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Marietta City Schools Superintendent Grant Rivera
began his new role at the beginning of 2017, and in 12
short months, has won the support of the community
with his vision for the future.

Speaking just before Christmas over coffee on the
Square, Rivera took a look back at his first year at the
helm of Marietta’s school system and discussed some
of his plans for the district going forward.

He conceded he had big shoes to fill when he left his
job with Cobb County schools to take the place of
longtime Marietta Superintendent Emily Lembeck, but
the city’s mayor and Marietta High’s former principal
say he’s done a standup job so far.

In his first year, Rivera laid the groundwork for an
early learning center set to open this fall at the old
Wright Street grammar school, secured more than $12
million in funding for the creation of a college and
career academy on Marietta High’s campus, rolled out
an ACT/SAT prep course aimed at boosting student
test scores and brought in an adviser to help high
schoolers prepare their resumes and send out college
applications.

“We had high expectations, but he’s met them and
exceeded them,” Marietta Mayor Steve Tumlin said of
Rivera’s efforts. “He has broad support, not only for
his mission of educating children, but from the staff
and the community as a whole.”

The mayor called small-town school systems a dying
breed, but said there was something special about the
level of support Marietta City Schools receives from
the community and the lifelong camaraderie that comes
along with being a Blue Devil graduate. Borrowing a
decades-old quote from former state representative and
Marietta

Mayor Joe Mack Wilson, Tumlin said “the Marietta
school system is the soul of our community.”

He said Rivera was just the man for the job, calling the
42-year-old “a superintendent assembled for the
system,” and the more than 9,000 students enrolled in
it.
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Grant Rivera just completed his first year as the
superintendent of Marietta City Schools. He conceded
he had big shoes to fill when he left his job with Cobb
County schools to take the place of longtime Marietta
Superintendent Emily Lembeck, but the city’s mayor
and Marietta High’s former principal say he’s done a
standup job so far. / Special to the MDJ
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Rivera looks back on first year as Marietta’s
superintendent

RIVERA

From A1

COMMUNITY SUPPORT

Rivera summed up his first year in charge with a single
word: “incredible.”

“It’s been a joy for both my family and me to be part of
this Marietta community,” he said. “We were
welcomed in such a kind and gracious way that it’s
become home very quickly.”

In November, he was named Marietta Citizen of the
Year by the Marietta Area Council, an offshoot of the
Cobb Chamber of Commerce. It was a recognition
Rivera said he never expected, especially in his first
year on the job.

He praised the district’s staff and Marietta’s school
board members for continuing the work started by
Lembeck during her decade as superintendent, smiling
as he recalled the first conversation he had with his
predecessor.

“She said, ‘This is a great district. Your opportunity is
to make it greater,’” he said He said his first year
wouldn’t have been nearly as successful without the
support of his colleagues.

“Everyone has been very open to me and the ideas I
have, and at the end of the day, the board and the
community care about what’s best for children,” he
said.

He’s come to embrace the city’s culture over the last
year, too. He recalled standing on the sidelines of
Northcutt Stadium during his time as principal of
South Cobb and Campbell high schools.

Now, he said, he stands other side of the field with the
fans in blue.

Former Marietta High principal Leigh Colburn said she
has been thoroughly impressed with Rivera so far.

“I think Grant has a great deal of vision,” she said. “He
understands that he got a district that already had so
much support from the community and I think he
enjoys that.”

He said he and the district’s seven board members are
working hard to offer students a solid educational
foundation while boosting test scores and graduation
rates and improving college access. Through the
Graduate Student Success Center started by Colburn,
he said, district employees work closely with students,
providing educational, physical and emotional support
aimed at overcoming the barriers that often stand
between students and their schoolwork.

Rivera said it’s still early in his tenure, but he
eventually hopes to bring forth a series of metrics —
test scores, FAFSA completion forms and graduation
figures — to show progress is being made.

Tumlin applauded Rivera for hitting the ground
running and acclimating quickly to the city’s culture,
acknowledging the superintendent’s ability to work a
crowd hasn’t hurt his efforts either.

“His passion comes across, but he’s realistic,” the
mayor said. “He has idealistic plans that he’s able to
reduce to a pragmatic level that is doable. We can all
say we want the best for children, but when he’s giving
a speech he will tell you exactly how he’s going to
accomplish that.”

Through the early learning center designed to
accommodate Marietta’s 4-year-olds Rivera said he
hopes to lay an educational foundation that gives them
a leg-up through the rest of their academic careers. By
paying teachers in those classrooms more than what
the state offers, Rivera said the district hopes to reduce
turnover and retain the best teachers available.

“We want someone teaching pre-K to be compensated
the exact same way an (International Baccalaureate)
chemistry teacher is,” he said. “So we’re going to
spend an extra $40,000 a classroom because we believe
our 4-year-olds are just as important as our 15-
yearolds. And we want to pay our teachers what
they’re worth.” By partnering with local businesses
and creating the $12 million college and career
academy, Rivera looks to provide students with the
skills and training necessary to land them high-paying
jobs directly out of high school. And through the new
ACT/SAT prep courses and the addition of a college
adviser on Marietta High’s campus, the superintendent
seeks to boost district test scores and expand college
access by offering students the resources necessary to
land spots at the schools of their dreams.

Rivera said he has no intention of making this a short-
term gig either, and plans to hand his two daughters
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The smaller district, she said, offers him the ability to
work more closely with community partners than he
was able to at larger school systems he worked for in
the past.

“He likes to know that he can affect change (in) K-12,
and really, now that he’s launching the preschool
initiative and the college and career academy, I think
he can have an impact cradle to career in a town which
I think is a significant motivator for him,” Colburn
said.

MAKING IT GREATER

Marietta came under fire during last year’s election as
school board candidates criticized incumbent board
members and Rivera for not doing enough to close
student achievement gaps, improve test scores and
increase graduation rates.

Rivera acknowledged the criticism and the fact that
Marietta’s scores lag behind some of the major metro
Atlanta school districts, but said removing the barriers
to student success doesn’t happen overnight.

their diplomas as they walk across the stage at
Northcutt Stadium.

“For him, it’s a marathon,” Colburn said. “Grant has
been very public about the fact that he doesn’t expect
to be in Marietta for just two or three years.”

As long as Rivera keeps up the work and maintains the
support of his board, she said, he could remain
Marietta’s superintendent for years to come.
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