I didn't really know her, but, apparently, her daughter's on the board of education. She, she was a principal, and in the school -- she was a principal for 16 years at one of the elementary schools.

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, ok, excellent, excellent.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, she, she shed a lot of light on what it was like, being, being an administrator, in the Oak Ridge school system, especially, over some time, you know, when things...

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL:  ... you know, cultural, cultural changes, and things such as that. So, and, and the good, and the bad.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, I'll mention this here, since we're kind of stopped. I was interviewing a lady, and I mentioned this two or three times. But, I interviewed a lady, not too long ago, and we were talking about Oak Ridge, and the, what are the good things about Oak Ridge.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: And she says, "It's been said," she said, "that the two best things about Oak Ridge, are the school system, and the Soup Kitchen."

DR. BORCHERS: (laughter) That's great.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, I think that's, I think that's fairly, that's pretty accurate.

DR. BORCHERS: Well, I'm glad we're in the top two. Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: You're definitely in the top five, you know, for sure.

DR. BORCHERS: That's great, that's great.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, you came down and you met principals. Did you meet teachers?
DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, you had a chance to talk with folks.

DR. BORCHERS: That's right, yeah. The board had gotten me into all of the different buildings, met teachers, and just, you know, I, I heard that before coming down here, that this was just, just good people.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: Friendly people, helping, helpful people and, boy, it really came true, as I was walking around the buildings, around the community.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that, you know ... ? So, Tennessee, you've been here three years, you've gotten, as you've mentioned, people were very friendly, very helpful. Is that, I would imagine, where you grew up, it was kind of the same thing, though, wasn't it? I mean, people ...

DR. BORCHERS: You know, you hear that.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... neighbors helping neighbors.
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah. Iowa, Minnesota, great places to live, to grow up. A lot of times, you hear the term, "Minnesota nice."

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: I think that might be the difference is, sometimes, they weren't acting, or they weren't very truthful.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Or they were truthful, but, it's hard to describe, but I don't think it's the down-to-earth, truly caring feeling, that you get from the majority of people that live in this region.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right. We're genuinely nice, you know. (laughs)

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, I think that's the, how I would describe it.

MR. MCDANIEL: The ... Of course, you know, has anybody said, "Bless your heart," yet?

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, yes, yes, yes ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. Well, bless his heart. (laughter) So, anyway, we won't go into that.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah ...

MR. MCDANIEL: But ... So ... So you accepted -- they offered you the job, and you accepted it and, I guess, you moved your family.

DR. BORCHERS: We, we did, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: I mean, I mean, that's one thing I really want to share, is that, my, this has been the best move for my entire family. As I mentioned, we've been in multiple states, multiple districts.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: And, my wife, and my two kids absolutely love East Tennessee. They, my two kids have said, "Dad, we're never leaving Tennessee."

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, there you go.
DR. BORCHERS: "We're just not going to leave. It's such a wonderful place." So, it's been a wonderful move.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you've got a daughter, and a son.

DR. BORCHERS: I do.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you told me, before we started, that your daughter had graduated just before you came, is that correct?

DR. BORCHERS: She, actually, stayed to finish her last year.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, did she?
DR. BORCHERS: If you can believe that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. Right.
DR. BORCHERS: She's a great kid. Every dad would say that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Of course.
DR. BORCHERS: But then, obviously, we were talking, she, she was admitted to the University of Tennessee, and is now in the Pride of the Southland band.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's great.

DR. BORCHERS: Then, when we came here my son was an eighth grader, but, now, is currently a sophomore at Oak Ridge High School.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, all right, well, very good. So, let's talk a little bit about the school system, and what you discovered, once you got here. You know, it's one thing to put on the dog and pony show, it's, it's another thing to, you know, to look behind the doors, and open the drawers, and really, kind of, see things, I mean, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: That's ... Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So, honestly and openly, just, you know, what, what kind of, first of all, talk a little bit about the good things that you found that were happening, and then, I want you to talk a little about the challenges, some of the things that you wanted to see happen, that might take a little bit more work.

DR. BORCHERS: Sure, sure. You know, some of the first things I noticed, again, kind of, going back to the people of this region, and, I think, probably, more specifically, our community, I found teachers that were so giving of their time for students, and, again, genuinely giving of their time, and caring for students, and, I, I think, that's been embedded in the culture of this school district since '43 when Superintendent Blankenship created the district, and I think you've seen that lived, in this organization. So, I saw that in the brief visit, when I came down for the interview. But you continue to see that today, and, and if a student truly wants help, this is the district where you're going to find a teacher that does that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure, of course.
DR. BORCHERS: The other thing I've seen is, and it's, after three years, I think you really can see it, but it's the high expectations that teacher leaders, administrative leaders, have for, for their students. And, that doesn't happen in all districts. There, there definitely is a culture of excellence, and a culture of wanting to do the best we can, and it's for that student ...

MR. MCDANIEL: It's for the students.

DR. BORCHERS:  Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Not just for the sake of making the school system look good.

