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This study examined the lived experiences of school bus transportation supervisors and 

the impact of organizational support structures on their job satisfaction, engagement, and 

wellbeing. Through qualitative research, six supervisors from public school districts in a 

Midwestern state were interviewed. Findings revealed widespread frustration due to inadequate 

support, excessive workloads, and lack of formal training. Supervisors often worked long hours 

with no backup personnel, leading to high stress and difficulty maintaining work-life balance. 

Despite their dedication to students, those experiencing the greatest challenges were the most 

likely to consider leaving the profession, with two participants planning to transition out within 

six months. A key issue identified was the disconnect between supervisors and district 

leadership, with many reporting that administrators had little understanding of their 

responsibilities. To address these challenges, the study recommends a formal training pathway, 

structured mentorship programs, and increased leadership education on transportation operations. 

The findings highlight a critical gap in research on school operational leadership, emphasizing 

the need for evidence-based policies to support transportation supervisors. Strengthening these 

support structures is essential for improving job sustainability and ensuring the effectiveness of 

school transportation systems. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

“It was a nightmare. I actually went home . . . and I’m not a crier, but I will admit I went home, 

and I cried that day. And I questioned myself why I even moved from the last district.” 

~Rebecca, Transportation Coordinator 

The purpose of this study was to examine the rich descriptions of organizational support 

given to educational leaders in the classified field of school transportation to better understand 

the perceptions around leadership, available support structures offered to organizational 

members, and how to best support and develop those in supervisory positions. 

Background and Context 

Educational leadership is a complex framework of organizational skills and instructional 

prowess and often includes an intense focus on student learning and achievement (Senge, 1991). 

Educational leaders in all areas of school—building leadership, principals, central office 

personnel, and operational leaders—must all unite under a common banner of student 

performance and do what it takes to make school successful for all. Most research and 

preparatory materials used for developing new leaders and administrators are focused on the 

instructional capacities of school—how to best hire and train new teachers, how to develop 

curriculum, and how to deliver a highly rigorous experience (Harvey et al., 2013).  

Almost no research has addressed the preparation and the lived experiences by those 

serving in leadership capacities in the rest of the school district—transportation supervisors, food 

service leadership, or maintenance departments. These areas of school are often behind the 

scenes, playing supportive roles transporting kids to and from school, feeding them, and making 

sure the learning environments are cleaned, maintained, and properly heated or cooled. 
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Oftentimes these teams make up a large percentage of the overall staffing level of a school 

district, and yet, their leadership goes untrained, ill-prepared, and with no voice at the higher 

levels in the organization. Supervisors are often promoted from within the same track or vertical, 

from bus driver to supervisor, or from custodian to maintenance manager. There are no formal 

degrees needed to advance, and the organization assumes that if someone excels in their job on 

the classified (non-instructional) side of the house, they can lead a team just as well. These 

supervisors and operational leaders receive limited support from the organization and are often 

required to function independently of the rest of the district. However, they are still expected to 

perform at high levels, develop their team members, and excel in their positions (Bak, 2020; De 

Carlo et al., 2020; Penning de Vries et al., 2022).  

Compare that with their counterparts on the instructional side—building principals for 

example, who in their roles receive organizational support (Baran et al., 2012a; Eisenberger et 

al., 1986) from all levels including local peer support, regional and state support teams designed 

to enhance their function (Glatthorn & Jailall, 2016) as leaders of school buildings. 

Non-instructional leaders have no such access and must instead rely on their own personal 

aptitudes (Gray, 2018), loosely connected support networks from neighboring districts, or seek 

out advice from those in the trades themselves, relying on vendors1 to provide training and 

support which is often technically related, and lacks leadership and human relations components. 

                                                 

1 Vendors on the classified side often include those who provide a service or product to the school district, such as 

school busses, cleaning supplies, or dairy products. 
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Researcher Positionality 

As a career school administrator with direct experience leading multiple non-instructional 

departments—including transportation—I bring both insider knowledge and a deep personal 

connection to this study. I have served as a licensed school bus driver and Director of 

Operations, roles that required daily engagement with the same challenges faced by the 

participants in this research. This background provided me with a unique lens through which to 

understand and interpret the lived experiences of transportation supervisors. While this 

familiarity could introduce bias, I addressed it through strategies such as member checking, data 

anonymization, and reflexive journaling. My professional commitment to advocating for 

operational leaders—whose work is essential yet often undervalued—informed this study’s focus 

and reinforced the importance of amplifying their voices in educational leadership discourse. 

Problem Statement 

We knew little about the lived experiences of those who serve in the classified areas of 

school—school bus transportation, maintenance departments, food service, and so on. Most 

research in and around education focuses on achievement, student performance, how to develop 

better curriculum, or how to build relationships with community members (Leithwood, 2010). 

There are virtually no roadmaps for developing the support services and those who lead them. 

Function was assumed by the organization as a matter of fact, because those service components 

of school have always seemed to just work. Little was known about how, and even less about the 

perceptions of support given to those departments and their leaders by the organization.  

Those who lead the service and operational departments tend to be undereducated, 

compared to their counterparts leading in school buildings, and often never reach the heights of 

central office positions where they can be heard, have resources and developmental support 
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allocated, and operations improved. Many functions on the classified side lack any conceptual 

understanding by those who lead school districts at the central office level, much less have the 

ability to support those classifications in their often very technical fields of operation.  

Even in smaller districts, comparatively, like those in this research study, superintendents 

and other central office personnel were far removed from the skills needed to effectively drive 

change in and run day-to-day operations in the classified traits. Many served multiple roles 

within their respective district and simply did not have the time and resources available to also 

oversee and support those who provided the basic services of transportation, food services, and 

maintenance in the district. More knowledge about the classified leadership experiences was 

needed, to better build a support plan to improve the overall performance of a school district. 

Merely focusing on curriculum and instruction (Glatthorn & Jailall, 2016), although a core 

purpose of school, missed the mark, and further alienated those who worked hard to provide 

support to students, staff, and community members. If a school district becomes better informed 

about all departments, their roles, their daily lives, and the experiences they share in caring for 

students, districts would be in an even better position to truly build life-long learners and prepare 

successful individuals for the demands of tomorrow (González et al., 2005). 

Developing and supporting all components of a school district should be a desire of, and 

is the responsibility of, top-level leadership (Clark, 2020; Waters & Marzano, 2006), but it is 

difficult to support the unknown. Investigating the lived experiences of supervisors in both 

areas—certified and classified areas of school leadership—would offer a solid base from which 

to construct support plans, to develop schedules, and the ability to better understand the working 

environments and conditions (Willink & Babin, 2017) of those employed in the district. This 
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study, however, focused only on those leaders directly attached to school transportation, and 

specifically those who were assigned in supervisory roles. 

Research Questions 

To better understand the lived experiences of those serving in leadership roles within a 

school district’s transportation department, three research questions initially guided this research 

study in its mission to inventory the reality in which these supervisors operate: 

1. “How do supervisors describe their lived experiences during their first years on the 

job after being promoted from within the same organization or classification?” 

examined the experience in a newly promoted position.  

2. “What are the factors that contribute to supervisors’ perceptions of organizational 

support during their transition into their new role?” examined the factors that led to 

perceptions of organizational support while in transition to a new role.  

3. “How do supervisors perceive the impact of organizational support on their job 

satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing during their first year on the job after 

being promoted internally?” examined how the organization supports them as a leader 

in the position, and that support’s impact on their wellbeing. 

These three questions initially guided and shaped the study by focusing the research on the lived 

experiences of those in supervisory tracks within a school district who were assigned to lead the 

school transportation efforts in six different public school districts. 

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this research study was twofold. One, it would better help examine 

and identify a rich description and understanding of the lived experiences of those serving in 

leadership positions within a school district. And two, it would gather information and analyze 
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data around what perceived support the organization provided those who were in assigned 

non-instructional leadership position, and what factors influenced the employee relationship to 

the organization itself (Eisenberger et al., 1986). These two factors drove not only the discussion 

and findings for this study but helped guide and direct any future studies into leadership 

development and support within the same verticals in school districts. The study offered 

suggestions and findings helpful for any central office leadership position (superintendent, 

human resources director) wishing to develop their leaders from within and provided ideas 

around how to best support and train their employees to improve their overall individual 

performance (Astuty & Udin, 2020), as well as how to support the organization itself. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

This research study grounded itself in three primary inter-related theories involving the 

relationship between worker and the organization, and the relationship that is formed based on 

the exchange of factors, along with general educational leadership theory. Each one formed the 

basis of understanding around these relationships and assisted in data analysis and future 

recommendation for additional research. 

Perceived Organizational Support (POS) Theory (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Rhoades & 

Eisenberger, 2002) is a well-established theoretical framework that explores employees’ 

subjective perceptions of the support they receive from their organization and the subsequent 

impact on their attitudes and behaviors. Perceived Organizational Support theory posits that 

when employees perceive high levels of support, they are more likely to experience positive 

outcomes, such as increased job satisfaction, higher organizational commitment, improved 

wellbeing, and enhanced performance. Perceived organizational support has typically been 

applied in quantitative settings, and data collected through a survey instrument that has proven 
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validity in hundreds of studies (Worley et al., 2009). For the purposes of this study, a qualitative 

approach was used to examine the outcomes perceived in educational leaders supervising in the 

classified areas of school in order to collect a richer description of perceptions from those 

individuals (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

The concepts of perceived organizational support were married with Organizational 

Support Theory (Baran et al., 2012a), a framework that focuses on the reciprocal relationship 

between employees and their organization, emphasizing the role of perceived support in 

influencing employee attitudes, behaviors, and overall wellbeing. Organizational support theory 

proposes that when employees perceive high levels of organizational support, they develop a 

sense of obligation to reciprocate by demonstrating positive work-related behaviors and 

outcomes. This additional theory increased the nuances around worker relationships with their 

organization and helped tease out how perceptions of support lend themselves to long-term 

stability in the workplace and the drive to perform better, including taking on extra work outside 

of already existing assignments. Social Exchange Theory (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) further 

enhanced the understanding of reciprocal relationships in the workplace stemming from the 

perceived support by the organization and was used as an expansion of the previous two. 

Educational Leadership Theory (Day, 2001; Day et al., 2014), while a broad area of 

research, helped limit the scope of this study, and provided a frame within which to operate when 

exploring leadership and support in educational settings. One aspect of particular interest was the 

emotional toll that leadership takes, and while educational theory has plenty to offer in terms of 

leadership in general, little seemed known about the impact on leadership as emotional work, and 

the emotions of leadership itself (Beatty, 2000). Even less was known about the leadership 

development in areas of operational support in a school district. This study sought to examine 
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those variables as connected to perceptions of support, evidence of organizational support, and 

the way organizations interfaced with leadership in their mission to support, develop, and 

enhance overall organizational performance. 

Assumptions 

Due to the qualitative nature of this study, it was unwise to make assumptions about any 

findings, but assumptions about the settings and participants provided some valuable insights. 

This research study contained itself to staff employed at public school districts and findings 

could therefore be assumed to be similar in nature to those of other public school districts within 

a certain geographical boundary. For example, it is likely that findings in this study can be 

generalized to those surrounding districts that mimic the staffing models found in the study. The 

same is true for participants—the findings in this study likely mimic the experiences of those 

staff members, in similar roles and transportation-adjacent responsibilities, in other districts. 

Limitations 

Potential limitations in this study included the willingness of the participants to fully 

share their lived experiences, their feelings about work and how the organization supported 

them, and how that impacted them in their current line of work. In addition, the primary 

researcher was employed in a district where one of the research participants worked and made 

their livelihood, and was at the time a direct report of the researcher. Honesty about the integrity 

of the research was important, and sharing of information was tailored in such a way as to protect 

those who were part of the sample from direct attribution when at all possible. 

Delimitations 

The research study limited itself to a narrow scope of six participants from public school 

districts in the Midwest United States, and as such the lived experiences and other data sources 
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found may not be generalizable to a larger population across the state or nation, depending on 

their general makeup and organizational nature.  

Definitions 

Best Practice—a set of guidelines that connote the best way, or the recommended way of 

doing something, often around how something is done, performed, or thought of. Best practice 

also refers to formal guidelines or standards that apply to a certain position, as a set of formal 

measures against which to measure progress or performance. 

Classified Leadership—leadership in branches or departments of a school district that are 

non-instructional in nature, for example, school transportation, maintenance, or food services. 

Development—learning new skills, or being shown a new skill, or engaging with 

activities (like on the job training) that changes, enhances, or creates a support for the current 

position, lifting it higher, and making it better. 

Effectiveness—did a certain process or method or tool or relationship make a positive 

impact in the leader’s environment, and did it reach/meet the goals, either formal or informal? 

Extra-role behavior—any behavior that is outside of an assigned role, for example, taking 

on projects in another department, or performing work that typically is not associated with the 

role itself. 

Formal Structures—training programs, onboarding, formal mentoring, professional 

development workshops, professional learning communities, state mandated programming, 

licensing and preparatory programs, and so forth. 

Informal Structures—informal mentoring, advice from colleagues, learning on the job, 

friendships, colleagues in same role but different district, social media, mental health 

appointments, or support structures that were not provided by the organization. 
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Instructional Leadership—leadership centered on instructional areas, like that of school 

principals, curriculum directors, and superintendents with direct connection (traditionally) to the 

classroom, instruction, and student performance. 

Leadership—leadership can happen at any level, but for the purposes of this definition, 

leadership is thought of as an elevated position of responsibility, often in a supervisory capacity. 

Perception—how the transition to leadership, and the support structures along with it, 

was experienced by the individual. The reality that existed for the leader, as defined by them. A 

constructivist view of events and outcomes. 

Support Structures—any structures that provide support, and could be in the format of 

formal programs, assigned coursework, preparatory schooling or programs, mentoring, 

professional relationships, or mechanisms sought outside of work, like mental health counseling, 

family support, physical wellbeing, and so forth. 

Transition—moving from one role to another, or movement within a role (growth, 

development, enhancement, etc.), or moving out of a role, and away from old (and likely into 

new). 

Summary 

The focus of this study was to comprehensively examine the nuanced descriptions of 

organizational support as articulated by educational leaders in classified fields of public school, 

specifically within transportation departments and areas of responsibility. The primary objective 

was to gain a profound understanding of these leaders’ perceptions regarding various facets of 

leadership, the support mechanisms provided to organizational members, and the optimal ways 

to nurture and enhance the capabilities of those in supervisory roles. 
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Educational leadership stands as a multifaceted construct, entailing organizational 

acumen, instructional proficiency, and an unwavering dedication to student achievement (Senge, 

1991). While instructional leadership has been widely studied, encompassing teacher 

development and curriculum design, the leadership experiences within classified domains like 

transportation, maintenance, and food services have remained largely unexplored. Such roles 

often represent the backbone of school operations, but their leaders receive minimal formal 

preparation and organizational support. Consequently, the central concern of this research was to 

bridge this knowledge gap by delving into the experiences and perspectives of leaders in the 

classified sectors areas of school operations. 

This study addressed the crucial question of how educational leaders’ lived experiences 

were influenced by their transition into leadership roles, how they were able to operate at high 

levels of performance with little to no support structures, and how that impacted their emotional 

and functional health. It further examined the factors that shaped these leaders’ perceptions of 

organizational support during their transitions along with ongoing support structures, and 

investigated how such support impacted their job satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing 

in their role. By answering these questions, the research study provided valuable insights for 

enhancing organizational support structures and development initiatives for leaders, and was able 

to contribute effectively to the improvement of overall school district performance. 

