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Teachers and staff at Bartow Middle School surprised Principal Christopher Roberts with a party at the
school in Bartow on Wednesday. Roberts was named principal of the year for Polk County Schools this
week. [SCOTT WHEELER/THE LEDGER]

Bartow Middle’s Christopher Roberts
is named 2019 Principal of the Year
By Kimberly C. Moore
The Ledger

BARTOW — When Christopher Roberts, 48, arrived at
Bartow Middle School three
years ago, he was the fifth
principal in seven years. The
school was on the verge of
being closed or turned over to
a consulting firm after earning
several D’s and an F.
He has brought the school’s
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grade up to a C and created
a culture in which teachers
clamor to work and students
know they are loved.
This week, Roberts was
named Polk County Public
Schools 2019 Principal of the
Year. He is also the district’s
nominee for Florida’s Principal Achievement Award
for Outstanding Leadership,
which recognizes “exemplary principals for their

contributions to their schools
and communities.”
“When I came here — I’m not
going to lie to you — I had my
doubts. But Bartow is home,
and this school is home,” said
Roberts at a surprise congratulations party thrown by his
staff on Wednesday. “I am a
better principal in three years
just because of the challenges.”
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age of 18 unless the patient
is terminally ill and if two
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be able to possess more than
four ounces of marijuana in a

But if DeSantis were to drop
the lawsuit appeal, Rodrigues
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Roberts was already familiar with Bartow Middle School
— he had been a student there
in the mid-1980s. He joked that
it was the last place he had ever
been paddled at school, a fact he
shares with students so they can
relate to someone who once had
some behavior issues, but overcame them to have a successful
life and career.
One after another, teachers, para-professionals and
his assistant principals talked
of their deep respect and love
for the man they say they don’t
work for, but instead work
with. They describe a leader
who learns the names of all of
his students and staff and takes
the time to develop genuine
relationships with each of them.
Melissa Giles’ son attended
Highland City Elementary when
Roberts was principal there for
eight years. She now works for
him as a parent-involvement
paraprofessional. She said she
first encountered him on her
son’s field trip to a fire station. She watched as he spoke
to every student by name and
talked with them.
“He just wants every child
to reach their fullest potential,” Giles said. “No matter the
behavior problems they have,
he sees the best in every child.”
Giles is one of many staff or
parents who followed Roberts
from Highland City Elementary.
And he needed them. In his first
year at Bartow Middle, he had 28
vacancies to fill.
Shawn Tyre worked as an
assistant principal at Highland
City and is now the testing coordinator at Bartow Middle.
“It’s about building relationships, not just with students,
but staff and parents, taking the
time,” Tyre said.
She described an eighthgrade student who had some
behavior problems at Highland
City Elementary. He was labeled
an “at-risk” student.
The student is now at Bartow
Middle.

Putnam, a fifth-generation Floridian, was
considered a favorite to
become Florida’s governor
after serving eight years as
commissioner of agriculture and consumer affairs.
But he was overtaken in the
Republican primary election
by Ron DeSantis, who benefited from the endorsement
of President Donald Trump.
DeSantis then narrowly won
the general election.
Putnam, a University of
Florida graduate,was elected
to the Florida House of Representatives in 1996 at age
22, making him the youngest person elected to the
state Legislature. He won
the first of five terms in the
U.S. House in 2000 before
launching his campaign for
Florida agriculture commissioner. His family has long
been prominent in the citrus
industry in Polk County.
William Rufty, a retired
Ledger political editor,
covered Putnam from his
first run for the Florida
Legislature.
“I think that (new) position is in keeping with his
concern about wildlife and
the environment, but I
am very surprised that he
would leave the state, mainly
because that was one thing
he always brought up was
that he was a fifth-generation Floridian,” Rufty said.
“And his work with the
Department of Agriculture
showed his concern about
farming in Florida, and I
would be surprised that he
would give that up. But this
is certainly a related field.”
Since Putnam’s loss in
the Republican gubernatorial primary, state and local
Republican officials had
wondered what he might do
next. Some had speculated
that he would run for office
again at some point.
Rufty noted that Putnam
was once the third-ranking
Republican in the U.S. House.
He said the move to Ducks
Unlimited reflects the reality
that Putnam had no obvious
path back to political office in
the near future.
“Thenext big office coming
up would be (that of Sen.)
Marco Rubio, and that’s
not for another two years,
and obviously he wouldn’t
be running against DeSantis,” Rufty said. “So there
was really no opening, but ...
he’s very tied to Florida, and
I would expect that he would
probably be back in a few
years, either politically or
working on programs very
similar to what he’s accepting the job for now.”
Rufty credited Putnam
with two major achievements as Commissioner of
Agriculture: directing the
use of more Florida-grown

U.S. History teacher Nicole Jiskoot signs a poster for Principal
Christopher Roberts. [PHOTOS BY SCOTT WHEELER/THE LEDGER]

“He was a kid who could have
gone one way or the other,” Tyre
said. “He was just awarded the
district’s About-face Award.”
Assistant Principal Dwayne
Johnson described a staff that
had been traumatized by the
high teacher turnover. He said
Roberts came in and listened to
those who were left and treated
people as professionals.
“He let people do what they
were hired to do,” Johnson said.
Roberts said that kids have
to know that you love and care
about them. His advice to his
staff: “Just come to work, love
kids, build a relationship and
give it your all each day.”
He allowed sixth-grade
teacher Samantha Swafford
to open up a clothing boutique
that students can discreetly
shop in for items they don’t
have, like winter jackets, shoes
that fit and school uniforms. He
pays for teachers’ pizza parties
when their students score well
on practice exams. He throws
special parties for students he
and the other assistant principals catch “genuinely” engaged
in learning.
One parent said on Facebook
that the day after her home
burned down, Roberts showed
up with backpacks, school
supplies and vouchers for new
clothes and shoes.
“Needless to say, the kids
were able to return back to
school the following day after
losing everything!!!” Misty

Blankenship Holt wrote. “He
truly goes further than just
being a principal!”
Roberts’ mother, Betty Rehberg, and son Quinn were in the
school’s media center Wednesday afternoon for the party. She
recalled getting a phone call
from her son, telling her the
district wanted him to move to
Bartow Middle.
“He said, ‘We need to pray
about this so I know what to
do,’” she said. “I had a really
good feeling about this from the
very beginning. He had decided
to accept the challenge.”
She added that he is emphatic
about giving his staff credit for
the good things that have happened at Bartow Middle.
His son, who attended Highlands City Elementary when his
father was principal there, said
he is very proud of him.
“He always had a great
work ethic. He stayed extra
hours, he would do things
for his staff,” Quinn Roberts
said. “Things have definitely
been tough for him. It’s made
him a better dad. I feel like he’s
really made a great impact on
the school and the city. He’s a
really good role model for me
and my sister and I really look
up to him a lot.”
Kimberly C. Moore can be
reached at kmoore@theledger.com or 863-8027514. Follow her on Twitter
at @KMooreTheLedger.

Teachers and staff pose for a photo with Principal Christopher Roberts (seated foreground) during a
surprise party for him.
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