DR. BORCHERS: That's right, that's right.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: So, so, those are just a couple of things that, I think, are just excellent, and again, I'll say it again, because it's so important. We have a school board, we're blessed to have these people in leadership before my time, and, now, currently, in my time as the superintendent, they are people that are committed to kids, and make decisions based on kids.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, and that's the people I want to work for, and a community I want to work for.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. One of the very first people that I ever did, when I started this, this work for COROH [Center for Oak Ridge Oral History] was, one of the first people I interviewed was Bob Smallridge.

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL:  And ... Wonderful man, and there've been so many people say such good things about him, over, over the years.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: The ... Oh, I had something I was going to ask you about. Oh, we'll mention, as a, as a, you know, father, parent of two high school students, now. One of the things that's really impressed me was when our oldest son was about to go into high school. You know, they kind of set us down, and said, Ok, this is what you can expect over the next four years, and that we want there, we want them, when they graduate Oak Ridge High School, we want them to breeze through their freshmen year of college. We want them to be so prepared, academically, because of so many other things that they have to face when they, freshman year of college.

DR. BORCHERS: Make that transition.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, make the transition. We don't want them to have to worry about their academics. We want them to be prepared. And time, and time again, people that I've talked to said that exact same thing, you know. They were far more prepared than most of the other classmates, in their freshman year of college, because of coming from Oak Ridge High School.

DR. BORCHERS: I've had multiple people, multiple parents, tell me that exact same thing. When they, when they left here, and they entered into college, that they had that, that experience of, "Hey, this is, this is easier than I thought it was going to be."

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

DR. BORCHERS: "I'm well prepared." 

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly. How ... Just, just a question: How big is this school system, compared to the one you came from in St. Louis.

DR. BORCHERS: Ok, yeah, we've got about 4,500 students, and the one in St. Louis, had about 22,000 students.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, really?
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, wow.
DR. BORCHERS: So, so this was smaller, but, I can tell you, when you're, this size of district, you can move so much quicker, and you can have much better relationships, because you can, actually, get out, and see people, and talk to people.

MR. MCDANIEL: And get to know people, you know.
DR. BORCHERS: Right, right, and serve in the, in the community.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: And that, really, it makes all the difference, in the world.

MR. MCDANIEL: The ... So, what did ... ? So, you said your children fell in love with Oak Ridge.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes. Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: And, said they're not leaving. You can go ahead, you can go away, dad, but we're not, we're not ... We're staying, right? (laughter)

DR. BORCHERS: We're staying here. Yes. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly.
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, it wasn't too much of a transition, because they'd, they'd moved school systems before.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yeah, you know, so this was, I think, that's one thing, you know, and this might be me rationalizing ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... the number of times that I've moved different places, but it's really made, I believe, our kids resilient, and able to meet new friends, no matter where we're at, and also to realize that family is, is not the house you're in, or where you're at, it's, you're together.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: I think our, our kids, because of that, have, have really looked at, you know, it's our relationship, and being together, that's most important.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Not the house that we're living in.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, let's a talk, little bit, about some of the things that, some of the challenges that you face, as Superintendent of Oak Ridge schools. I'm sure, I'm sure there are many, you know, just because, the nature of the beast, it’s the nature of that job. So, talk about some of those, and ... and take some time, if you want to, and just, kind of, go into some detail about ...

DR. BORCHERS: Sure, sure.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... some of those. We'll save the big one, the money ...
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah ...

MR. MCDANIEL: ... 'til the end.

DR. BORCHERS: I won't even start there.

MR. MCDANIEL: We'll save that for the last.

DR. BORCHERS: There you go. You know, I think, in this day and age, the, the careers that are available to our kids are changing so quickly that we, we are in a time like no other in education, where we have to be much more nimble, we have to be more flexible in the course offerings that we're offering our students.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, I think that's one of the biggest challenges, to make sure that we're not just giving students diplomas, but that we're giving them a pathway to a career, that's going to be there when they leave us. So, much of our work has been focused on that, and to make sure we're having the necessary discussions with our local businesses, watching career trends, and we have something called the Keys to College and Career Readiness, which is Key number seven, which is -- I talk about Key Number Seven all the time -- we want our students taking either an AP class, dual enrollment class, or getting some type of industry certification, so that, when they walk across the stage, that they have a pathway forward. And, that's critical to us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, exactly.
DR. BORCHERS: And, the other dilemma alongside that is, we're in this time, and era of really high stakes testing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And, sometimes, those don't go together, because we're testing one thing, but we want to produce citizens that can go out, find a job, and have the critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills, that they need to have, in order to be successful there.

MR. MCDANIEL: As a matter of fact, they're, they're testing this week.

DR. BORCHERS: They are, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: What are those test? Are those the state tests?
DR. BORCHERS: They are TNReady, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And, I received assessments.

MR. MCDANIEL: And my, and my, my freshman comes home yesterday, and says, "Well, Dad, I blew my math grade." I said, "Why is that?" He said, "Well, we had to take a test on something we've not been taught." I mean, so that's an example.