The study’s significance existed within a dual purpose: first, to illuminate the experiences 

of leaders in school transportation roles within a school district, and second, to gauge the 

perceived support provided by the organization in the leadership support structures. Drawing 

from theories like Perceived Organizational Support Theory, Organizational Support Theory, and 

Social Exchange Theory, the study uncovered the interplay between support, leadership, and 
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wellbeing. These insights will guide future research and offer practical recommendations for 

fostering effective leadership development and organizational support mechanisms in 

educational settings. 

In the next chapter, current and relevant research was reviewed and discussed for the 

purposes of this study, including in depth explorations of the theoretical frameworks. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

“I felt like I got thrown to the wolves. When I came to my school. I had zero training. I had zero 

mentoring. I had my own wits and my own stubborn determination. And that is about it.” 

~Jennifer, Transportation Supervisor 

The purpose of this study was to examine the rich descriptions of organizational support 

by educational leaders in classified fields of school leadership, specifically school transportation 

supervisors, to better understand the perceptions around leadership, its emotional toll, and how to 

best support and develop those in supervisory positions. To better understand the lived 

experiences of those serving in leadership roles within a school district, three research questions 

were developed to guide the research study: 

1. “How do supervisors describe their lived experiences during their first years on “How 

do supervisors describe their lived experiences during their first years on the job after 

being promoted from within the same organization or classification?” examined the 

experience in a newly promoted position.  

2. “What are the factors that contribute to supervisors’ perceptions of organizational 

support during their transition into their new role?” examined the factors that led to 

perceptions of organizational support while in transition to a new role.  

3. “How do supervisors perceive the impact of organizational support on their job 

satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing during their first year on the job after 

being promoted internally?” examined how the organization supports them as a leader 

in the position, and that support’s impact on their wellbeing. 
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These three questions guided the study by focusing the research on the lived experiences of 

classified leaders, specifically school transportation supervisors. 

In Chapter 2, a review of the literature includes overviews of the theoretical frameworks 

guiding this study, current findings from the field of organizational support and educational 

leadership, as well as identified areas for additional research and applications. 

Perceived Organizational Support Theory 

Perceived Organizational Support (POS) Theory investigates the employee perceptions of 

support from the organization in the workplace, and on the job. This concept helped explore the 

lived experiences of supervisors in classified positions within a school district, and how that may 

led to overall wellbeing in the position. The perceptions around support helped shape the 

exploration of this research study, and focused the data collection efforts in this research study. 

POS theory is a well-established theoretical framework that explores employees’ 

subjective perceptions of the support they receive from their organization and the subsequent 

impact on their attitudes and behaviors. POS theory posits that when employees perceive high 

levels of support, they are more likely to experience positive outcomes, such as increased job 

satisfaction, higher organizational commitment, improved wellbeing, and enhanced performance. 

The foundation of POS theory lies in the belief that employees interpret their organization’s 

actions and behaviors as indicators of the organization’s overall support for them. These actions 

can range from tangible support, such as rewards and resources, to intangible support, such as 

recognition and respect. These supportive actions create a psychological contract between the 

employee and the organization, forming the basis of the employee’s perceived organizational 

support. 
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Research studies have consistently shown the significant influence of perceived 

organizational support on various employee outcomes. For example, Eisenberger et al. (1986) 

found that higher levels of perceived organizational support were associated with increased 

organizational commitment. In the seminal study on perceived organizational support, which 

continued the work of organizational support theory and ideas around organizational 

commitment, Eisenberger constructed a quantitative instrument to examine global beliefs 

concerning the extent to which an organization values its workers—the Survey of Perceived 

Organizational Support (SPOS; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). It was originally administered to 

a wide array of workers in various settings and roles. Several key outcomes were presented, 

including the idea that workers personify the organization in the shape of its supervisors, and see 

their behavior (the supervisor’s) as a direct extension of the company or organization itself. 

Praise given to employees directly correlated positively with perceived organizational support, 

however much of the value seemed to rely on the observed or perceived sincerity of the person 

issuing the praise or kind comments (Blau, 2017). Additional factors leading to an increase in 

perceived organizational support by workers included pay and salary and other compensation 

packages. Specifically interesting in a public school district is the fact that if those financial 

rewards stemmed from a union effort or collective bargaining, or even threats of unionization, 

those aspects had a negative correlation with perceived organizational support (Eisenberger et 

al., 1986). 

Furthermore, absenteeism among other variables, was found to be a connection between 

the worker’s commitment to the organization and whether a worker’s absentee rates were 

impacted by the perceived support given. In several related studies to Eisenberger et al. (1986), 

other researchers found similar connections, and found lower rates of absenteeism as a function 
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of employees who exhibited strong moral obligations to the workplace, and who would 

reciprocate the perceived organizational support in the form of increased performance, fewer 

days away from work, and with a higher degree of focus on the organization’s overall goals and 

agenda. This idea of reciprocity between the worker and the organization was first described by 

Gouldner (1960), and was further expanded on by Eisenberger et al. (1986) in their study on 

perceived organizational support, and connected with factors such as improved worker 

satisfaction and overall commitment to the organization (as related to the worker staying with the 

organization for some time, instead of changing careers or place of employment; Eisenberger et 

al., 2020). Similarly, Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) demonstrated a positive relationship 

between perceived organizational support and job satisfaction. They further posited that if the 

worker had a strong sense of relationship, in a social exchange model, between themselves and 

the organization, then those committed employees would focus on the kinds of efforts the 

organization prioritized, whether explicitly or implicitly, and look to perform these tasks, 

perhaps to the detriment of other performance measures (Shanock et al., 2019). 

Moreover, perceived organizational support has been found to be linked to employee 

wellbeing. Cropanzano et al. (2003) conducted a meta-analysis and concluded that perceived 

organizational support was negatively related to emotional exhaustion and positively related to 

life satisfaction. The support provided by the organization has also been shown to reduce 

turnover intentions (Eisenberger et al., 1990) and improve job performance (Eisenberger et al., 

2002). 

Several factors contribute to the formation of employees’ perceptions of organizational 

support. These include supervisor support, coworker support, and procedural justice within the 

organization. Additionally, the congruence between personal values and organizational values 



 

 

17 

has been found to influence perceived organizational support (Shore & Wayne, 1993; Wayne et 

al., 1997). The dynamics of perceived organizational support are not limited to individual 

outcomes. Some studies have shown that perceived organizational support also impacts team 

dynamics and organizational performance overall. For instance, Nahrgang et al. (2011) found 

that team-level perceived organizational support positively influenced team cohesion and team 

performance, improving the overall performance of teams within an organization based on the 

perception of support from the organization itself. 

Most research in the area of perceived organizational support has used a quantitative 

measure to collect, analyze, and discuss findings. It is worth discussing the validity of the 

measure itself, especially since this research study aims to use qualitative methods to investigate 

perceived organizational support among public school educational leadership, and to juxtapose 

the findings with those from studies using quantitative methods in research. Worley et al. (2009) 

examined the psychometric properties of the original scale used (SPOS) and developed by 

Eisenberg et al. (1986) and suggests that even with a pared-down version of the original (several 

developed post-1986 for ease of distribution and data collection) the measure still stands. In their 

reliability analyses of the measures (all versions), Worley et al. (2009) found that the instrument 

consistently delivered a unidimensional construct, and could be relied on for further research, 

allowing perceived organizational support to become a growing area of research in examining 

organizational function and worker relationships.  

With a high degree of internal reliability, the shorter versions do not seem problematic in 

supporting additional organizational constructs and factors surrounding employee relationships, 

including affective commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990), organizational participation 

(Kahnweiler & Thompson, 2000), and organizational communication (Graves et al., 1984)—all 
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measured using shortened or modified versions stemming from the original 36-item scale. Any 

continued work based on this scale should prove valid and reliable, regardless of format. A 

deeper discussion of this research study’s methodology and justification for using a qualitative 

approach can be found in Chapter 3, where the original scale was translated into semi-formal 

interview question prompts. 

In summary, perceived organizational support theory provides a comprehensive 

framework for understanding the impact of employees’ subjective perceptions of organizational 

support on their attitudes, behaviors, and overall wellbeing. The theory has been extensively 

researched and supported by numerous empirical studies, highlighting the importance of 

perceived organizational support in various organizational contexts. 

Organizational Support Theory 

Organizational support theory helped establish a deeper understanding of what factors led 

to supervisor success, and how those supervisors perceived the impact of support from the 

organization on a relational basis through the relationship between employee and organization. 

Evidence of organizational support often exhibits as material support, and organizational support 

theory assisted in better correlating data found and how that shaped the overall leadership 

experiences in a school district. 

Organizational support theory (OST) is a theoretical framework that focuses on the 

reciprocal relationship between employees and their organization, emphasizing the role of 

perceived support in influencing employee attitudes, behaviors, and overall wellbeing. 

Organizational support theory suggests that when employees perceive high levels of 

organizational support, they develop a sense of obligation to reciprocate by demonstrating 

positive work-related behaviors and outcomes. The core premise of organizational support theory 
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is that organizations can foster positive employee outcomes by providing various forms of 

support, such as instrumental support (e.g., resources, training, or professional development), 

emotional support (e.g., empathy, understanding), and informational support (e.g., feedback, 

communication). When employees perceive that their organization values and supports them, 

they are more likely to exhibit higher levels of job satisfaction, organizational commitment, job 

performance, and lower turnover intentions. Organizational support theory (Baran et al., 2012a) 

is different from perceived organizational support in that it focuses primarily on the kinds of 

supports that organizations can provide employees whereas perceived organizational support 

focuses more on the perceptions by the employee themselves, and how that perception might 

impact their behavior in the organization. 

Research studies have consistently supported the tenets of organizational support theory, 

demonstrating its relevance across various organizational contexts. For instance, Eisenberger et 

al. (1986) found that organizational support positively influenced employees’ affective 

commitment to the organization. Similarly, Shore and Tetrick (1994) found that perceived 

organizational support was positively related to job satisfaction and negatively related to 

turnover intentions. Moreover, organizational support theory highlights the significance of the 

quality of the support provided by supervisors and coworkers. Studies have shown that 

supervisor support is positively associated with organizational support (Eisenberger et al., 2002) 

and that coworker support plays a crucial role in buffering the negative effects of stressors on 

employees’ wellbeing (Parasuraman et al., 1992). 

In a similar tenet to perceived organizational support, organizational support theory 

highlights the personification of the organization itself when it comes to interacting with its 

employees, because oftentimes it is perceived that “supervisors act as organizational agents” 
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(Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002, p. 698) and therefore offer a relationship between worker and the 

organization itself that mimics that of personal relationships. The degree of this relationship, 

however, varies based on the degree to which the employee identifies a leader with the 

organization itself. Organizational support theory further suggests that the goal of the 

organization itself should be to function in such a way that employees begin to incorporate 

organizational membership into their own social identity, resulting in a more productive and 

beneficial outcome for both parties. 

There are several antecedents to organizational support theory, including the concept of 

fairness, supervisor support, organizational rewards, and job conditions. Several studies describe 

various issues around perceived fairness to employees from the organization and how those 

perceptions alter the employee’s view of the organization itself when it comes to formal rules, 

procedures, and decisions concerning new implementations of such policies and procedures, and 

whether the employee has any voice in the matter at hand (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 

Konovsky & Cropanzano, 1991). Kacmar and Carlson (1997) investigated organizational politics 

as pertaining to fairness, and explored how employees might behave in terms of self-serving 

behavior juxtaposed with perceived fairness in the workplace—acting to gain favor towards self 

alone, as opposed to widespread fairness for all. 

Because supervisors act as an agent of the organization and are directly involved with 

directing the activities of the organization, setting goals, timelines, and so forth, employees view 

supervisors with either a positive or negative slant, which as a result, is indicative of the support 

given by the organization (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Employees also understand that 

evaluations of their work are often shared with upper management, or central office personnel in 

a school district, further cementing the view of the supervisor as agent of the organization itself. 
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Several measures have substituted the word supervisor for organization in various scales used to 

determine organizational support at various levels (Shore & Tetrick, 1991) to further tease out 

the relationship between worker and institution. 

Several key indicators focused on organizational rewards, which have been shown to 

positively relate to organizational support for employees, include recognition and pay, job 

security, and high levels of autonomy. Pay and promotion correlate directly, according to some 

studies, with the employees’ feeling of worth and value to the organization and sends a direct 

message of appreciation (Greenberg, 1990). Job security in the form of assurances from the 

organization (contracts, or the ability to secure a semi-permanent role in the organization by title 

or position) expectedly increases an employee’s perception of organizational support, as does 

higher levels of autonomy—control over how work is done, when it is performed, and from 

where and with what methods (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Training or professional 

development, too, as given or offered by the organization as a sign that the organization values 

and cares for the employee, has been shown to increase feelings of support in research studies 

(Wayne et al., 1997). 

Additional theoretical extensions of organizational support theory have examined the 

impact of organizational support on employee performance and innovation. For example, 

Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) found that organizational support positively influenced 

employee performance, and Zhang (2010) demonstrated a positive relationship between 

organizational support and employee innovative behavior. Furthermore, organizational support 

theory recognizes the importance of fairness and justice perceptions in the formation of 

organizational support. Research has shown that organizational justice, including distributive, 
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procedural, and interactional justice, is positively associated with organizational support 

(Colquitt et al., 2001; Shore et al., 2006). 

Organizational support theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding 

the reciprocal relationship between employees and their organization, emphasizing the 

importance of perceived support in shaping employee attitudes, behaviors, and wellbeing. The 

theory has been extensively researched, with numerous empirical studies supporting its key 

propositions and highlighting its relevance across various organizational contexts. 

Social Exchange Theory 

Social Exchange Theory assisted with better understanding how the reciprocal exchanges 

between employee and organization created perceptions of support, and how those exchanges 

took place both systematically and individually while exploring the lived experiences of 

supervisors within a school district. 

Social exchange theory (SET) is a theoretical framework that examines the dynamics of 

social interactions and relationships, emphasizing the exchange of resources and the associated 

costs and benefits. Social exchange theory suggests that individuals engage in social exchanges 

with others based on the expectation of reciprocity, where they seek to maximize rewards and 

minimize costs. Social exchange theory bridges the gap between perceived organizational 

support and organizational support theory in that it helps explain the transfer of relationship 

between the employee and the organization. 

At its core, social exchange theory suggests that individuals engage in a series of social 

transactions, whereby they assess the value of the resources they invest and receive in 

relationships. These resources can be tangible (e.g., financial support, assistance) or intangible 

(e.g., emotional support, respect), and their exchange forms the basis of social relationships. The 
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theory also highlights the role of trust, fairness, and norms of reciprocity in shaping social 

exchanges. While social exchange theory concerns itself with these exchanges in society in 

general, its premise helps explain and extrapolate instances within an organization, or when these 

relationships take placing within a finite realm like that of a school district. 

