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On Saturday morning, alumni and their families had an opportunity to hear from two 
great leaders of St. Andrew’s. Headmaster Tad Roach and former headmaster Jon 
O’Brien took the stage in Engelhard Hall to share their thoughts on the past, present 
and future of the School and to answer questions. 

Tad began the hour with a quote from Macbeth that captures the power of mentorship: 
Duncan says, “I have begun to plant thee, and will labor to make thee full of growing.” 
The power of great mentorship, said Tad, is that individual teachers and mentors can 
replicate their leadership so that amazing things happen after they are gone. Jon  
O’Brien hired Tad and Will Speers (who had just graduated from Williams and  
Princeton) soon after he became headmaster in 1977, and he passed the unique vision 
of St. Andrew’s to them. “I want to thank Jon and Joan O’Brien from me and Elizabeth 
(Roach) for what they have done for us individually as mentors,” he said, and continued, 
“Many of the great attributes of the School today were strengthened during his tenure.” 

After Tad’s introduction, Jon spoke about some of the challenges he had faced during 
his years as headmaster, as well as some of the significant changes he made. Coming 
to St. Andrew’s only a few years after the School had gone co-ed, Jon found a  
community that was still in transition; the girls were still on the outside in terms of  
leadership. In order to help create equality for the girls, Jon split all the officer positions 
(class president, head of the honor committee, etc) so that they were shared between 
one girl and one boy. This new tradition marked a crucial transition for the School,  
planting the seeds for incredible female leadership at the St. Andrew’s of today. “This is 
the best school for girls in the country,” said Tad,” and that started with Jon and Joan’s 
efforts to create equality.” 

Finding that seniors were not always using their power productively, Jon enhanced the 
senior prefect system, moving more seniors into positions of responsibility and  
stewardship. This change improved the culture of St. Andrew’s; today’s seniors take 
their leadership roles very seriously, and the increased number of residential leadership 
positions on dorm are highly sought after. “In terms of the culture of kindness that we 
both believe in, this was a powerful and important move,” said Tad. 

The last portion of the hour was devoted to a question and answer session, during 
which the two headmasters fielded questions about diversity, environmental  
sustainability and technology, all areas in which there has been incredible change  
during the 32-year Roach/O’Brien era. “One of the risks of a small boarding school is 
that it can become a bubble of homogeneous views,” said Tad. Both he and Jon have  



worked to diversify the student body, efforts that can be seen and felt today in a walk 
down the hall or a visit to a class. With the help of alumni, Tad has also worked to  
broaden the very notion of diversity, focusing on making the community a safe and  
nurturing place for all, regardless of race, gender, class, ability, or sexual orientation. 

An early advocate of environmentalism, Jon worked extensively with the Board of  
Trustees to purchase land around the School and ensure conservation. He remembered, 
“When I first got here, Bill Amos took me on hikes all around Noxontown Pond. We  
realized that there was a tidal wave of development sweeping across the area, and we 
had to move quickly to save the land and the pond.” Jon passed his love and concern for 
the environment to students, and many of the trees around campus today were planted 
by students during the big Earth Day celebrations Jon initiated. 

Tad addressed the issue of technology at St. Andrew’s today: “In terms of the kind of  
human community that Jon and I value, technology too often can be more of an obstacle 
than an asset.” Although St. Andrew’s has gone affirmatively on-line since the O’Brien 
days, the School continues to regard the promises of technology with some measured 
skepticism, remaining acutely aware of the alienation that can result from too much time 
spent in virtual worlds. St. Andrew’s does not provide internet access in dorm rooms and 
does not allow students to use cell phones outside their rooms. These rules set the 
School apart from most of its peers, but they are crucial to the human connectedness of 
the community. 

Perhaps the most notable thing that emerged from this hour with two headmasters was 
the sense of continuity in their efforts and ideals. Future leaders of St. Andrew’s will have 
the legacy of these two amazing mentors to support and guide them. 