DR. BORCHERS: It's ... So, so it is, it is frustrating, and we're not about not -- we are all about accountability ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... and we believe we needed to use goals, and data to improve our instruction, but when you talk about dilemmas, currently, in education, and we're no different than around the country, around the country, other districts.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: But that, that's a dilemma, but we still focus on that Key Seven. We focus on getting kids a career path. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: The other, well, some other things that are challenges, and, I think, it's a challenge for everybody, but the social media.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, sure.

DR. BORCHERS: And the, how connected we are. That can be a good thing, and it can also be something that, that, you know, causes some issues, for all of us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: So, part of that challenge for us, then, is teaching our students to be, they call them, good digital citizens. And to teach them what's appropriate, not appropriate, when you're using social media, or other things that are out there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: That goes along with, it's a challenge, and an opportunity: We're currently working towards giving a device to every student, which is called Access Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, next year, students in grades five through 10 will have a device.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: We ... we think that's critical, because there's not much you're going to do, in your career, that's not going, going to involve some type of computing skill or ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... access to a computer.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, or tablet, or something.

DR. BORCHERS: Tablet, yeah, yeah. I mean, we ...

MR. MCDANIEL: And, when you say, a device, is that what it is? Is it a tablet?

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, ours is a tablet ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: ... with a touch screen.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, right.
DR. BORCHERS: And so, that's what we're currently using. So, we had a roll out, earlier this year, at the middle school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: It's gone wonderfully well. You're amazed at what some of our young people can do already, at such a young age.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, what do they, actually, do on those? I mean, do they, you know, is this part of their course work? Or ... ?

DR. BORCHERS: It ... It is, and it's, we're in kind of a transition to that, you know. We're leaving paper textbook ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... not all, but most of our paper textbooks, behind.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Because when those are printed, you know, they're almost out of date, the minute ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, of course.
DR. BORCHERS: ... they hit our front, our front door. Now, there are so many open educational resources that are out there, some free, that we have a learning management system we call, it's called Canvas, so the students can download that, that link to Canvas, and all of their books are there. So, yes, the, the device is going to be integral.

MR. MCDANIEL: And it's so easy, I mean, it's not easy, but it's much, much simpler, and much more expedient to update ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... a digital book, than it is to reprint ...

DR. BORCHERS: That's ...

MR. MCDANIEL: ... a book with new information.

DR. BORCHERS:  ... absolutely right. 

MR. MCDANIEL: You know.
DR. BORCHERS: I mean, when you think about a history book ...

MR. MCDANIEL: It also saves trees.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, exactly.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: Well, I mean, if any of us think of a history book that is seven years old, and we're using it in the classroom.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: I think we all know, I mean, what all has happened, in the last seven years.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, you would think history is one of those things that doesn't really change, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah. (laughs) Current history.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know. Yeah, exactly, exactly.

DR. BORCHERS: It's just a lot more digital content that is available now, that truly helps students learn. You, we're never going to replace the teacher, that's not what this is about.

MR. MCDANIEL: Of course.
DR. BORCHERS: But, it's, it's just another tool, we feel, that helps students be, not only successful now, but it's going to help them in the future.

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely. And, you know, and students can go, of course, you know, I'm, I, as a video, as a filmmaker, producer, you know, I think of all the advantages of having a link to a little short film, that explains what they're talking about, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: Or having a short clip of, you know, Abraham Lincoln giving the Gettysburg Address.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, so you can ... Well, not him (laughter) but, you know, someone, you know, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... to talk about it, so it's a ... yeah, I'm all about E- ... digital textbooks.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah, and our kids, they're growing up in this era now. They're, they're digital natives.

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely.
DR. BORCHERS: So, they know nothing else but this, so, we have to -- that's one of those challenges. We, as educators, have to change how we have done things. We no longer can sit in front of the class for 50 minutes, and expect students to be engaged.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Because they're living in the world of, they've got information at their fingertips, and to have them sit down, look at a whiteboard for 50 minutes, or listen to somebody.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: Right or wrong ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... we have to meet the kids where they're at.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly, because they've been inundated their entire lives.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... with, you know, this electronic, you know, age.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And so, you know, whether, like you said, some of us old foggies say, well, they ought to be able to listen to the teacher for an hour, for an hour and a half, you know. But, but that's just not the reality.

DR. BORCHERS: That's disappearing. That's right, that's right.

MR. MCDANIEL: Not the reality. And, I suppose, and, I suppose, it's difficult for, for administrations, across the country. And, to, to adapt to that. I guess, you probably, also, have some push-back from, maybe, some school board members, who come from, kind of, a ... A lot of school board members, or, I would imagine, some school board members, may be retired teachers. They may be retired, they may be older. They, maybe, just retired from their jobs, and this is how they're giving back.
DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So, they're from a different generation.
DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Then, you've probably got the community that's thinking, Well, what the heck are they doing up there, you know?

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right, yeah.

 MR. MCDANIEL: How do you ... how do you you, I don't want to say, combat that, but how do you persuade people of this new ...

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... method of education.
DR. BORCHERS: Again, we'll go back to the focus on the students, so, when we were trying to get the funds, and the momentum to go, to Access Oak Ridge, and provide those devices, we held numerous public forums. We offered some public tours. Then, actually, put some kids on stage at the high school, and had a, a social studies teacher, actually, show how kids are interacting with the digital content.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.