Research studies have extensively examined the implications of social exchange theory in 

various domains, including interpersonal relationships, organizations, and communities. For 

instance, research suggest that exchanges in dyadic relationships are governed by the principle of 

balanced reciprocity (Bierstedt & Blau, 1965), where individuals strive to maintain a fair 

exchange ratio to ensure equity in the relationship. Similarly, Gouldner (1960) introduced the 

concept of generalized exchange, highlighting how individuals engage in altruistic behaviors 

with the expectation of future reciprocation within a larger social network. 

In the organizational context, social exchange theory has been widely applied to 

understand employee-employer relationships, work-related attitudes, and behaviors. For instance, 

Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) examined the role of social exchange relationships in 

influencing employee job performance and found that high-quality exchange relationships 

positively impacted performance outcomes. Moreover, Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) 

demonstrated that perceived organizational support, as an indicator of social exchange, positively 

influenced employee affective commitment and overall job satisfaction.  

The theory of social exchange has also been extended to explore the concept of 

psychological contract, which refers to the mutual expectations between individuals and 

organizations. Rousseau (1989) argued that individuals form psychological contracts based on 

the perceived obligations and promises in their employment relationships. Violations of these 
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psychological contracts can result in negative outcomes such as reduced trust, decreased 

organizational commitment, and increased turnover intentions (Robinson et al., 1994). 

Furthermore, social exchange theory has been applied to understand various social 

behaviors, including helping and cooperation. Hui et al. (2004) explored the impact of social 

exchange relationships on organizational citizenship behaviors, highlighting the positive effects 

of perceived supervisor support on employee extra-role behaviors and taking on additional duties 

and tasks within the organization without being specifically assigned. 

Social Exchange Theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding social 

interactions and relationships, emphasizing the exchange of resources and the principles of 

reciprocity, fairness, and trust. The theory has been extensively researched, with numerous 

empirical studies supporting its key propositions and highlighting its relevance across 

interpersonal, organizational, and community contexts. 

Educational Leadership Theory 

Educational leadership theory helped the researcher better understand the behaviors of 

leaders in educational settings, and within those areas of supervision that may exist in a school 

district. While leadership itself is not unique to educational settings, school district personnel 

exhibit behavior and encounter situations that are unique to their lived experiences within their 

realm of operation. Educational leadership theory helped focus the research effort in this project 

by keeping the scope of leadership inside the educational arena. 

Educational leadership theory is a theoretical framework that examines the principles, 

practices, and behaviors of leaders in educational settings. This theory focuses on the unique 

challenges and dynamics of leadership within the context of educational institutions, such as 

schools, colleges, and universities. It seeks to understand the qualities, actions, and influences of 
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effective educational leaders in promoting positive educational outcomes for students, teachers, 

and the broader educational community. Unfortunately, little has been done to review leadership 

in those areas of school that are non-instructional in nature, and the literature is lacking in 

examples of leadership outside of the classroom, per se. 

At its core, educational leadership theory emphasizes the role of leaders in creating and 

sustaining a vision for the organization, promoting a positive school culture, facilitating effective 

instructional practices, and fostering collaboration among stakeholders. It recognizes that 

educational leaders play a critical role in shaping the direction and climate of the educational 

institution, influencing teaching and learning, and promoting the overall success of students, but 

somehow fails to include for the most part those areas that are often crucial to the overall success 

of school—transportation, maintenance, food services, and other such areas of operations as they 

are not seen as a direct connection to test scores and achievement. For example, Harvey et al. 

(2013) completely ignores leadership aspects in the operational areas of a school district outside 

of briefly addressing working with unions in general, or shaping a superintendent’s leadership 

model and visual imagery for leadership, and focuses primarily on instructional areas of school 

with an immediate connection to test scores and performance, and how to build community 

relationships and manage relations with a school board. 

Research studies in educational leadership theory have explored various dimensions of 

effective leadership in educational settings. For instance, Leithwood et al. (2008, 2020) 

conducted a meta-analysis and identified five dimensions of effective leadership: setting 

direction, developing people, redesigning the organization, managing the instructional program, 

and securing accountability. These dimensions highlight the multifaceted nature of leadership in 

education and the importance of addressing diverse aspects of leadership practice. 
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Transformational leadership, a prominent leadership approach within educational 

leadership theory, has received considerable attention in the literature. Transformational leaders 

inspire and motivate others by articulating a compelling vision, fostering positive relationships, 

and promoting intellectual stimulation and individualized support. Bass and Riggio (2006) 

conducted a meta-analysis and found that transformational leadership positively influenced 

various outcomes, including student achievement, teacher satisfaction, and organizational 

commitment. Distributed leadership is another key concept within educational leadership theory. 

It emphasizes the collective and collaborative nature of leadership, suggesting that leadership is 

not solely the responsibility of a single individual but distributed across multiple stakeholders 

within the educational organization. Spillane et al. (2004) examined distributed leadership in 

schools and highlighted its positive impact on instructional improvement and student 

achievement. Distributed leadership has been explored outside of the educational field as well, 

with several, whilst anecdotal and not research-based, authors addressing the importance of 

letting go, and sharing the load of leadership within the organization itself (Iszatt-White et al., 

2021; Mann, 2009; Willink, 2020). 

Furthermore, research has explored the role of instructional leadership in promoting 

effective teaching and learning practices. Instructional leaders focus on improving instructional 

strategies, providing feedback and support to teachers, and creating a culture of continuous 

improvement. V. M. J. Robinson et al. (2008) conducted a meta-analysis and found that 

instructional leadership was positively associated with student achievement. However, the idea 

of instructional leadership often discounts other factors and variables that lead to the overall 

success and often credits classroom specific implementations or initiatives with student growth 

and achievement alone, leaving out a system perspective of a school district. 
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Other dimensions of educational leadership theory include ethical leadership, servant 

leadership, and culturally responsive leadership. These dimensions highlight the importance of 

ethical decision-making, service to others, and cultural competence in educational leadership 

practice (Gay, 2002; Greenleaf, 2002; Sergiovanni, 2008). 

Examining leadership development within this context was warranted, given that existing 

research predominantly emphasizes definitions of leadership, while a growing body of literature 

points to aspirational models of what leadership could or should entail. Developing leadership 

capacity within an organization is the role of those charged with operating the organization. In 

the example of a school district, this falls to a superintendent, or perhaps an assistant 

superintendent, depending on the size and scope of the organization (Gowing & Lindholm, 2002; 

Rebore, 2012). Leadership development is an integration strategy—a constant effort from any 

organization. One of the many dangers in any organization is that important actions, like 

developing leaders and supporting those in day-to-day operations, become a “haphazard process” 

(Conger, 1993, p. 46) due to lack of foresight, planning, accountability, and the ability to 

evaluate what works and what does not. Leadership development is a continuous process that 

should be upheld as a foundational principle within any school district or organization that 

prioritizes the well-being of its employees. Understanding how this process unfolds within the 

broader operational context of the organization is a critical aspect of educational leadership 

theory. (Day, 2001). 

Educational leadership theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding 

the principles and practices of effective leadership in educational settings. The theory 

encompasses dimensions such as setting direction, developing people, managing instructional 

programs, and fostering collaboration. It recognizes the multifaceted nature of leadership and the 
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impact leaders have on educational outcomes, although it is lean on operational aspects of school 

in areas outside of the instructional environments. Through research and application, this theory 

contributes to the development of effective educational leaders and the improvement of 

educational institutions, but fails to consider those in leadership positions within a school district, 

other than for instructional and student improvement purposes, and how to best support and 

develop those areas of school. 

Theoretical Synthesis and Integration 

By integrating educational leadership theory, perceived organizational support theory, 

organizational support theory, and social exchange theory, educational leaders can develop a 

comprehensive framework for creating supportive work environments, fostering positive 

relationships with employees, and ultimately enhancing organizational effectiveness and 

wellbeing. Through this synthesis, educators and practitioners alike can gain valuable insights 

into the intricate dynamics that drive successful educational leadership and organizational 

support and begin to gain an understanding into what supports are needed to make that happen. 

Educational institutions play a crucial role in shaping the future of individuals and 

society, and effective leadership in all areas of a school district is essential for creating a 

conducive learning environment, motivating leaders, teachers, and staff, and promoting student 

success and achievement. Combining key aspects of each explored theory—educational 

leadership theory, perceived organizational support theory, organizational support theory, and 

social exchange theory—helps shed light on the interconnectedness and implications for 

educational leadership and organizational behavior in all areas of operations of school. 

The integration of educational leadership theory and perceived organizational support 

theory reveals that effective educational leaders must demonstrate transformational leadership 
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behaviors, which foster positive perceptions of organizational support among staff (Kurtessis et 

al., 2017). Leaders who demonstrate genuine care for their teachers and staff are more likely to 

be perceived as supportive, leading to increased job satisfaction and commitment. 

By combining perceived organizational support theory and organizational support theory, 

we find that perceived organizational support contributes to the development of a supportive 

work environment, characterized by supervisors’ and colleagues’ help and encouragement 

(Eisenberger et al., 1997). Such an environment enhances employees’ sense of belonging and 

strengthens the reciprocal exchange of support, leading to increased motivation and retention. 

The integration of organizational support theory and social exchange theory reveals that 

when organizations provide tangible and intangible resources to employees (Eisenberger et al., 

2002), employees are more likely to reciprocate with increased engagement, commitment, and 

citizenship behaviors (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). This reciprocity strengthens the social 

exchange process and fosters a positive work culture. Furthermore, educational leadership theory 

and social exchange theory integration suggests that leaders who cultivate high-quality leader-

member exchange relationships (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) are likely to inspire followers’ loyalty 

and commitment. When these leaders engage in fair and equitable exchanges with their team 

members, it leads to increased job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and higher 

performance levels from the employee. 

The comprehensive integration of all four theories underscores the complexity of 

educational leadership and organizational behavior. Effective educational leaders create a 

supportive work environment, where employees perceive genuine care and support (Eisenberger 

et al., 2002). In response, employees are motivated to reciprocate by investing their efforts and 

dedication into the institution (Shore & Wayne, 1993; Wayne et al., 2002; Wayne et al., 1997). 
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By understanding and applying these theories in the workplace and within all aspects of school 

operations, educational leaders and supervisors alike can foster positive work environments, 

increase employee wellbeing, and ultimately promote organizational effectiveness in educational 

institutions. 

Summary 

This study explored the perceptions of educational leaders in the classified area of school 

transportation concerning organizational support. The objective was to understand the challenges 

and experiences of leaders on those areas outside of core instruction—specifically, leading 

school bus transportation operations. Three pivotal questions guided the study, aiming to uncover 

leaders’ personal experiences, the factors influencing their perception of organizational support, 

and how this support impacts their job satisfaction and overall wellbeing. 

The literature review in Chapter 2 investigated perceived organizational support theory, 

focusing on how employees perceive support within their work environment. This theory was 

crucial for understanding the experiences of classified personnel (e.g., transportation 

supervisors). The review also surveyed Organizational Support Theory, Social Exchange Theory, 

and Educational Leadership Theory. 

Perceived Organizational Support Theory (POS) explores the relationship between 

employees’ perceptions of organizational support and its effects on their performance and 

wellbeing. Employees, when perceiving strong organizational support, tend to have increased job 

satisfaction, commitment, and performance. Key actions, both tangible (like rewards) and 

intangible (like recognition), influence these perceptions, forming a psychological bond between 

the employee and the organization. 
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Empirical studies have consistently demonstrated the significant influence of POS on 

employee outcomes. For instance, high POS levels correlate with reduced absenteeism, increased 

job commitment, and heightened job performance. Additionally, a strong relationship has been 

established between POS and wellbeing, with high POS levels associated with decreased 

emotional exhaustion and increased life satisfaction. Furthermore, supervisor support, coworker 

support, procedural justice, and value alignment are pivotal factors shaping the perception of 

organizational support. 

Most research on POS has been quantitative, using established scales like the Survey of 

Perceived Organizational Support (SPOS). However, this study plans to adopt a qualitative 

approach to understand public school educational leadership better, juxtaposing its findings with 

existing quantitative research. 

In essence, perceived organizational support theory offers an in-depth framework to 

comprehend how employees’ perceptions about organizational support influence their attitudes, 

behaviors, and general wellbeing, emphasizing its significant role in organizational settings. 

Organizational Support Theory (OST) explores the mutual relationship between 

employees and their organizations, emphasizing the influence of perceived support on employee 

outcomes. OST focuses on the types of support offered, such as instrumental, emotional, and 

informational, while perceived organizational support examines the employees’ viewpoints. 

Research shows that when organizations offer comprehensive support, it leads to enhanced job 

satisfaction, commitment, and performance. The theory distinguishes the roles of supervisors, 

viewing them as the organization’s agents and highlighting the quality of support they provide. 

Key factors like fairness, rewards, job conditions, and supervisor roles serve as antecedents to 

OST. Furthermore, the theory explores the connection between organizational justice perceptions 
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and perceived organizational support. OST offers a crucial framework to understand employee-

organization relationships and has been reinforced by various empirical studies. 

Social Exchange Theory (SET) examines the dynamics of social relationships, focusing 

on the reciprocal exchange of resources and its subsequent costs and benefits. SET posits that 

individuals engage in these exchanges seeking to maximize rewards while minimizing costs, 

expecting reciprocity in return. This theory helps bridge understanding between perceived 

organizational support and how employees relate to organizations. The exchanges can involve 

both tangible and intangible resources, and concepts like trust, fairness, and reciprocity play 

pivotal roles. In an organizational context, SET illuminates employee-employer relationships, 

with research indicating its influence on job performance, commitment, and satisfaction. 

Additionally, SET extends to the concept of psychological contracts, detailing mutual 

expectations and potential impacts of breaches. The theory underscores the significance of social 

exchanges in understanding behaviors within various domains, from personal relationships to 

organizational dynamics. 

Educational leadership theory highlights the behaviors and practices of leaders within 

educational environments, such as schools, colleges, and universities. It highlights the unique 

challenges faced by educational leaders and emphasizes their role in establishing a vision, 

promoting a positive culture, and facilitating effective instructional practices. The general 

collection of educational leadership frameworks notably overlook the importance of non-

instructional areas in schools like transportation, maintenance, and food services.  

Key research within this framework has identified dimensions of effective leadership, 

such as setting direction and developing people. Transformational leadership and distributed 

leadership are prominent approaches within the theory, each contributing to positive educational 
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outcomes. Other essential dimensions include ethical, servant, and culturally responsive 

leadership. The need for continuous leadership development is vital, urging organizations to 

avoid haphazard processes and instead focus on strategic, integrated efforts. Despite thoroughly 

examining instructional leadership, the theory tends to underrepresent other vital operational 

aspects of educational settings. 

Merging educational leadership theory, perceived organizational support theory, 

organizational support theory, and social exchange theory provide educational leaders with a 

holistic approach to foster supportive work climates, enhance employee relationships, and boost 

organizational efficiency. In shaping society, educational institutions require proficient 

leadership across all domains to promote optimal learning environments and student 

achievements. Effective leaders, by embracing transformational leadership attributes, promote a 

perception of organizational backing, which boosts staff satisfaction and allegiance. As 

perceived organizational support intertwines with organizational support theory, a nurturing 

environment is formed, emphasizing mutual assistance among colleagues and superiors, 

enhancing staff retention and motivation. Introducing social exchange theory shows that 

employees, when provided with resources, reciprocate with heightened engagement and loyalty. 

This mutual exchange solidifies positive workplace cultures. The amalgamation of these theories 

signifies that compassionate, supportive leadership induces dedicated, high-performing 

employees. Implementing these integrated theories can enhance the overall efficiency and 

welfare of educational organizations. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

“They don’t tend to include us a lot. Yeah. We’re the forgotten department. And we’re so 

needed, because without us, half of our students wouldn’t get to school.” 

~Samantha, Transportation Coordinator 

Capturing the rich, lived experiences of those in the practice of educational leadership 

required a methodology best suited for describing that which cannot be easily quantified. While 

much research has centered around Eisenberg’s (1986) study on perceived organizational 

support, and utilized a scale developed for quantitative analyses, it is much harder to capture the 

true essence of leadership experience and perception about organizational support without in-

depth explorations in the form of interviews and institutional reviews. This study focused on a 

small number of school transportation leaders in public school settings, and a basic qualitative 

research approach proved ideal to best capture their story as a group (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), 

and to disseminate the results to others. 

Positionality Statement 

As the researcher in this qualitative research study, I recognize that my personal and 

professional background has played a significant role in shaping the focus, design, and 

interpretation of this study. My career in public education at the central office or cabinet level 

has included serving as Director of Technology Integration and Curriculum in one district, and 

later assuming the role of Director of Technology, and subsequently Director of Operations, in 

another. In these roles, I oversaw departments central to non-instructional operations—including 

transportation, maintenance, custodial services, food service, campus safety, and district-wide 

technology infrastructure. 
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My lived experience in school transportation leadership is not abstract or 

administrative—it is direct and deeply personal. When I took over leadership of the 

transportation department, I was thrust into the operational realities of that role with no formal 

handoff or preparation. I often began my day before 5 a.m. and worked well past standard hours 

to ensure that the transportation system functioned safely and reliably. I am a licensed school bus 

driver and have performed every task expected of transportation staff, from completing morning 

and afternoon routes to navigating contract management, hiring challenges, and mechanical 

issues. This immersion in day-to-day transportation work provided me with a rare and 

comprehensive understanding of the intense demands and emotional labor embedded in these 

roles. 

This professional trajectory profoundly influenced the inception of this study. I chose to 

focus on school transportation supervisors because I have lived their experiences and witnessed, 

both personally and professionally, the ways in which these individuals are undervalued and 

unsupported. Despite being responsible for the safe daily transportation of thousands of students, 

these leaders often operate in the margins of organizational awareness and receive little in the 

way of formal support, mentorship, or recognition. Their work only becomes visible when 

problems arise, yet they are foundational to the daily functioning of school districts. 

My epistemological stance is grounded in constructivism. I believe that knowledge is 

constructed through experience, language, and social interaction, and that the perceptions of 

those living and working in a system are essential to understanding it. This worldview shaped my 

methodological decisions, leading me to employ a qualitative research approach that privileged 

participant voice and allowed for deep narrative exploration. I sought to understand not only 
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what transportation supervisors experience, but also how they interpret, internalize, and navigate 

the systems around them. 

I also acknowledge the complex power dynamics inherent in my role as a researcher. At 

the time of data collection, I was serving as Director of Operations, not yet a superintendent, and 

participants were aware of my professional background. While this familiarity could have 

introduced power imbalance, I found it instead fostered a strong sense of trust and empathy. 

Participants often expressed relief that I “understood” the work, and several shared deeply 

emotional stories, including moments of crisis, exhaustion, and personal vulnerability. All six 

participants became emotional during the interview process—an indicator, I believe, of both the 

weight of their professional burdens and the trust they placed in the research context. Only one 

participant worked within my district, and I ensured that power dynamics were mitigated through 

confidentiality protocols, informed consent, and member checking processes. 

To reduce bias and ensure ethical rigor, I employed multiple strategies, including 

anonymization of data, transcript sharing with participants for verification, and the removal of 

identifying district information. I remained aware throughout the study that my insider 

knowledge, while valuable for context, could also skew interpretation. As such, I continually 

reflected on my assumptions and allowed participant voices to guide theme development. 

This study is not just a scholarly inquiry; it is a professional and moral imperative. I see 

myself as an advocate for operational leaders—particularly those whose work is critical yet often 

invisible. The transportation supervisors who participated in this study perform essential 

functions that enable schools to open their doors each day. By amplifying their voices, I hope to 

influence educational leadership practices, broaden the discourse on organizational support, and 
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ultimately contribute to a more equitable and holistic understanding of school leadership that 

includes those outside the instructional realm. 

Research Design 

The choice to employ qualitative methods in this dissertation study was justified by the 

need to capture and understand the complex and subjective nature of the lived experiences 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019) of supervisors in the field of school transportation. The research 

aimed to explore their perceptions of organizational support, which involved multifaceted and 

context-dependent aspects that could not be adequately addressed through quantitative 

approaches alone. Additional justifications and considerations for utilizing a qualitative approach 

in this study are outlined below. 

Depth and Richness of Data 

Qualitative methods allowed for in-depth exploration and understanding of the 

individuals’ experiences, providing rich and nuanced data that went beyond superficial or 

surface-level insights. Through open-ended interviews that were based on established methods 

(Worley et al., 2009), the research elicited detailed narratives and personal accounts from 

supervisors in the field, capturing the complexities and intricacies of their experiences during the 

transition to leadership, their ongoing leadership journey, and their perceptions of organizational 

support while on the job and in the position as a supervisor in a public school district. 

Contextual Understanding 

This study explored the lived experiences of supervisors within the specific context of  

K–12 educational settings, and more specifically, public school districts in Midwest United 

States. Qualitative methods were well-suited to capturing the context-specific factors that 

influenced supervisors’ perceptions of organizational support, such as the unique dynamics, 
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culture, and structures of educational institutions. By employing qualitative methods, the 

research captured the contextual nuances (Saldaña, 2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) and gained a 

deeper understanding of how these factors shaped the participants’ experiences. 

Subjectivity and Individual Perspectives 

Perceived organizational support is inherently subjective, influenced by personal 

interpretations and individual perspectives. While previously quantitively captured in other 

studies (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), perceived organizational support 

and organizational support theory are inherently personal, and unique to each employee, and can 

be difficult to properly describe and analyze by numbers alone. Qualitative methods enabled this 

researcher to explore the diverse range of perspectives and subjective interpretations that 

supervisors in a school district hold regarding their experiences of organizational support. 

Through open-ended interviews, participants had the opportunity to express their viewpoints, 

emotions, and perceptions, and offered a comprehensive understanding of the subjective aspects 

of organizational support. 

Emergent and Iterative Approach 

Qualitative research allowed for an iterative process, where initial findings informed 

subsequent data collection and analysis, and provided valuable insight into ongoing data 

collection. Given the exploratory nature of this study, employing qualitative methods enabled the 

researcher to adapt the research design and refine subsequent interviews based on emerging 

themes and insights, collect additional information and areas of interest, and chart out new data 

sources. This flexibility facilitated a deeper exploration of supervisors’ experiences and ensured 

that the research captured the richness and complexity of their perceptions of organizational 

support within a school district environment. 
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Practical and Applicable Insights 

By utilizing qualitative methods, this study sought to generate practical insights and 

recommendations that could inform organizational practices and interventions related to the 

support and transition of newly promoted supervisors and supervisors in classified areas of 

school districts. The study claimed to provide a more holistic and nuanced understanding of the 

factors that impact school leaders’ experiences and perceptions of organizational support than 

would a typical quantitative view based on collected scale data, and offered more valuable 

insights for designing effective support programs and policies by school leaders at the central 

office level or above. 

The use of qualitative methods was justified in this dissertation study due to the need for 

in-depth exploration of supervisors’ lived experiences and their perceptions of organizational 

support. By employing qualitative methods, the research aimed to capture the richness, 

complexity, and contextual nuances of these experiences, and sought to provide valuable insights 

for theory, practice, and future research. 

Site Selection Criteria, Participants, and Sampling 

For this study, participants were recruited from a small number of school districts of 

average size based on the district’s enrollment and were selected from a regional geographical 

area. The participants were all some sort of supervisor in school transportation—with titles 

including supervisor, coordinator, or director. Participants were recruited directly based on 

existing relationships with the researcher, or adjacent relations through professional contacts 

(Hassan, 2024) using a volunteer sampling strategy. All participants were in their first few years 

of assignment to the role they currently had and included veteran administrators in new role 

assignments. Volunteer participants were contacted using written correspondence including an 
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introductory email with an invitation to participate sent to a curated email distribution list based 

on the selection criteria. The email included an overview of the research project, potential 

benefits of participating, and a list of rights as a research participant (see Appendix A). All 

participants were required to be in a current recognized leadership role either as supervisor, or 

supervisory in nature. In total, six participants elected to participate in the study. All were 

female, and all were employed at the time in a public-school setting, and primarily responsible 

for school transportation operations. 

Data Collection Methods 

The data collection methods for this study included semi-formal in-depth interviews with 

each participant, with follow-up interviews as needed, document review from each participant, 

an organizational policy review, along with environmental observations and environmental 

inventories made in the field by the researcher or via photographic submission by each research 

subject. 

Semi-Formal Interview Structure 

The interview format was based on statements developed on the quantitative scale by 

Eisenberger et al. (1986) and re-formatted for open-ended purposes. This allowed for some 

continuity between the basic tenets of perceived organizational support, offered the participants 

an option to further expand on their experiences, and captured nuances that would have 

otherwise been missed using a quantitative measure and approach. For example, the original 

scale developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986) included 36 statements rated by the participant 

using a Likert-style scale (Edmondson, 2005). One of the statements was, “The organization 

values my contribution to its wellbeing.” Participants were asked to agree or disagree with that 

statement, along with several others, in a standard format, without the option to explain, expand, 



 

 

41 

or suggest to the researcher additional areas to explore. That scale has been widely distributed 

and validated in past research (Eisenberger et al., 1990, 2020; Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rhoades & 

Eisenberger, 2002). 

The re-written and re-formatted open-ended interview prompt read “How does the 

organization appreciate and recognize the value you bring to the table?” with a follow-up 

question structured like this: “Can you provide any specific examples or instances where the 

organization has acknowledged your contributions?” In this way, the participants were able to 

describe their lived experience and provide a richer narrative about their perceptions, which 

offered a larger, more holistic perspective about organizational support in general. Additional 

sample questions for the semi-formal interview included, “In what ways do you believe the 

organization fails to appreciate the extra effort you put into your work?” or “To what extent does 

the organization take your personal goals and values into consideration when making decisions?” 

further assisting in teasing out the lived experience of the interviewees.  

Depending on the research subject’s preferred interview format, and with consideration 

for length and total investment of the research participants, the interviews could be scaled down 

to utilize a shorter version as needed (see Appendix B). Two versions were prepared from the 

total set of questions to best match the interviewees time constraints, and to facilitate a data 

collection that worked for both researcher and research subject. However, the goal was to use the 

full set of prompts for complete data collection and consistency among subjects. The prompts 

used for the interview were shared with the research subjects beforehand to give ample time for 

reflection, preparation, and the ability by the participant to become fully aware of the nature of 

the questions asked. 
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In addition, the interview questions were formatted to insert the actual name of the 

organization before the interview script was provided to participants. For example, a question 

prompt read as follows: “In what ways does the FREELAND SCHOOL DISTRICT demonstrate 

a lack of concern for you?” or “How does the GREEN ACRES SCHOOL DISTRICT show its 

pride in your accomplishments at work?” For the purpose of the interviews, the scripts used the 

real name of the school district, which was later removed or renamed using a pseudonym. 

All interviews were recorded using a dual mic setup, one to capture the participant audio, 

and the other the audio from the researcher. The interviews were recorded directly to the 

researcher’s laptop and mixed to provide a high-quality recording of the entire interview. The 

audio was separately recorded by a second application that provided real time transcription of the 

audio.  Recordings were used to cross-check interview notes and were transcribed for further 

analysis. Some auto-transcription was available immediately using available services that can 

transcribe audio using cloud-based functionality. All recordings, files, transcriptions, and 

associated materials were kept secured by the researcher on a separate drive for the purposes of 

storing sensitive material and secured with multiple password structures behind two-factor 

authenticated accounts. 

The interviews were scheduled at the convenience of the research participants and were 

conducted on-site at their preferred location when proper interview formats could be preserved, 

and good audio quality captured. Interviews were conducted in private, with opportunity for 

breaks, and if needed, could be paused and continued based on situational needs. The interviews 

were scheduled so that an initial data collection effort could take place from all six participants, 

along with ongoing analysis, and additional follow-up interviews were scheduled as needed 

within a reasonable timeframe. The estimated time for each interview was about 2 hours, 



 

 

43 

including time for consent documentation, pre-interview questions, and technical setup. In 

reality, most interviews ran over by 30 minutes due to deep conversation and the willingness of 

the supervisors to share their stories with the researcher. 

The research participants were provided with the interview script ahead of time and were 

allowed to refrain from answering questions or prompts they were uncomfortable with. However, 

for the sake of the research study, major diversions from the script were managed by the 

researcher to stay on track and gather the necessary data. A conversational tone was expected 

and anticipated based on the participant pool of supervisors who had volunteered their time and 

accepted the scope of the study, and were comfortable with meeting the researcher in person, and 

the nature of the study itself – asking questions about what they do on a regular basis. 

Document Review 

A document review with each participant asked for and collected evidence of 

organizational support in the form of emails, official communication, schedules, agendas, 

workshop listings, development plans, and local procedures. Copies were made of each 

document, where possible, in the format that best suited the original (photocopy, electronic copy) 

and stored and prepared for analysis. Additionally, organizational communication, documents, 

policies or procedural documentation were scraped from the organizational website 

(public-facing) or data stores, if available. 

Additionally, documentation that was available from other organizations, but not readily 

available to, or unknown to a participant, were used in the research process. Examples included 

opportunities for support, training, workshops, regional or state organizations and their work, or 

other such material that may have contributed to the overall understanding of an individual’s 

lived experience. 
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Field Observations 

Field observations and environmental inventories to further collect contextual data 

around the individual research subjects were conducted via site visits at the location of work. 

Data were collected during these visits, and collection coincided with the interview schedule, in 

the form of photographs, short video clips, and recorded audio. Evidence of organizational 

support came in the form of books, pamphlets, diagrams, and other materials available in the 

immediate office or work environment and were used to better understand the complexities of 

the work culture, and to compare interview subjects and their environments in which they 

worked holistically and professionally. 

Role of the Researcher 

Due to the nature of the research study, the researcher, through interviews, served as the 

primary instrument through which data was collected and analyzed. The researcher was the sole 

person involved in collecting data, performing interviews, research logistics, data analysis, and 

managing all aspects of the research study. 