DR. BORCHERS: And, I think, that that was a big piece when, when people realized, Oh, this truly is about the student. This is about a student being engaged in a different way. That allowed us to enter into that digital environment.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Now, I, it's ... We're in a great place now, because I'm not the one that has to do the advocating, at this point ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... because the teachers that have them now, the students that have them now, the parents of students, they're the ones saying, When are we going to expand? When is my student at the high school going to get a device?

MR. MCDANIEL: So, now that they've had it, they ... they see the advantage of it.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And they're, so, they become advocates, as well.
DR. BORCHERS: Right. You also have, you know, you were talking about, some of us are used to the textbook, and doing things ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... the way we want them. But we've had countless stories of teachers, even, that were, you know, maybe, a little hesitant ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... about this, and now, they're the biggest advocates that we could have.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: They, they see what this tool can do for children.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah. Cost-wise, and that ... I hadn't planned on talking about this ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... but you might as well. Cost-wise, wouldn't, isn't that a significant cost to the school system? To be able to integrate that? Or how does it compare to new textbooks?

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know.

DR. BORCHERS: Well, last night, this is good timing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: We approved the expansion to two different grade levels.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: And, that's, it was right around $600,000 ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: ... for that. But, I can tell you, we did a math adoption last year

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: And we weren't quite ready to go all digital ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... which was, approximately, around $450,000.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: So, part of what we're doing is looking at our resources, and allocations differently. For instance, we have a science adoption coming up next year, and we're already having conversations of, you know what? if your grade level has a device, we're not buying paper textbooks.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.

DR. BORCHERS: So, we can take that money, that was allotted to pay for textbooks, and invest that back into content, and devices themselves. So, it's always, it's not always getting more into digital money, it's using money, and using it differently.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Do you think I mean, is the ultimate goal is to, for every student in the school system, or maybe, except, maybe, the first grade, or two ...
DR. BORCHERS: Right, right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... to have, to have a device and ...

DR. BORCHERS: The discussion we've been having is, for sure, three through 12.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.

DR. BORCHERS: That would be a great thing for us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: We think K, one, and two, we could have devices in the room ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah.

DR. BORCHERS: ... that they could use there, and still get some experiences. Because, well, it didn't happen this year ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... but, our third graders were supposed to take their Tennessee, TNReady assessments, online.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: So, when you think about where we were, even five years ago, now, the third graders can step onto a computer, and do their assessment.

MR. MCDANIEL: I know. That's amazing.

DR. BORCHERS: So, we've got to get some exposure to our K, one and two. But, I don't know if we necessarily have to assign a device to them.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, exactly, exactly. All right, well, let's move on. What are, what are some of the other challenges, that you see, facing the school system?
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, you know, our, our demographics, not only in the school system, but the town, is shifting. And, I want to be very up front about that's not a bad thing. That's not an excuse. We still need to perform, but, just in, you know, the 15 year time frame, we've gone from 10 percent of our families living in poverty, to, now, 58 percent ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow.
DR. BORCHERS: ... living in poverty. And, the facts, are the facts, and there's a lot of research out there, so this isn't Dr. Borchers ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

DR. BORCHERS: ... view on life, here. But the, the research says, those students coming from poverty, in general, come to us less prepared.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Their parents may be working two jobs. They might not be able to read to them, as much, as a family that is more well-off. So, those are things we haven't dealt with, you know, 15, 20, 30 years ago.

MR. MCDANIEL: Historically, in Oak Ridge, that was not an issue.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right. So, that, that is, just like, as we talk about the devices, and using instruction differently, we have to use different strategies, to reach those kids, and to move them faster, and farther than we've ever had to before.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, I guess, one of those, one of those is, make sure they're not hungry.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely, absolutely

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, so, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: Very true.

MR. MCDANIEL: I've heard that our free, and reduced program, breakfast, lunch program ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: ... is at an all-time high.

DR. BORCHERS: It, it is. Some of our schools are 100%.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: Willow Brook, now, has, it has 100% free meals ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: ... for students.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, is that federally funded?
DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: All right.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes. So, that, that's a great thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's a good thing.

DR. BORCHERS: They met a threshold of number of families, living in poverty.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And we're close at another elementary school ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow, wow.

DR. BORCHERS: ...for that same thing. And, again, those kids can learn just like any other kid.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, yeah.

DR. BORCHERS: But, but you have to use different strategies and look at it a little differently. Then, sometimes it takes more money but sometimes it's just changing practice.

MR. MCDANIEL: Also, when you hire, does that effect, does that effect who you hire? The type of person you hire? Or not?

DR. BORCHERS: You know, we're always looking for diversity, but -- and, and all kinds of diversity, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... where people come from, where they live, their language, their race. But I think more importantly, we're looking for that, that teacher that is, is all about excellence for all kids. And, and can, and answer those questions and demonstrate that they're about all kids. So, we're looking more for the talent and skills and, of course, we need them to match our community and match our…
MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: …our kids. So, it's, it's a, like anything, that's, that's, lot of factors that go into play.