Data Analysis  

Data were analyzed to identify themes and patterns regarding perceived organizational 

support based on interview scripts and additional data sources described above. Analysis began 

in the field, and categorization, thematic analysis through deductive reasoning, and organization 

of data was ongoing using a constant comparison mode of analysis as data was compiled in 

various formats. Constant comparison is an in-depth and iterative method of analyzing 

qualitative data, ensuring that findings were grounded in the data and that emergent themes and 

categories were thoroughly explored and refined (Glaser & Strauss, 2019).  
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The search for meaning and relationships between data took place in an organized and 

focused manner, and a cloud-based application was used to record the interview audio and 

analyze the qualitative data set in the form of automatic audio-to-text conversion. A backup, 

audio-only software ran in parallel to capture a second audio file. This method was used to 

initially sort and make sense of the data in real time, and to produce a high-quality transcript 

from which to being analysis. The application automatically organized the audio into groupings 

based on speaker and interview subject and generated a transcript in real time during the 

interview, on the researcher’s laptop, including recording the actual audio, for later retrieval and 

analysis. Along with the transcript, audio was mapped back and connected automatically by the 

software – tying the resulting transcript text to the audio file and making it a live connection for 

review and playback. During post-interview transcript review and analysis, the actual audio 

recording could easily be accessed by the researcher at will with the click of a button. For 

example, “It was a nightmare. I actually went home” as transcribed, became a clickable 

hyperlink to the actual audio, and could be easily recalled that way for audio verification and 

transcript quality checks. The actual transcript produced by the software produced a clean and 

accurate transcription on the first pass, with only minor cleanup needed during analysis and 

manuscript preparation, and was formatted like this, including a time stamp: 

Andreas Johansson  08:06: Tell me about your department. How many employees do 

you supervise? How many buses do you have, how many routes, just briefly. 

Monica Stevenson  08:12: I have 20 routes, about 25 people that I supervise 25 to 30, if 

you can count, if you can count substitutes it’s closer to 30. It’s like 28. And then how 

many buses well 30 buses total, with substitute buses and spares and all of that. Yeah. 
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Additional passes by the researcher checking the audio versus the transcript file were 

required at times where interview subjects told longer stories, and where spoken word came so 

fast that the transcription automation struggled to realize proper sentence structures. Time was 

spent with each interview file to counter check the audio file, and to make sure that transcriptions 

were accurate. Where appropriate, transcript output was cleaned from common spoken language 

particulars like “uhms” or other non-descriptive vocal utterings by the research subjects. 

Additional organization was done manually to the transcript text (see Table 1), to assist in deeper 

analysis, especially in the cases where the interviewee shared a specific story, or details that 

yielded additional insight. For example, as noted in Table 1, rough notes in situ were transferred 

from the interview notes using pen on paper, to the resulting spreadsheet, along with ideas for 

later analysis. This spreadsheet also contained the thematic analysis process codes, where 

selected verbatim quotes were stored and organized for analysis. 

 

Table 1 

Qualitative Data Tracking and Process Coding Example 

RAW NARRATIVE SUBJECT 
TRANSCRIPT 

TIME 
PASS 1 PASS 2 IN SITU NOTES 

And I'm alone. Like I don't have 

anybody in the office to answer 

phones. So I'm trying to run the 

radios and answer the kids questions 

and look up things on my phone for 

them. And it's ridiculous. 

SW 1:23:55 
POS, 

WELL 
STRUG 

struggle about 

being alone 

possible 

story 

I was really surprised at how big the 

workload was. Everything that I was 

responsible for, because I didn't 

expect vans and homeless students 

and foster students and all the rules 

that surround that. 

SW 1:29:49 
POS, 

SAT 
 responsibility  

I think you need a six month training 

program. You need to have a mentor 

within district, somebody who can 

answer all those questions for you. 

SW 1:43:32 POS  
training 

program, 

suggestions 
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Once the interview was over, and in the following days while the experience was still 

fresh, additional reruns and reviews of the audio were performed, along with additional manual 

notes added and marking of data. A manual process then followed, whereby using deductive 

reasoning based on each research question, each transcript was dissected into verbatim quotes 

and placed into the spreadsheet (see Table 1), and process coded based on the emergent themes, 

research questions, and interview question area. As more interview data became available, 

grouping began of verbatim quotes towards each theme and research question using standard 

pivot table functionality based on process coding, searching for evidence of organizational 

support, or the antecedents thereof. An additional theme was discovered in a second pass using a 

values approach in a similar manner, and additional supporting quotes were collected, grouped, 

and analyzed for saturation and depth. 

The final work of making sense of data came in the form of manual grouping and theme 

checking, where verbatim quotes were printed, then cut into strips, color coded, and sorted by the 

researcher on the bedroom floor. Each quote was carefully reviewed, and in some cases, data was 

mapped to multiple areas. Once sorted, each group, now stacked together with paper clips, was 

re-entered into another spreadsheet for electronic safekeeping, and ease of retrieval and use 

during the discussion phase of the study. 

Additional data sorting included text from research memos (short descriptions, or shorter 

audio recording of the researcher’s own thoughts), photos, videos, and spreadsheet data, was 

utilized and connected in the same manner with the emergent themes. Data like photos and 

videos that showed evidence of organizational support, or lack thereof, were first grouped by 

research subject in online folders, then sorted using a spreadsheet to connect with themes and 

research questions using deductive reasoning and analysis. Spreadsheet data often included data 
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points from the interviews like salary, staffing levels, resource allocations like the size of the bus 

fleet, number of mechanics, and such details of a demographic nature. The demographic data 

assisted in creating more accurate physical descriptions of each environment in which the 

supervisors performed and operated. All online data were stored in such a manner that it was 

secure, secluded, encrypted and password protected, and only accessible to the researcher 

through a password and multi-factor authentication protocol. Any data that were printed, or 

produced as a physical medium, were kept safe during the process under lock and key and stored 

in such a manner that only the researcher had access to physical files, verbatim quotes, or notes. 

Dependability 

Member checking (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), also known as participant validation, is a 

technique used in qualitative research to enhance the accuracy, credibility, and validity of the 

data collected. It is a form of quality control where researchers seek confirmation from their 

participants that the data and the subsequent interpretations of that data are accurate and 

representative of the participants’ experiences and perspectives. This feedback cycle with each 

research subject occurred after each interview or formal encounter to make sure the researcher 

captured accurate data, and data accurately described the lived experiences of the subjects. 

Transcript data, recordings, and photographic evidence were made available to participants 

through a secure portal. Feedback on data was collected electronically, either via in person 

meetings that were recorded, by email, or by recorded telephone conversations, all of which 

added to the data collection efforts for the study and were stored in the cloud-based analysis 

toolset. 

An audit trail was created through meticulous data tracking and tracing, and all data were 

tagged, logged, and inventoried in a control database spreadsheet for later retrieval and analysis, 
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or for review by the researcher as needed. This audit trail included researcher produced materials 

like interview notes and any other pertinent information. Upon completion of the research 

project, the associated data and audit trail will be kept for a period of five years in accordance 

with best practice in qualitative research, in a secure location, and then destroyed or disposed of 

following standard protocols (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

Summary 

In conclusion, this chapter detailed the comprehensive methodology used to collect and 

analyze data, emphasizing the significance of qualitative methods in exploring intricate 

dimensions of leadership experiences and perceptions of organizational support. The rationale 

for selecting qualitative approaches was elaborated upon, showcasing the depth, contextual 

understanding, subjectivity, and flexibility it provides for capturing diverse perspectives. The 

chapter also outlined the specific site selection criteria, participant recruitment, and sampling 

strategies, while detailing the data collection methods that encompassed in-depth interviews, 

document reviews, organizational policy assessments, and environmental observations and 

inventories. 

The study’s researcher played a pivotal role as the primary instrument for data collection 

and analysis, with a focus on thematic correlation and pattern identification. The methodology 

underscored the commitment to rigor and dependability, including check-backs with participants 

to ensure data accuracy and validation. An audit trail was established to maintain data integrity, 

and a secure portal facilitated participant access to data, fostering collaboration and feedback. 

Chapter 3 highlighted the planning and execution of a qualitative methods study, aligned with 

the study’s aim to contribute valuable insights and practical implications to educational 

leadership theory, practice, and future research. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

“I was overwhelmingly afraid.” 

~Monica, Transportation Supervisor 

The lived experiences of transportation supervisors in their day-to-day operation of safely 

transporting students to and from school are not well understood, and further, not well 

documented in the literature. The challenges, support structures, and preparation and training 

levels among those serving in these roles are often discounted or ignored by those leading a 

school district from the central office level. This study aimed to shed light on the realities of the 

position through a process based thematic analysis from interviews, document review, and 

physical settings explorations in the field. Six supervisors were interviewed to gain a first person 

understanding of their support structures. These interviews were supplemented with observations 

and environmental inventories in the supervisors’ workplaces and surroundings to better 

understand how they describe their experiences on the job, what factors lead to feelings of 

organizational support, and how they report their overall satisfaction and wellbeing.  

Background and Setting 

The study involved six supervisors of school transportation from public schools in the 

Midwest United States, ranging from very small rural schools to very large inner-city districts. 

Each of the six participants were new to their roles, defined as having been Transportation 

Supervisors for five or fewer years, and came from various backgrounds before joining school 

transportation. Most had the title Supervisor, though some were Coordinators or Directors, and 

all reported to either a Director, Assistant Superintendent, or Superintendent above them in the 

school district. All were employed by the public school district (as opposed to working for a 
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third-party transportation provider that contracts with the district) and were all on an exempt 

contract outside of any union. All participants were salaried and contracted to work full time, or 

260 days in the calendar year. The salaries varied widely depending on the makeup of the 

district, regardless of the size of the fleet, or size of operation for which the supervisor was 

responsible. All supervisors reported working well outside normal business hours, often starting 

their day at 4:30 AM and ending after 5:00 PM, including working hours on additional nights 

and weekend days, depending on the need of the department and the perceived operational 

responsibilities of the position itself. The supervisors’ work environments and office spaces 

ranged from purpose-built transportation department structures to leftover office space tucked 

away from the rest of school operations. 

Research Questions Revisited 

To better understand the lived experiences of those serving in transportation leadership 

roles within a school district, three research questions assisted in focusing the work. The three 

research questions were: “How do supervisors describe their lived experiences during their first 

years on the job after being promoted from within the same organization or classification?”; 

“What are the factors that contribute to supervisors’ perceptions of organizational support during 

their transition into their new role?”; and finally, “How do supervisors perceive the impact of 

organizational support on their job satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing during their 

first year on the job after being promoted internally?” 

Each question was designed to frame the study around the lived experience of a 

Transportation Supervisor while also allowing for additional insight into the participants’ drive 

to perform in that role, and how their perceptions of organizational support impacted their 

performance in general. Analyzing the supervisors’ lived experiences using the framework of 
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organizational support allowed the study to focus on the impact of that support and how it 

directly correlates to the supervisors’ feelings of wellbeing. Additionally, it was a way to begin 

to shape some understanding around what it takes to support transportation, which is often one of 

the largest operational departments in most school districts. The research questions also allowed 

for some flexibility that, through a qualitative lens, continually shaped the study based on 

findings in the field while the interviews were ongoing. For example, from the participant pool, 

not all supervisors selected for interview had been newly promoted from within the same 

department as had been one of the original intents of the study; instead, three of the supervisors 

joined their district either from another school district, from an adjacent job function, or from an 

adjacent business field. The process of being willing to continually refine research questions is 

critical to shaping a qualitative study (Agee, 2009). Therefore, the reworked and simplified 

research questions that ultimately drove the analysis became: “How do supervisors describe their 

lived experiences?”; “What are the factors that contribute to supervisors’ perceptions of 

organizational support?”; and lastly “How do supervisors perceive the impact of organizational 

support on their job satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing?” An additional category 

was identified organically during the study—the phenomenon of struggle due to lack of support 

structures. That was explored in some detail as it was pertinent to all those interviewed and 

represented a large portion of the supervisor’s lived experience in general. A final version of the 

last research questions therefore became, “How do supervisors perceive the impact of 

organizational support on their job satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing, and how do 

they deal with daily struggle?” 

Focusing on the lived experiences of a K12 school Transportation Supervisor, regardless 

of their time in the role and the path they followed to get there, resulted in a well-rounded 
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exploration of what factors shaped support structures for the supervisors, their perceptions of the 

support, and what practices and procedures create success or failure in one of a K12 school 

district’s largest and most crucial operational departments. 

Choosing Participants 

Participants were chosen from a large possible sample from a similar geographic area 

from one state in the Midwest United States. The initial recruitment letters were sent to 

transportation supervisors in districts that had been identified as valuable for the study, including 

districts in rural settings, semi-rural areas, or inner-city school districts. Size of the district was 

considered as well, and participants were targeted in both small and large districts. Furthermore, 

the study specifically aimed to investigate supervisors who were new the role, and therefore, 

those supervisors with less than five years of experience were a priority during the sampling and 

recruitment phase. 

A contact list for current transportation supervisors in the state was retrieved through a 

public records request to the state’s Department of Education, and further fine-tuning came from 

work with several county-level program supervisors who provided valuable insight into possible 

participants, regarding who was new in the role, and who would be appropriate for the study 

based on their knowledge of the supervisors, especially those they felt would be most willing to 

participate and share openly and honestly about their experience as a public-school transportation 

supervisor. Only public-school supervisors were recruited due to the nature of the industry 

sector, since they were more likely to follow a similar hierarchy in terms of reporting structures 

within the school district. 

A recruitment letter (see Appendix A) was sent to a curated list of twenty possible 

participants in the form of a personalized and targeted email campaign. The full letter was 
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attached to the email containing information about the study, its aim, goals, and outcomes. 

Additional information about participating in a research study was attached as well. Initially, the 

response was limited, with only two participants responding that they were willing to engage 

with the research. Thus a second round of simplified messaging was sent to the same list to 

gather a larger group from which to interview. In total, six participants volunteered to participate, 

and two additional declining for various reasons. This produced a convenience sample of highly 

willing participants who saw value in the research project and would offer qualitive information 

and perspectives. 

A schedule was developed for interviews and shared with the participants. Additional 

information was sent to prepare for each interview, along with materials from the Institutional 

Review Board regarding the nature of the study, its associated risks, and potential benefits for 

each participant. Each participant was made aware this was a non-compensated study, and that 

they were free to decline participation at any time. 

The group of six included participants from very small rural school districts, to medium 

sized semi-rural-suburban, to small city, to inner city near a very large Midwestern metropolis. 

The size of the transportation departments ranged from a district with a few school buses and 

routes transporting fewer than 500 students, to a district with a fleet of over 100 school buses and 

vans, transporting over 5,000 students daily. Depending on the district, the participants’ titles 

included Supervisor, Director, Coordinator, or something similar, even though they all shared a 

very similar job description. Most agreed to meet at or near their respective facilities to perform 

the interview, and one interview was conducted at a local library in town next to the school 

district. 
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Process Coding 

While the ability to observe participants in their usual setting created an obvious avenue 

to gain some insight into organizational support based on resource allocation alone, several other 

areas of discovery were made during the interview process. Grounded in the research questions, 

a thematic process analysis methodology using deductive methodology (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018) shaped the study even as it was underway and allowed for focus and connection between 

supervisors. The research questions informed the creation of general categories in which to sort 

interview data to provide evidence of organizational support to the supervisors. The initial 

methodology used to sort and code the interview transcripts was a process coding methodology, 

where the goal is to “identify forms of participant action, reaction, and interaction as suggested 

by the data” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 126) and therefore to help shape the exploration of the 

lived experience. Process coding lends itself well to repeated coding and allows the researcher to 

focus on gathering evidence towards a specific area of knowledge. The process coding generated 

distinct “buckets” of data focused on organizational support that repeated for each interview 

candidate. On the initial pass of the transcript data, verbatim statements were collected, sorted, 

and coded to match each general area of organizational support and lived experience, and 

mapped with the respective short code. For example, any statements that showed support, or lack 

of organizational support, were coded with POS, representing “perceived organizational 

support,” and reflecting the level of support provided by the organization, including access to 

resources, communication, recognition, professional growth, and work environment. Typical 

statements from the interviews included phrases like “I need support! I can’t do this by myself,” 

or “He makes it a point to call me once a week to ask me some weird random question,” or, 

“There was a significant lack of mentoring and initial training when I started.” These statements 



 

 

56 

all refer to various levels of organizational support provided to the supervisor and therefore 

provided evidence of the level of support experienced. Research questions further helped define 

areas of interest, which were later turned into themes, including coding for wellbeing, 

satisfaction, and engagement. 