MR. MCDANIEL: What's it ... what's it like, as a school superintendent? Obviously you have to, you report to the school board. The ... And ... And, hopefully, in that situation, they leave you alone to run the schools, right? (laughter) What's that relationship like between, and not just in Oak Ridge, but, you could mention Oak Ridge, but…
DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: I know you mentioned, you know, it's a very fine school board, best school board you ever worked with, but what is that relationship like for a superintendent?

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, and, again, I ... I can brag and brag and brag on our board, because they are one of those excellent boards. [They are] an example for the state and, I think, for the country. But, yeah, they, it's, it's very normal for school boards to say, we have one employee.
MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: And that's the superintendent.
MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: There are some terms called governance, which is a kind of a policy-making role, that the board plays. And, more of a management role, that I play. So, the board kind of dictates, ok, this is the policy. This is what we believe in. They ford and create a strategic plan, and then, my job to carry that out and communicate back and forth.

MR. MCDANIEL: And to advise them, when they're developing a plan, I would imagine, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: Otherwise, they wouldn't know.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right. Either me, or we'll bring in our CFO [Chief Financial Officer]...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... our instructional people, so that they can make informed decisions. So, usually, you're, it's described as a governance, management type of role, and relationship. And, our board, like I said, they totally understand that, that relationship.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, also, legally, there're certain things that they can do, and they can't do.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, just from Tennessee state law, I would imagine ...

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... as well.
DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: I don't know what those are, so we won't go into them. But, I know that's the case, sometimes.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: What, what's it like to manage, I mean, what's your management style, with the Oak Ridge school system. I mean, you've got seven schools.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, you know, you've got four elementary, two middles, and, and a high school. So, therefore, you've got a lot of administrators, and a lot of teachers, under them. What's your, what's your management style with ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... with the principals ...
DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: ... and those folks? 

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, my ...

MR. MCDANIEL: And then, you have a, a fairly, you know, significant staff, at the central office ...

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... as well. So ...

DR. BORCHERS: My style has been, and, you know, you learn good and bad at all these other positions you've had before you get here, in life. So, I feel like I've had a very diverse background of educational experiences. The one thing we did, initially, when we came here is, go out and talk to as many people that we could, about the schools, about what they wanted to see in the schools, about what they wanted for their kids. And I truly believe -- and it's not my phrase that I coined -- but I think you need to show up with questions, rather than showing up with answers. So, that's what I did early on, and that is what we used, all of that dialog, to create our Keys to College and Career Readiness. And, there's seven different keys. So, rather than Dr. Borchers, being the one say, do this. We, we look to that Keys to College and Career Readiness document, and say, Ok, how do we all help us achieve the keys? How do we get all kids to achieve the keys? So, the type piece I have, in management style, is, we're focused on the keys.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: We've got to raise our achievement in the area, the key areas.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: Then, the loose part is, ok, hire great people, hire great teachers, and let them be create, creative, and problem-solvers, and have an impact on those Keys to College and Career Readiness.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, it's in that type of relationship, where we all have expectations. It's an agreed-upon expectation. How we get there, we need all the feedback, and dialog, in the world.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

DR. BORCHERS: I think, that's where Oak Ridge is very lucky. We've got some talented people that are focused on kids. I'm a believer in, you hire good people, surround yourself with good people and, and good things will happen. We have a slew of great people that I'm working with. Central Office included.

MR. MCDANIEL: What's it like when that doesn't work?
DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) Yeah, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean, you know.
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Occasionally, occasionally, that doesn't work, does it?
DR. BORCHERS: Right. Yeah. You know, I'm always in the, the developmental box, rather than the punitive box.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right.

DR. BORCHERS: So, when I say, 'developmental,' that may be something like, Ok, we have the Keys to College and Career Readiness. We set some goals. It didn't work.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: Ok, why didn't it work? As long as people are on the bus ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... so to say ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... and working toward that goal, that's a great thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: And very, very infrequently, do we have somebody say, I just don't care about the Keys to College and Career Readiness.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right, right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, we try to really focus on those developing people, providing people support, and to make sure that we're all heading in the same row. Rowing in the same boat ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Boat, yeah.

DR. BORCHERS: ... same direction, so that, we can continue to face our focus on our students.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you have much issue, when you came to Oak Ridge, there may have been some people that have been here a long time, and they think, Well, here comes somebody else, you know. Somebody new ...

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... going to come up with a bunch of ideas, but what I've been doing works just fine. Did you ... ? I know you're going to say, 'No,' (laughter) just, you know, but did you have very, I'm sure you had a little of that, but did you have very much of it? 

DR. BORCHERS: You know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Or were you protected from it?

DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) Probably all of the above were there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: You know, I, I think I've been here long enough to know that, in Oak Ridge, as a whole, change is, kind of, hard.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, it ... yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And that's Ok. Because we have a lot of smart people, that question things, and that should be done. I think what I needed to show our staff is that, this was not a stepping stone to the next district. I think, now, three years in, because I heard that early on: "He's not going to be here long."

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: "He won't be here long. So, maybe if we hold out ... "

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: And that was very minimal.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, I'm sure.

DR. BORCHERS: But, I think, now, three years in, and not bragging, but, you know, I'm involved in the community with Rotary, and United Way, those types of things. I think people now go, "Ok, this guy, he's committed. His kids are here, he cares." So, I think, that has helped. But early on, I'll go back to, I really think you have to, you know, show up with questions, instead of showing up with answers. You know, I've got a lot of tools in my toolbox, from other districts.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: But it doesn't necessarily always transfer to that new district. I think, by listening, and getting comments from Oak Ridgers, to develop our Keys, I think, really helped.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, couple of things that I've heard, over the years, about Oak Ridge is, you know, everybody in Oak Ridge has got an opinion, and most of them has got two or three, (laughter) about the same thing.
DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, the second thing is, you can tell someone from Oak Ridge, but you can't tell them much. (laughter) You know, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: That's good.

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean, you know, that's, I guess, that's, you know, it's the, it's the, the up, and down side of having a ... well-educated ...
DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... intelligent community.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, a lot of people challenge, and they'll ask questions which is, in the long term, is good.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: In the short term, may make you cringe a little bit.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, things go a little bit slower.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, I'm sure, sure.

DR. BORCHERS: But, but we, I know, in our position, and the board's position, we, we do our homework, when we have our meetings, and when we're proposing things, we can't hit everything 100%, all the time, but it certainly makes you, you know, sharpen your pencil, and make a good recommendation for our community.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is, are you ... are you finding, in Oak Ridge, that that's, you have more of the direct path, or maybe less resistance, than you may have had in some other places where you worked before?

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, yeah, by far. You know, and I think that, you know, sometimes not being an Oak Ridger, can, can, can hurt you and, and be ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, I've, I've been here 25 years ...

DR. BORCHERS: Right. Well, see ...

MR. MCDANIEL: ... and I'm still new.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know.

DR. BORCHERS: So, being three years, I don't have much pull some, in some places.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: But, but, I think, that the great thing about being this new to the community is, I truly appreciate where I'm working, who I'm with, and this community. And, just how wonderful it is. I would say that about the schools, and the community. There are issues in every community, every school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Of course, of course.

DR. BORCHERS: But, Oak Ridge schools, the Oak Ridge community, by far, is, is doing so much better than, than communities, and schools around, around the country.

MR. MCDANIEL: The ... And ... And even in, even in, compared to schools that surround us, you know...

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... compared to counties, you know, that, that surround Anderson County.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, I was going to say, I don't want to brag, but, I mean,  ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... issues, things that become issues in other districts, for teachers, or administrators, typically don't become issues here, because, I think, of the quality of people we have, and the focus that our teachers have.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, the ... the principal that I interviewed a couple of weeks ago, that I mentioned earlier, she said, you know, she would, she would get calls from people from other counties saying, I don't have enough textbooks, do you have any extra? You know.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: And, because they knew that Oak Ridge ...
DR. BORCHERS: Might be able to help out.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, you know, they might be able to help out, and that they knew that having a textbook was important you know. So ...
DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Talk a little bit about the, you know, the, we talked, mentioned earlier the testing.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: How much impact, it seems like it's a lot, but it may not be. How much impact do, do the federal, and state testing regulations, influence, recommendations, have on the local school system, especially Oak Ridge?

DR. BORCHERS: You know, with No Child Left Behind going away, we've, we've gained some flexibility -- and I'll say, "some" -- and we're still going through that transition of that sun setting and going to something new.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: But, no, it has a, it has a, given the high-stakes teacher evaluations ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... it has an impact. And, and that's where, and I don't have the answer, but I believe the assessment pendulum needs to swing back, a little bit, towards the middle. As I mentioned earlier, I believe, and I'll continue to believe, while I'm the superintendent, here in Oak Ridge, and, I hope, for a long time, that our main job is not just to get a kid to pass a test, or to even get a diploma, but to give them a pathway to the future.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: And, where I think we're at odds are, when our powers that be, say we ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Whatever they may be.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes ... We need people for these STEM fields, we need this for our local economy, but we honor passing this test. Look, they're at odds with one another.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: I'm not saying we don't have to make sure our students have basic skills, and those things. But, by honoring this so much, when I want a teacher to do a project-based lesson that's messy, and fun, and engaging for a student, but yet, they know they're job depends on ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Teaching ...
DR. BORCHERS: ... passing that test ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, passing that test.
DR. BORCHERS: ... this, sometimes, can get left behind. Now, our teachers do a great job of trying to embed ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: ... the material being tested, in an activity like that, and we're increasing that. But, I don't think as many districts across the state, or country, are doing that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, I think it's an injustice, if we let kids walk across the stage, without a pathway to a, to a future.

MR. MCDANIEL: How, do, how does, you know, the whole teach, and I, I believe, I believe everyone should be held accountable, to a certain degree.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: But, I don't think someone should be held accountable to the point of, they are constantly in fear.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So how, how, how has, does that impact the school system? You know, your teachers, you know, they, they're afraid, you know, if their kids don't pass this, then, you know, they're going to lose their job.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Or, you know, not get the raise that they were promised, everybody else is, or whatever.