Verbatim data that was coded as wellbeing, using the code WELL, included phrases like 

“I mean, I work on the weekends. Sometimes at eight nine o’clock at night,” or “Every night 

before I go to bed, I have a 45-minute time that is blocked off. It’s my time,” and “It practically 

crushed my marriage partially because of the amount of stress I was under,” all indicating some 

connection with the supervisor’s wellbeing, or lack thereof. Data coded for the satisfaction, 

coded as SAT, included phrases like “I have loved working for [the school district], and I love 

the community,” or “This team was so awful . . . So that’s a huge improvement,” and “I feel very 

undervalued. And I feel like my six years of college means nothing to them.” Transcript data 

coded for engagement, or ENG, included, “I need to feel more enabled to manage my staff,” or 

“We’re the bottom of the totem pole . . . the most underappreciated, undervalued group at the 

school,” and “It feels good to know that you’re putting safe people out there on the road.” 

Furthermore, the first-pass coding further informed the need for a second pass of the data 

using a values-based coding methodology to better understand the inferred sense of struggle, 

coded STRUG, as described by each supervisor during the interviews. Values coding in a second 

pass provided “a richer perspective” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 94) on the data set, and allowed for a 

richer description of data based on the interview transcripts. While values coding can be used as 

a standalone method for coding data, this study was informed by its method in making sense of 

statements by those interviewed that seemed to overtly call out a sense of frustration, anguish, 

and struggle. Additionally, a theme developed from this previously unknown area of evidence 
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informing the lived experience, outside of the collection of direct support structures provided by 

the district. Overt statements from the research participants like, “My workload is insane,” or 

“It’s ambush time every morning,” and, “I felt like my world was crumbling,” or “They 

physically see that I am tired. I’m always here. I’m always working. I’m always available,” all 

expressed a value, attitude, or belief by the interview candidate that would have been hard to 

capture outside of using a second pass in coding focused on values. Furthermore, statements like, 

“They call me ‘Boss,’ and it makes me uncomfortable,” while indicative of a lack of training, 

preparation, and comfort with a leadership role (that the candidate had applied for and was hired 

for) also signified a real, emotional aspect of the lived experience as Transportation Supervisor, 

and provided the study with additional insight into what otherwise would have merely explored 

an inventory of organizational support mechanisms (Eisenberger et al., 2002). 

Member-checking was used with each interview transcript, and some of the field notes 

were clarified through email communication (Merriam & Grenier, 2019), along with several 

follow-up conversations with the supervisors in the study, either in person or over the phone. 

This provided ample opportunity to refine, clarify, and extend the initial interview findings. The 

study design did not include any formal follow-up conversations; rather each took place 

organically, and was generally initiated by the supervisors, often seeking clarification on 

operational matters or wanting to extend their own professional network with the researcher. No 

notes were kept during these meetings, and some continued to expand previously explored 

material, while other conversations dealt with topics and challenges well outside the scope of the 

research study. 
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Summary of Findings 

The study investigated the lived experiences of school transportation supervisors in six 

public school districts, ranging from rural and very small operations to large inner-city districts. 

To better shape the context in which the study took place, the physical setting was examined 

from all six districts to create an inventoried environment to better ground the study’s interview 

data and help build awareness of the milieu within which the supervisors’ lived experience is 

created. A brief introduction of each supervisor is offered with each district description. 

Workplace and physical setting analysis provides a contextual backdrop and extends the 

interview data and analysis. A thematic analysis of interview data follows, exploring major 

themes based on process coding during the study, and related to the research questions and 

overall goals of the study to better understand the life of a supervisor in the context of 

organizational support.  

Physical Settings and Supervisor Profiles 

To better appreciate the findings in the context of the environment from which they were 

formed, each district from which supervisors participated has been described in some detail 

below, noting the district makeup, size, and the physical setting in which each participant works 

and functions. These descriptions are based on place-based observations, environmental 

inventories, and field notes (Emerson et al., 2011) from the researcher, and in some cases 

photographic analysis when place-based visits were not possible. Each district presented a 

different experience and provided contextual and correlational data to confirm and inform the 

thematic analysis below, as physical setting confirms some aspects of organizational support that 

the supervisors experience. In addition, each supervisor is described in some detail to introduce 

their personality, their background, and their preparation for the role in general. All identifying 
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information was either removed, altered, or replaced by a pseudonym to protect both the school 

districts and individual supervisors. At the end of this section, see Table 2. 

School District A: A Medium-Sized Suburban District (SUD1) 

Located in a suburban-rural area, this 25-square-mile school district serves approximately 

1,950 students in grades K–12, with 1,400 transported daily by yellow school buses. 

Transportation is provided to four local schools and a few private institutions via 18 active 

public-school routes and two non-public or STEM routes. The district employs about 25 drivers, 

including van operators and aides. 

The bus garage, built in the 1970s and centrally located on the main campus, sits near 

three schools, the Board Office, and the Business Operations Department. It adjoins the 

maintenance garage and service bays. Drivers have a small break room, recently updated by the 

supervisor, featuring a shared fridge, sink, and microwave. The facility includes one shared 

bathroom and a small conference room, though privacy is limited due to poor acoustics. 

The main office accommodates desks for the supervisor and secretary/dispatcher, though 

storage is insufficient, with materials kept in banker’s boxes. The office is equipped with GPS 

monitors, radios, and desktop computers. Adjacent walls house bus keys, driver paperwork, and 

school drop-off/pickup diagrams. A bulletin board displays notices, and a small row of lockers is 

provided for drivers. 

The driver lounge and lobby feature seasonal decorations, computer stations for job-

related tasks, and a bulletin board with union information. A rear door leads to the bus parking 

lot, which is a mix of gravel, patched asphalt, and concrete. The lot is poorly lit, creating 

challenges for early morning pre-trip inspections and maneuvers. 
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Supervisor Monica, 49, has been with the department over 15 years, and recently moved 

into the supervisor role after having been a bus driver for the district, first part time, then full 

time, to complement her additional jobs outside of the district. She has a bubbly personality, set 

on troubleshooting and solving problems, excels with inter-personal conflict resolution, and is 

passionate about developing her staff daily with tips on student management, best practice, and 

staying on schedule. Monica has no formal education past high school but has completed several 

other job training courses in another field of business, as well as sought business-related 

coaching from external sources. She has attended on-the-job training as offered from the district, 

including attending transportation-related conferences and professional development courses. 

She did not attend any specific leadership or management courses prior to accepting the role of 

supervisor, and it was not a requirement for hire “according to the job description.” 

School B: A Large Inner-City District (LCD1) 

Located on the southern outskirts of a major metropolitan area, this 35-square-mile 

district serves approximately 9,300 students, with 5,800 transported daily to 15 district schools 

and several private schools. The transportation department employs about 115 drivers, van 

operators, aides, and mechanics. 

The bus garage, purpose-built beneath a stadium complex, is not near any schools or 

central offices. The facility houses all bus and van parking on a paved lot within a fenced 

compound with controlled access. A centrally located fueling station serves the fleet. 

The main office contains outdated furniture and desks for the secretary, router, and 

dispatcher, each equipped with standard PCs and dual monitors. Papers, plants, and personal 

items clutter the desks, while the off-white institutional brick walls show water stains. A row of 

windows faces the parking lot, and the asbestos tile flooring is covered with commercial rugs. 
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One of two restrooms is adjacent to the office. The cramped men’s room features two 

stalls with shower curtain “doors,” one of which houses a non-functional shower. A stained 

concrete sink doubles as a custodian’s waste disposal area, with a damaged paper sign taped 

above that reads, “Did you wash them?” The floor is visibly dirty, and the space lacks 

ventilation. 

The driver lounge is crowded with plastic tables and mismatched chairs, along with three 

refrigerators, two vending machines, exposed wiring, and support beams. A slop sink and 

shelving occupy one corner, while a fuse panel and sump pump with PVC piping add to the 

industrial feel. The kitchenette includes a sink, toaster ovens, and broken appliances. The air 

smells of burnt popcorn, accompanied by playful complaints from staff. 

A mounted TV, tack board with schedules, and American flags decorate the walls. Local 

art features students on skateboards. The lounge floor, polished smooth from years of use, adds 

to the utilitarian atmosphere. In the entryway, racks of timecards and an AMANO time clock 

from the 1980s sit alongside bulletin boards with updates, reminders, and notes about increased 

police presence in certain areas. 

The supervisor, Jennifer, 51, is a seasoned educational leader with years of experience 

managing either school buildings as a principal or managing programs within the very large 

district. She has been in the district for a long time, only recently having been moved to the 

Transportation Supervisor role “as a new challenge,” and to meet the need of restructure and 

process improvement by the district’s central office team. She was met head-on by dysfunction, 

internal turmoil, high levels of stress, and “open hostility” from those in her charge, and spends 

more time on people management and development than transportation-specific duties. Jennifer 

has an unusually high level of education for a transportation supervisor, with a master’s degree in 
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educational administration, along with professional licenses issued from the state’s Department 

of Education. She has not attended any transportation-related conferences or professional 

development but has engaged with external help as needed through a state organization. 

School C: A Medium-Sized Rural County-City District (RCD1) 

This school district encompasses a medium-sized city with rural surroundings, located 35 

miles south of a major metropolitan area. The city spans a typical 5x5-mile boundary, adjacent to 

a university town to the west and a recommissioned army base to the east. The district serves 

about 2,000 students in grades K–12, transporting 860 students daily but routing for 1,200 due to 

seasonal and extracurricular variability. The district has experienced declining enrollment, with 

many students transferring to a nearby STEM school. The bus garage, co-located with city 

services, is centrally located within the city’s hub-and-spoke grid. The facility includes a fenced 

outdoor bus yard, above-ground fueling stations, a driver breakroom, and office space. 

The supervisor’s office is modern, featuring an L-shaped desk with multiple monitors, 

routing and email software, and a third screen displaying security camera feeds. Sparse décor 

includes children’s drawings, calendars, and sticky notes. Visitor chairs are tightly arranged, 

creating a barrier-like effect. File storage occupies much of the desk space, and the room has a 

carpeted floor. 

Adjacent to the supervisor’s office, the dispatcher/secretary area has a wraparound desk 

equipped with a sneeze guard and storage for driver and student records. The workspace features 

shelves, file cabinets, and a commercial printer/copier. Décor includes a personalized calendar, a 

sunflower poster, and a stuffed pig ornament in the window overlooking the bus yard. The driver 

lounge is spacious and well-equipped, with padded chairs around a large central table, a 

kitchenette, and a water dispenser. Plaques, awards, and trophies decorate the space, alongside a 
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giant wall map of the city and school district. Drivers have access to computer stations for 

training, reports, and email. A dry-erase board with a projector and a smaller board for driver 

notices and schedules complete the setup. 

The hallway leading to the bus yard features driver mail slots, individual lockers, and 

restroom access. Anti-slip mats cover the floors, while abandoned clothing and other items are 

stored under a table. Restrooms and a water fountain are conveniently located nearby. 

Rebecca, 40, recently joined the district having been a school transportation supervisor 

elsewhere. She has plenty of experience with school transportation, and knows the day-to-day 

operation well, bur agrees she needs help with some of the more complex compliance 

requirements or reporting that is required by state law. In addition to factory work, she has 

worked in multiple roles within school districts, including food service, bus driver, front office 

work in transportation, and onboard instructor. She sought out the supervisor position to gain 

more hours and a stable income after completing a bachelor’s degree in an online program. 

School D: A Small Rural District (RD1) 

This small rural district, northwest of a mid-sized metropolis, serves fewer than 1,000  

K–12 students across three school buildings, yet spans a vast 117-square-mile area. All district 

facilities, including the bus garage, are centrally located. 

The bus garage and office are modest, unable to accommodate all drivers and personnel. 

The supervisor’s office features outdated furnishings, including a 1950s desk, a wooden stool, 

and a basic office chair. Networking cables visibly trail from the ceiling, creating a potential 

hazard. Behind the desk hangs a dry-erase board counting down the days until summer and a 

motivational quote adapted for the supervisor. An old laser printer rests on filing cabinets in a 

corner, surrounded by fliers, schedules, and a wall calendar. A fuse panel occupies another wall. 
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Opposite the desk, chest-height cabinets hold stacked computer equipment and a coffee 

brewer with supplies. A small desk nearby supports additional equipment and personal touches 

like framed photos. The polished concrete floors show wear from years of use. 

A single residential-style bathroom serves the entire team. It includes a small toilet, sink, 

and basic amenities, but cleanliness is notably lacking. The bathroom and office floors appear to 

be remnants of repurposed or older construction. Without a dedicated break room, drivers gather 

around folding tables set up in the mechanic’s bay for meetings or celebrations. 

Heather joined the district as transportation supervisor after a six-figure career in logistics 

management. After substitute driving a school bus while in college, and with an associate’s 

degree in business, she spent several years moving up the chain, but worked long hours, “lived at 

her job,” and felt it was time for a change. While there, she earned her bachelor’s degree in 

human resources management, and decided to shift careers to school transportation, freeing up 

time for her family. She had substituted before in school districts in various positions including 

food service and found autonomy in school transportation. Having worked in a 

transportation-adjacent role, she has been able to adapt to managing routes and students 

effectively. 

School E: A Large Suburban District (SUD2) 

This suburban district, west of a major city, serves about 4,500 K–12 students across 

several schools. With a 2021 revenue of $65M and expenditures of $14.5K per student, the 

district is experiencing growth due to ongoing housing development. A major highway cuts 

through the district, and transportation logistics are complicated by the spread-out elementary 

schools. The district is constructing a centralized campus, though the bus garage remains on the 
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outskirts, adjacent to an elementary school. The purpose-built facility includes parking for buses 

and modern above-ground fueling stations. 

The driver break room occupies a classroom-sized space with painted brick walls and 

older conference tables. Black and yellow plastic tablecloths add decoration, though seating is 

insufficient for all drivers. A fiberboard on the wall displays union paperwork and notices, with a 

capped-off gas pipe above it. A bank of mail slots, designed like safety deposit boxes, is located 

at the back, alongside a black storage locker and portable step stool. 

A table holds a microwave, coffee maker, and plasticware, with network cords and power 

cables visibly tangled behind them. Below the table sits a neglected first-aid kit on the asbestos 

tile floor. Nearby, a side table holds coffee supplies, a donation jar, and a union bulletin board 

with information on seniority, student discipline, and app notifications. The “Trip Board” for 

field trip assignments is mounted on a wall, custom-made in school colors. It organizes trips 

using hooks, tags, and clipped timecards, facilitating driver bidding. 