DR. BORCHERS: I think, you know, whether you're a veteran, or a new teacher, might, you might have a different response, to that, to that question. But, again, as we talked, Oak Ridge is different. And, we, we realize that not everything is perfect. And, we're not going to throw a teacher, or administrator, to the side, for a bad year ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... and, however you define that. Other districts, I know, have said, from their central office, "If you get a one on your evaluation, you're not coming back."

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: You would never hear that in the Oak Ridge schools.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: What you'd hear is, "How can we help?" Ok.

MR. MCDANIEL: First of all, you, first of all, the, they're going to hire good people to begin with, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: Generally speaking.
DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Historically, historically.

DR. BORCHERS: Right. And that, and that continues, that continues.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, so ... All right, well, let's talk about, probably, one of the biggest challenges that any school superintendent has is, you know, you have these plans, you have this budget, you have these things that you want to do, and you might get 80 or 90 percent of the money that you need, to do all those things.
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah.
MR. MCDANIEL: Talk about that, a little bit.
DR. BORCHERS: That, that, probably, is the toughest piece for me. And, and, again, we don't dwell on what we don't have. We do the best we can, and, I think, Oak Ridge has done that for a long time.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: But, I think, probably, the hardest thing for a teacher, any educator, is to know what is needed to help a student, or family, and not be able to provide it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: I think that's the toughest thing that we, that we deal with. But, but, you know, educators are who they are, and they enter that field, for whatever particular reason, but they want to help kids.

MR. MCDANIEL: Not to get rich, that's for sure.

DR. BORCHERS: No, no, obviously, they'd choose something else, if that was ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, exactly.

DR. BORCHERS: But, and, and most of them say, All right, just got to buck up ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... and we're going to figure out a way to do this.
MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: But, no, I think the frustrating part there is, knowing you could get X, or something else, that would help a kid, or help a school, and you just don't have the money to do that.

MR. MCDANIEL: To do it.
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah. And, unfortunately, in, in our state, across the country, you know, we're, the one thing that people can vote, 'No,' to.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And, if we want something, you have to go ask.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: And, it's difficult and I get the times we're living in, people are on some fixed incomes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: And, we've had some job loss, but I get that, but, again, we're educators, we're focused on those kids, and that's what we want to help.

MR. MCDANIEL: But, historically, in Oak Ridge, historically, generally speaking, the, the schools have been a priority ...

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... for, you know, for, for the community.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know.
DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: I was told, when they renovated the high school, that they, of course, you know, everybody knows the story about, it passed, you know, with the highest vote.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: But, they could've saved $10 million by moving the high school to another location, and everybody said, No, that high school needs to be in the center of Oak Ridge, where it is.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So, they spent the extra money to keep it where it is.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Which, to me is important. I mean, it's smack dab, in the middle of the town ...

DR. BORCHERS: Absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... you know, and whereas, many high schools are not. They're out in the country, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah, can't find them.

MR. MCDANIEL: You can't find them. But, but anyway, it's, historically, traditionally, it's been ...

DR. BORCHERS: Lot, a lot of support.

MR. MCDANIEL: Lot of support.

DR. BORCHERS: Lot of parent support.

MR. MCDANIEL: Lot of support. Ok, what else do I want to ask you about? Hmm ... Anything that I've not asked you that you want to talk about? And, you know, like you said, you've only been here three years, but it's good to get your impressions of somebody that ...

DR. BORCHERS: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... came in from outside the area, that ...
DR. BORCHERS: You know, what, one of the things ...

MR. MCDANIEL: And, I know you've got to be, you've got to be the evangelist for our school system.

DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) Yeah, there you go.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, everything you're going to tell me is going to have a positive ring to it.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, there you go. (laughs)

MR. MCDANIEL: That's just, I expected that. That's the way it is.
DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) And I, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: You're not going to come in here and say, you know, those school board members ...

DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) I really don't want to ...

MR. MCDANIEL: I tell you, you know, those guys are idiots. You know, I mean ... (laughter) So, even if it were true ...
DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, there you go.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... you wouldn't say it.

DR. BORCHERS: But it's not. It's not.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: But, you know, one of the things, you know, as my wife and I, our kids, sit around outside, you know, just having supper, or just sitting outside talking, is you get such a sense of pride, from the people of Oak Ridge. You know, when we moved here, we moved to our neighborhood, we would have people come up, and say, "Hey, do you know whose house you live in? It's so-and-so's house."

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: Or, you know, down at that house, that's where they lived. And, and, and just the stories, and the pride in what has been done here, and what continues to be done, it was, for a person coming in new, it was really refreshing, and positive. I brag about Oak Ridge everywhere I go. To my family who still lives up in the Midwest, if I'm at national organizations, I talk about Oak Ridge. So, I try to talk about Oak Ridge, and how wonderful it is to everybody I know, because it truly is a great place. As we talked earlier, one of our board members, last night, they, they returned a couple weeks ago from the National School Board Association. She came back and said, last night at the meeting, you know, sometimes it's nice to go away and then, you know, it doesn't sound great for the other districts, but to hear the issues they're dealing with ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure, sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... and then, come back and go, Wow, we got a great place.