The district’s supervisor, Samantha, 40, is in her second year of school leadership after a 

20-year career in food service, logistics, and management. Initially, she wanted to leave and 

sought out work in a school district, but the salary and working conditions were not a match to 

meet her needs so she waited until a school transportation supervisor role opened, contacted the 

hiring manager, and made an argument for hiring her in the role. Looking for something less 

stressful than food service logistics, where she often worked 60–70 hours a week and felt “burnt 

out” due to missing all her kids’ holidays, school transportation offered something new. Her 

experience in “organizational skills, the logistical skills, all the planning and management” of 

people and resources translate well to the position. 
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School F: A Small Inner-City Suburban District (SCD1) 

Located in a five-square-mile inner-city area south of a major metropolis, this district 

serves 1,700 K–12 students, transporting 800 of them using a group stop methodology to 

streamline logistics for apartment-heavy neighborhoods. 

The bus garage shares a building with central office departments, separate from the Board 

Office. The older building features wood-trimmed cabinets and double-entry offices. The 

supervisor and dispatcher share a cramped space, filled with materials, binders, and supplies. The 

supervisor’s desk is surrounded by stacks of papers, a desktop printer, and boxes of Styrofoam 

cups. A whiteboard on the wall is inaccessible due to clutter. A framed driver certificate 

decorates the otherwise crowded office. 

Cooling is provided by a non-functional window A/C unit that serves as a bird nest, 

filling the office with constant chirping. The desk near the window holds more papers, neglected 

plants, and a driver handbook. A corner desk is piled with office supplies, a desktop radio, and a 

small PC monitor. Motivational printouts, schedules, and stress-relief foam buses adorn the walls 

and credenza. A sign above the desk proclaims the office as a “Solutions Driven Department.” 

The driver lounge is housed in the former boardroom, complete with wood paneling and 

a taped map of the school district. A cart holds Chromebooks for driver use, and a shelved 

training library includes video cassettes. A coffee bar with creamers and syrups sits beside a 

bulletin board celebrating a “Love the Bus” theme. Plaques and laminated signs, including a 

guest Wi-Fi password, decorate the upper walls. Leftover boardroom tables and chairs form a 

narrow oval, while a well-maintained carpeted floor completes the space. Homemade sneeze 

guards from the COVID-19 pandemic are stored nearby. 
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Angela, 53, has been with the district for 17 years, first as a driver, then as dispatcher, 

often performing supervisor-adjacent duties along the way, making process improvement 

decisions, and taking action for the benefit of the entire team. When a slim candidate pool for 

supervisor became apparent, she decided to apply and was promoted. Several drivers complained 

initially that she was promoted, but Angela describes herself as having a strong spiritual support 

system, and reports that she “prayed over it” while transitioning to the new role. In the beginning 

she had to manage the whole operation due to various other personnel changes, and because the 

district did not initially backfill her dispatcher position. She also reported to a new operations 

supervisor who was not experienced in transportation, which made the transition difficult. After 

appealing to her district’s human resources department, Angela was able to fill the open 

positions and gain control of her environment, which she often described as “overwhelming.”  

 

Table 2 

Interview Candidate Description, Setting, and Support Structures 

 

Interview Subject 

 

School District 

 

District Type 

 

District Size 

 

 

Support Structure 

Monica, age 49, in her 

first three years as a 

supervisor. Promoted 

into the role from bus 

driver in same district. 

No formal education 

past high school. 

 

SUD1 Sub-urban, with some 

rural aspects, 

comprised of one city-

school district, 25 

square miles. 

~1,950 students are 

enrolled in K-12. 

About 1,400 students 

are transported daily. 

Supervisor reports to 

the Director of the 

Operations 

Department, who in 

turns reports to a 

Chief Business 

Officer, who reports to 

the Board. 

 

Jennifer, age 51, a 

seasoned school 

administrator who was 

recently reassigned to 

lead transportation 

after removal of the 

previous supervisor. 

 

LCD1 A very large inner-city 

district on the outskirts 

of a large metropolitan 

area. District covers 

about 35 square miles. 

~9,300 students are 

enrolled in K-12. 

About 5,800 being 

transported daily. 

Supervisor reports to 

an Assistant 

Superintendent who 

covers business affairs 

in the district, and who 

previously supervised 

her in a different role 

as a building 

administrator. 

 

(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Interview Candidate Description, Setting, and Support Structures 

 

Interview Subject 

 

School District 

 

District Type 

 

District Size 

 

 

Support Structure 

Rebecca, age 40, new 

to this district, but 

came from another 

nearby, and has some 

experience in leading 

school transportation 

for the past few years. 

RCD1 A rural city district, 

with a mix of both 

small-town areas and 

rural components, 

covering 25 square 

miles. 

~1,200 students are 

enrolled in K-12. The 

district transports a 

range between 860 

and 1,200 depending 

on athletics and other 

factors that vary the 

transportation needs 

within the school year. 

 

The supervisor reports 

to the Business 

Manager for the 

district, who in turn 

reports to the 

Superintendent. 

Heather, age 50, in her 

first 2 years of school 

transportation. Came 

from private logistics 

background. Multiple 

college degrees. 

 

RD1 Rural, very large 

square mileage, 

adjacent to a small 

city. Comprised of 

multiple townships 

and municipalities. 

 

~900 students are 

enrolled K-12. About 

650 are transported 

daily. 

Supervisor reports to 

the district 

Superintendent 

directly. 

Samantha, age 40, in 

her first two years as 

supervisor. Came from 

food service and 

logistics background 

prior. 

SUD2 Large sub-urban 

district located near a 

major city, with 

mostly single-family 

housing dwellings, 

and a purpose-built 

transportation facility. 

 

~4,500 students 

enrolled in K-12. 

Several elementary 

schools throughout the 

district making 

transporting difficult. 

Supervisor reports to 

the Superintendent 

directly, but also 

cross-reports to an 

Assistant 

Superintendent, 

depending on topic 

and area of 

responsibility. 

 

Angela, age 53, a 

supervisor who rose 

from being a bus 

driver, and is inside of 

her first years as 

supervisor. 

SCD1 Small inner-city 

district comprised of 

two smaller entities, 

about 5 square miles 

in size across city 

roads. 

~1,700 students are 

enrolled K-12, but the 

district only transports 

about 800 as many 

students walk or are 

transported by parents. 

 

Supervisor reports to 

the Superintendent 

directly, with some 

involvement from the 

district’s human 

resource department. 

 

Workplace and Physical Setting Analysis 

Based on observations and environmental inventories made during visits to each school 

district’s transportation department, or through photo analysis where the research participant 

supplied photos and other materials to corroborate a physical setting analysis, the role that the 

physical setting plays became clear. Three of the supervisors chose not to host interviews on-site 

due to various logistical reasons, but of those, each one expressed a need to keep the interview 
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outside of the purview of colleagues, bus drivers, and those working in and around the 

transportation offices, and that their offices were not suitable for the interview request. One 

interview took place in a closed office in the department’s front office complex, another in an 

adjacent building, and of the three that interviewed elsewhere altogether, interviews were held at 

a local library, at a nearby school district that offered up interview space, and one in the district’s 

high school meeting room in the front office complex. Only two interviews took place in the 

supervisor’s actual office space. Neither was equipped to hold more than one visitor at a time, 

and one in particular, had to be cleared of various materials stacked on the small conference 

room table crammed in the corner of the small office. 

All public-school transportation departments in the study except one were located away 

from other school buildings, and in most cases, they were off-campus to the rest of the 

instructional buildings, central office buildings or office complexes. In some cases, the 

transportation departments were co-located with other functions on campus, like a maintenance 

department, or a city services department in one case. Along with descriptions of how the 

departments and supervisors were supported through interview data, this strengthens the case 

made by those interviewed that their departments receive a diminished support level. Physical 

settings and physical resources to perform in the job are, in fact, sources of organizational 

support (Eisenberger et al., 1997; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Settoon et al., 1996). Lacking 

these supports makes it difficult for those in the role of supervisor to perform effectively, 

especially when several office spaces in the study seemed to lack basic amenities or were put 

together as an afterthought. Most of the departments in this study, when exploring their 

employee break room areas, showed little to no evidence of support from the larger organization 

in terms of planning, capital investment, or the ability to perform basic functions like holding 
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department level meetings effectively due to the lack of chairs and tables, or with many even 

lacking a space to do so at all. The social exchange (Wright & Cropanzano, 2000) between 

employer and employee, in which the supervisor is an agent, would suggest a negative 

relationship, often making long-term retention difficult in supervisor roles, or those below in 

hierarchy, like bus drivers and mechanics. None of the supervisors seemed to take pride in their 

department’s physical spaces and often apologized for what it looked like on a tour around their 

offices and adjacent areas. One supervisor, Samantha, astutely described her team and offices as 

“the forgotten department” on the edge of campus, where “no one knows what happens. Or 

cares.” Another, Heather, shared how her team had managed to finally supply a coffee maker, 

purchased with their own funds, to better keep the team going on early mornings. 

Document Analysis 

During the research process, a document review was conducted where each participant 

was requested to attempt to collect evidence of organizational support. This evidence gathering 

process sought to include emails, official communications, schedules, agendas, workshop 

listings, development plans, and local procedures. The yield in this area of the research was 

thin—many participants either did not have evidence of materials like operational guidelines, 

supporting materials like guidelines or handbooks, or policy documents; or were not aware of 

them; or were not able to access them; or in many cases, those kinds of documents did not exist. 

Only one district seemed to have a working document keeping track of operational aspects of 

running the transportation department, with processes and procedures listed. In some cases, when 

reminded about Board of Education policies that most public-school districts have in place, the 

research participants were not familiar with those documents, or not sure how they impacted 

their operational area of responsibilities. Some, but not all, of those interviewed showed evidence 
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of understanding connections between, for example, state law and board policy. When asked 

about email correspondence from the research participant’s supervisors showing support, none 

was shared voluntarily. A request for public records from each district was not utilized to gather 

documents. 

Additionally, organizational communication, documents, policies, and procedural 

documentation were reviewed from the organizations’ public-facing websites where it was 

available and accessible to the researcher, with the goal to find further evidence for 

organizational support towards the transportation department or supervisor directly. This effort 

did not prove helpful or beneficial in better understanding the organization’s commitment to 

provide support. None of the districts listed any internal documentation, other than Board policy, 

and all the available documentation in the transportation area of operations were parent- or 

community-facing, either giving directions for how to enroll a student, request transportation 

from its department, or how to file a complaint. Board policy matched the state’s revised codes 

in terms of how to run a school transportation department and did not provide for additional 

information or support structures, nor did it codify requirements for hiring personnel, ongoing 

training, or providing support to the transportation department outside of standard school 

business practices. 

Further documentation, not readily available to or known of by participants, was also 

identified and included in the research process as a comparison. Examples of these materials 

included opportunities for support, training, workshops, and contributions from regional or state 

organizations, and were used as follow up prompts during the interviews. For example, on the 

topic of preparation for the role as supervisor, a follow up question was asked about whether the 

supervisor had engaged with “X, Y, or Z” training opportunities, conferences, or organizations. 
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These additional resources were integral to developing a comprehensive understanding of 

participants’ lived experiences in terms of whether the participant had engaged with any external 

support functions to enhance or improve their overall ability to perform in their role as 

supervisor. Most of the supervisors had not engaged with external groups or support 

mechanisms, and only one had participated in a year-long training opportunity directly related to 

school transportation operations. All supervisors shared a concern about being away from their 

department to attend training, and were hesitant in seeking out additional workload that might 

distract from, or compound, an already intense obligation to the school district. When pressed on 

the benefits of seeking training from outside sources, all agreed they saw benefits to those kinds 

of programs, but some knew there would be no support from their own supervisor to attend or 

were too concerned with leaving the responsibilities of running their department to even consider 

attending. Only one supervisor, Monica, described being directed to attend training at the state 

level from their supervisor, but described frustration about its content in that “[you] don’t really 

know what you’re doing after attending. It was super frustrating to me because some of that stuff 

I felt was information that I should have already had, like in a database somewhere else.” The 

level of compliance directly corresponding to a legal requirement in the state regarding school 

transportation was a concern to all those interviewed, and most felt the need for a better system 

to communicate this to current and future supervisors in the field. 

Thematic Analysis 

The themes developed directly from the deductive coding process of the interview 

transcripts and resulting verbatim quotes and became connected with and based on the research 

questions. The themes helped extend the “narratives that elaborate on the statements” (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2018, p. 230) made by those interviewed. During the sorting of the data, after the initial 
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analysis, and upon grouping statements from each participant, general ‘buckets’ emerged that 

based on the deductive methodology based on the research questions, provided direction for each 

theme, and later naming of each theme. Each theme represents the organic whole—a 

representative sum of all the supervisors in the study, as each individual shared similar stories 

and viewpoints, and shared the same concerns regarding their job and position with the 

researcher during the interviews. Each theme is descriptive of the lived experience of each 

transportation supervisor, and all research subjects shared various aspects of each theme. All 

were very similar in their descriptions of how they perceived their day-to-day environment, 

support from their own supervisors, feelings of wellbeing, and so forth.  

The identified themes based on the deductive coding and organization of data were the 

overall theme of perceived organizational support structure (perceived as support form, or lack of 

support from above in hierarchy, like from a supervisor, or from the organization itself, including 

peer relationships with other supervisor or principals or school building leaders) and descriptions 

thereof. This theme captured the majority of the conversation during interviews, and allowed the 

research to gather further evidence tied to established theory previously discussed. Any 

statement that described a support structure, or described a mechanism of support helped shape 

the theme, and iteratively, allowed the researcher to organize and make sense of those data 

points. 

Additional themes included holistic evidence of wellbeing (or not), evidenced by data 

indicating antecedents to being supported, with descriptors often including feelings of support 

leading to reduced stress for example. This was followed by evidence of being satisfied at or 

with work, examining the overall feelings of work satisfaction, comfort with the workload, and 

the ability to have some sense of control over the work itself, its mission, and the ability to 
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execute initiatives or programs. Descriptions of engagement with the work and those around 

them (co-workers, colleagues, team) formed another theme. Here, engagement took the shape of 

driving statements where research participants described their connectedness with their work, 

and with the mission of providing school transportation, along with feelings of enjoyment, self-

worth, or general good feelings about what they chose as a profession. Finally, a last theme, 

based on a second-pass values-based coding to explore beliefs, attitudes, and values, found a 

shared feeling of struggle to perform in their work. This final theme examined the day-to-day 

lived experience of a transportation supervisor outside of the organizational support framework 

and extended the understanding of the lived experience past the initial research question scope.  

Perceived Organizational Support Structures 

The theme of perceived organizational support grew out of research question two, which 

focused on the factors that contributed to the supervisor’s perception of organizational support, 

and research question three, which focused on the connection between organizational support, 

and the supervisor’s wellbeing and job satisfaction. Organizational support can present itself in 

various ways (Eisenberger et al., 2002; Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), 

including through processes and procedures, direct support from the above supervisor, the 

chance for training and promotion, or how the organization itself views the department or 

supervisor in question. Throughout each interview, supervisors in this study shared how they 

perceived organizational support, both positively and negatively, and how that impacted their 

role and ability to perform. 