MR. MCDANIEL: We got it pretty good ...

DR. BORCHERS: This is a great school.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... compared to everybody else.

DR. BORCHERS: A great community.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: So, I guess that's, probably, the one thing I would say. And, and, you know, we have our issues, we have things we have to deal with, but this is a great place, and ...

MR. MCDANIEL: And, and, it's not nearly as cold as Iowa.

DR. BORCHERS: Oh, my goodness, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: How have you, how have you gotten used to, of course, St. Louis is a pretty humid place, I mean, you know.

DR. BORCHERS: Well, yeah, most people, yeah, most people would say, Oh, it's going to be hot when you went down to Tennessee. My wife and I would concur that the three years we've been here, have been cooler than the summers of St. Louis.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. BORCHERS: Yes, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure, I'm sure.

DR. BORCHERS: So, we actually got, yeah, a little cooler, but I'm not shoveling snow every day like I was in Minnesota.

MR. MCDANIEL: That is, that is true. Maybe once a year.

DR. BORCHERS: Yes, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Maybe twice, if we're lucky, twice a year.

DR. BORCHERS: And it might melt, yeah, yeah. Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Well, let's just, let me ask you a question. Since you brought that up.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: This is in ... So, tell me your process, of those two or three or four, well, last year was quite a few.

DR. BORCHERS: There was quite a few last year.

MR. MCDANIEL: But, those mornings when there might be something on the road, and it might be dangerous.

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Oak Ridge is different, and you can explain this. Oak Ridge is different. Oak Ridge doesn't have a bunch of outlying, you know, areas ...

DR. BORCHERS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: ... like the counties do.

DR. BORCHERS: Right, absolutely, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: What is your, what is your, your procedure ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... for canceling school because of weather.

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, you know, and most people, they probably think this is much more glamorous than it is, you know. (laughter) I can tell you, I dislike snow days like no other. Not just having the day off, but the actual calling of the snow day.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, yeah, we don't, we don't like it either. 

DR. BORCHERS: You know, because ...

MR. MCDANIEL: We don't like that phone call at six o'clock in the morning, or five thirty, or whatever it is.

DR. BORCHERS: (laughs) Exactly. They want me to call the night before, and I would, I would like to, but ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... I think we all know the track record of the weather people's ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... forecast. But, no, we, we, anytime there's a chance of precipitation ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... talking about snow, in this case, we're meeting the day before, talking, Ok, when are we calling? When are we going to check in? We have several people that are running the roads, out there, so if it's something where, you know, it's 100 percent imminent ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, yeah, yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: ... weather warning, we'll call that the night before.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: But if there are chances that it might move -- which it does quite frequently ...

MR. MCDANIEL: It does, often.
DR. BORCHERS: ... through Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: We will then, typically, we'll start to have folks out on the road about three thirty and, luckily, we have some staff that have been here for a while, that, kind of, know the hot spots ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. BORCHERS: ... where if there's going to be trouble ...

MR. MCDANIEL: That's where it's going to be.

DR. BORCHERS: ... here are our trouble spots. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
DR. BORCHERS: So, they'll be driving around for hours, it seems like, and then, we'll all have a conference call, and go, ok, what do you see, what do you ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. BORCHERS: So, and then, eventually, you know, you try to make the best call on the forecast.

MR. MCDANIEL: And then, you know, every, for every ten comments, nine of them has made the wrong decision, wasn't it?

DR. BORCHERS: Right. We often joke, I mean, no matter what we do, we're going to be wrong.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's exactly right.

DR. BORCHERS: So, how, which side of wrong do we want to be on?

MR. MCDANIEL: (laughs) And it's true.

DR. BORCHERS: But when you do cancel it, and then, sun comes out, I'm at home praying that it's going to, that I'm going to see some snowflakes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, or ...
DR. BORCHERS: Or vice versa.

MR. MCDANIEL: Or, if you don't cancel it, and nine o'clock, it starts coming down ...

DR. BORCHERS: Yeah, absolutely, which ...

MR. MCDANIEL: ... you know, Well why didn't, you know, they knew this was going to happen. (laughter) Well, that's one of the, the, hardships, that's one of the burdens of being superintendent of schools, so ...

DR. BORCHERS: That's right. And we always want to err on the side of safety, but ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, exactly.
DR. BORCHERS: ... but we also have to get the kids schooled.

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely. Well, Dr. Borchers, thank you so much for taking time to come in ...

DR. BORCHERS: Thank you.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... and chat with us. We learn a little bit more about you, and your, your, the inner workings of the superintendent, school superintendent, and your time here in Oak Ridge, so far. We hope it continues on for many more years.

DR. BORCHERS: So do I, so do I.

MR. MCDANIEL: Thank you.

DR. BORCHERS: Thank you.
[End of Interview]
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