When describing the support supervisors received from the central office, Jennifer 

reported, “The people in central office just like rallied around me . . . that’s one of the best things 

about [our district] is everybody helps each other right.” Rebecca described being included in the 
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school administration meetings, giving her a platform to voice her concerns, even though she 

feels she is not always listened to or taken seriously. Heather found support indirectly from those 

who previously held the position, describing a peer relationship where, “He was the one that was 

there for 30 years. He stepped down and was custodian. So honestly, if I had any questions, he 

was, like, right there. I could ask him.” Many reported being able to access their supervisor when 

needed, and Monica shared that “I could call [my supervisor] at any time of day or night . . . 

sometimes it was four o’clock in the morning . . . that little bit of emotional support to be like, 

it’s okay you’re canceling the bus,” but the lack of formal support (Frear et al., 2018) from 

higher ups took a toll on most. “There is a significant lack of mentoring and initial training when 

I started in my role, leaving me to rely on my own determination and external resources for 

support,” said Samantha when asked about the role of their supervisor and how they supported 

transportation. While mostly supportive, central office staff often checked in with the 

transportation supervisor superficially, like in Rebecca’s case, describing her immediate 

supervisors concern for her wellbeing as “and he’s like, ‘tell me you’re not working those 

12-hour days,’” but a real support and workload balance was harder to find as a common thread. 

Moreso was the feeling of being left alone, to fend for oneself, and to rely on those around them, 

including other supervisors if needed. “I mean that’s just my honest answer. Unfortunately, I 

don’t have to rely on central office that much,” shared Angela when asked about her working 

relationship with the rest of the school administrative team. 

Establishing the department as part of a larger entity proved difficult for most 

supervisors, and while they typically had good relationships with their peers—other supervisors, 

principals, or building leaders—relationships with the unions was a difficult area (Settoon et al., 

1996; Wayne et al., 1997). “Our union runs everything here. And it prevents me from 
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managing,” shared Samantha when asked about the union relationships. Improving those 

relationships can be hard without organizational support from central office, or lack of feeling 

like part of a bigger team. “I felt like I got thrown to the wolves. When I came to my school, I 

had zero training. I had zero mentoring. I had my own wits and my own stubborn determination. 

And that is about it,” said Heather of her experience in the beginning of her supervisory role. The 

lack of support in handling union issues and write-ups left her feeling undermined and frustrated 

with her role, and others echoed that sentiment as well. Most shared stories about hesitancy or 

lack of support from the organization when it came to managing personnel (Derrick, 2019; Goh 

et al., 2015), especially in discipline situations, which added to already high stress levels. 

Intra-departmental union issues, too, were of some concern to most supervisors, where lack of 

understanding would create a difficult work environment. Jennifer, when describing a union 

issue, shared “there’s a lack of trust towards Joan [a union member]. People will come in here 

and they’ll say I am not going to her. I don’t trust her.” 

Process, too, was a difficult area for supervisors to find grounded in during the initial 

years on the job, often having to rely on their own skill and wit to succeed in their roles and to 

keep the district compliant. Rebecca described her first year: “The first year I was there I used 

the same papers that the past administration had used, and it was a nightmare. I was like, ‘What 

are you guys even calculating?’”  

Workload, often undefined and unknown, seemed overwhelming and was not well 

supported by the organization, creating a chaotic environment which supervisors were thrown 

into, often with little to no warning. “You literally could work 24 hours a day, if you chose to,” 

was a common message from all those interviewed, and all those interviewed shared the same 

sentiment. However, depending on the department structure within the larger school district, 
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Monica, in a district with a higher level of support felt good about her ability to perform based 

on the organizational support from the district. “I had full support from the beginning. And 

[then] in a very healthy and natural way, gradual removal of that everyday support. I never felt at 

one point it was just like, Baby bird, go fly!” Others described the lack of onboarding as 

terrifying and stress inducing. When asked to describe their first week on the job, Rebecca 

shared that the job felt like “a nightmare. I actually went home . . . and I’m not a crier, but I will 

admit I went home and I cried that day. And I questioned myself why I even moved from [the 

last district].” Another supervisor, Angela, when approaching their human resources department 

and saying “I need support! I can’t do this by myself,” was told that, “Oh yeah. You’ll be fine. 

We’ll get you to somebody that can . . . [help].” 

Another aspect of organizational support is the level of training offered by the 

organization to the individual (Bak, 2020; Eisenberger et al., 2002). Most supervisors described 

participating in various offerings and feeling supported by their central office in those efforts. 

Monica, who was directed to attend, shared  

[My supervisor] required me to attend the OAPT conference like a new supervisor. I 

didn’t want to be away from home for three or four days . . . But it was very beneficial 

that I went like that; I learned so much in a short amount of time and every year I go I 

learn more. 

Others reported missing out due to scheduling or lack of inclusion. Again, Monica shared that 

“there’s a Women in Leadership Conference. No, no. I wasn’t invited. So, some other [women 

who are leaders in our district] go, but not me.” However, depending on the level of willingness 

to seek resources out themselves, most supervisors were able to access additional training they 

needed, demonstrating that the organization provides access to knowledgeable individuals and 
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professional development opportunities, for the most part. Heather described her 

superintendent’s micromanagement and lack of trust in her professional judgment added to her 

feeling of inadequate support, and she felt it often stood in the way of forward progress (Ramlall, 

2004). “He makes it a point to call me once a week to ask me some weird random question. And 

I don’t know if it’s because he wants to see if I’m in my office or not.” Scheduling additional 

training on top of already long days (12+ hours) can be challenging. Angela, when expressing 

her struggles to superiors, discovered that their responses in return were generally dismissive, 

with phrases like “you got this,” which she found particularly unhelpful.  

Most supervisors end up building their own team inside the transportation department, 

and relying on that to survive, creating their own organizational support at a local level where 

gaps are identified along the way. “Who do you go to? Well now we go to each other, and we 

bounce ideas off each other,” shared Rebecca. When describing how they have structured their 

team, Jennifer reported, “I get them to be on board with change because I include them.” 

Inclusion and engagement efforts on the supervisor’s part contribute to a sense of support 

(Chiaburu & Marinova, 2012; Herzberg, 1968), though this is more her own initiative than an 

organizational provision from above. 

A Holistic Spectrum of Wellbeing 

A theme of wellbeing was developed from data gathered from research question three, 

which investigated how supervisors perceive the impact of organizational support on their job 

satisfaction, engagement, and overall wellbeing in their roles (Wright & Cropanzano, 2000). 

Many described working long hours regardless of job descriptions or even stated expectations 

from their own supervisor or central office directives. Describing typical working conditions, 

Heather shared, 
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I mean, I work on the weekends. Sometimes at eight nine o’clock at night, I will hop on 

my email like . . . I’m not worried about working, but you know some days you just need 

that moment of break to go home at regular time. 

Working early mornings, late afternoons, and Saturday and Sunday were routine for most 

transportation supervisors in this study. Working outside of the scope of supervision, too, was 

the norm (Wahda et al., 2020). “I drive a bus almost every day. I do whatever needs to be done,” 

said Rebecca in response to being asked about a normal day. Oftentimes, there is not enough 

resources available to cover shifts, routes, or office staffing, and the supervisor ends up filling 

those gaps, regardless of ability to decompress, take a break, or focus on routine tasks and 

process improvement. The workload was described as “unmanageable” at times by almost all 

supervisors, affecting their ability to disconnect from work. Angela, after a particularly stressful 

day, shared a story of closing and locking her office door to get away. “I turned my phone on Do 

Not Disturb. I didn’t talk to my kids. I didn’t talk to my team. I didn’t talk to a supervisor. I 

didn’t talk to athletics. I didn’t talk to anyone.” 

Even during the off-season summer months, when there is less demand for day-to-day 

transportation, supervisors reported the inability to get a break from work, impacting their 

overall wellbeing and ability to perform. “Even if I would take off, I can’t focus. Not knowing 

what’s happening here. What’s going on here? It’s crazy,” shared Samantha, when asked about 

summer work. Blocking out time works for some, even if it takes a toll on family life, and each 

subject shared their own way of managing to catch a break once in a while. Heather had 

instituted a strict schedule to save herself some time, and sanity:  

I know I say that’s like a broken record right now but, those personal walls are very 

important. Yeah, to take that personal time. I enjoy reading books. And that’s like a lost 
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art, right? But every night before I go to bed, I have a 45-minute time that is blocked off. 

It’s my time, and my kids are asleep so, they’re not missing anything. But I take that 

time. It’s my time. 

Connecting the mission of school bus transportation to feelings of accomplishment, and 

therefore, as segue to feeling better about the job and about oneself through work, was a common 

strand, too. Monica, excited about her role, shared that  

I truly do see what I do here as a community service because I’m doing it well . . . I do 

my job well. I know I feel like I do recognize what I have as a support system here. So, I 

would want to just keep doing what I’m doing. 

And, organizational support is key to affecting wellbeing, it seems (Owusu-Ansah, 2018; 

Sila & Širok, 2018; Talukder, 2019). She continued with “I don’t know that, physically, 

mentally, or emotionally I would be able to keep doing this if I didn’t feel supported... I probably 

would have just not renewed my three-year contract.” Even with organizational support, a larger 

sphere is impacted for supervisors as the role is not well-defined in terms of working hours, days, 

or seasons, with work often blending with family life. Heather, through tears, shared that “Yeah, 

the first two years of it [new job], it practically crushed my marriage partially because of the 

amount of stress I was under, and lack of sleep and the anxiety and just long hours.” The overall 

workload and the necessity to be constantly available were significant stressors for all 

supervisors in the study. Half of the supervisors had real doubts about staying in the role past a 

few years out, due to stress, and the unknown workload demanded from the task at hand 

(Eisenberger et al., 2002; Ramlall, 2004). Rebecca, thinking about the future: “I think this 

transportation supervisor thing is a dying position. Like they’re actually getting burnt out.” 

Living within a system of control was important for all, even though the world of school bus 
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transportation can seem unpredictable, chaotic, and out of control to an outsider. Providing a 

positive view of hardships, Angela stated,  

Life is always life. You know, we all have bills, relationships, kids, whatever, whatever. 

Life is always going to be life and, but I mean, for us, I have an open line of 

communication. And you know, I can’t do anything about things I don’t know nothing 

about. You know, so if you have an issue come to me. You know, I can’t do anything 

about things I don’t know anything about. But if you have an issue, bring it to me. I’ll do 

my best to rectify the situation. 

Some supervisors seemed able to create that level of control (Schlossberg, 2007), more than 

others in the sample group, depending on the level of perceived organizational support they 

described. 

General Satisfaction With Work 

Satisfaction with work as a direct correlation of organizational support was more difficult 

to ascertain from those interviewed, and each supervisor shared various ways in which they 

found satisfaction through often hard, undefined, and sometimes chaotic work (Kim, 2002; 

Oswalt, 1967; Syptak et al., 1999). The perception of support was the prime indicator of a 

positive feeling around satisfaction with work (Eisenberger et al., 1997; Hempfling, 2015; 

Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Jennifer shared this about her situation: 

I think it helps me show up to work every day. Because there are days that are really 

hard. Sometimes you’re the windshield wiper or the fly or whatever. But I think it helps 

that support helps keep me going because sometimes it really is stressful and 

overwhelming. And I just want to be like, “why am I doing this? Why am I putting 
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myself through this?” It’s a lot of work. It’s a lot of work. Sometimes it seems like it’s for 

little return. 

The sense of accomplishment and pride among those interviewed was evident 

throughout, regardless of situation, available resources, or the undefined task at hand. All felt a 

sense of joy when speaking about their department, their work, and their role in transporting 

students for school. Monica, about her district:  

I have loved working for [the school district], and I love the community. It’s a great 

community and great people. I was so excited to work in the district and I have loved 

working here. I always felt included where I needed to be. 

Ongoing adjustments, and learning to manage their role through process improvement, utilizing 

support structures better, and just spending time in the role leads to a higher level of satisfaction 

as well. Heather, when describing how she deals with the pressure, and what to do about it: “The 

workload is . . . it’s unmanageable sometimes, but you do have to just learn to stop.” 

Adjusting to a new role can be hard, and most supervisors in the study were new to their 

department and school district, or new in the field of school transportation altogether (Derrick, 

2019; Schlossberg, 2011). Adapting, and learning the ropes of a new team often takes time, and 

only after two to three years in the same role did subjects describe their ability to manage better 

and feel better about themselves. Angela said, about her early morning routine: 

I spent so much time [before], like I don’t sit, so when I first come in, I try to pound out 

the emails because I’m in the copier room, fixin’ the immaculate field trip board. I’m 

talking to the drivers up front; I’m all over the place. 

Supervisors also agreed that with time comes process, standardized workflows, and agreements 

and expectations among team members and those in collaboration. Again, Angela, when 
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describing what works: “Now we have an email system where we’re all sharing information.” 

High levels of engagement and active participation in their roles contributed positively to 

satisfaction for all supervisors, and all described a very busy, hectic tempo, but for most that 

seemed to be the preferred modus operandi. “I like my job because . . . It’s different. It’s the 

same, but it’s different every day. That’s why I like it,” shared Samantha. Time, too, allowed for 

team dynamics to shape the overall department structure to a more positive workplace for most. 

Jennifer, about her initial observations in her office: “This team was so awful. I mean, they hated 

each other. They couldn’t even be in the same room for a meeting. It was horrible. So that’s a 

huge improvement.” Learning to disconnect and detaching from the role of a supervisor was 

crucial to coping with stress and managing the workload balance. Rebecca, who shared she 

engages with additional employment, in addition to being a transportation supervisor, shared that 

“there [are] sometimes that I actually will go and just drive around the block a little way because 

I just need that few minutes. Before I go home and go into my next eight-hour job.” 

Successfully managing significant tasks and projects contributed to a high level of 

satisfaction in general, especially student-focused work, like routing, solving conflicts on the 

bus, or managing drivers for a last-minute field trip. Jennifer, who in a previous role acted as a 

building administrator within the district, described a monumental task of opening a building on 

short notice, all with a smile on her face. “So, I had two weeks to open it [up] for 2,400 kids . . . 

Everyone just really, that’s one of the best things about [district], is everybody helps each other 

right. So, they just rallied around it, and got it done!” Regardless of stress, all supervisors shared 

a passion for the work itself and never hesitated to share stories of struggle that turned into 

solutions. “I have to make sure that the kids are safe, and all my employees are functioning 

together,” said Samantha, and others agreed. 
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Satisfaction with work is a two-way street, and variables either increase or decrease an 

employee’s overall perception of feeling satisfied with work (Eisenberger et al., 1997; Locke, 

1970). Heather, who entered the role of supervisor from a large packaging logistics field, which 

could be considered school transportation adjacent, expressed frustration over her value in the 

position. “I feel very undervalued. And I feel like my six years of college means nothing to 

them.” Working hard, but with less structured organizational support often led to feelings of 

resentment of the organization itself. “Last year I didn’t even have enough time to take all my 

vacation.” Others spoke openly about the lack of support from above, and how that made them 

feel about work. Again, Heather: “I felt like I got thrown to the wolves. When I came to my 

school. I had zero training. I had zero mentoring.” And while all supervisors shared experiences 

about significant work stress and found the job overwhelming at times, most seemed to enjoy 

their current role, and be satisfied in it. Monica, after pondering if this was the right move, 

agreed that “I do believe that I made the right decision for myself,” and Angela agreed, with “I 

love what I do. It’s crazy. I love what I do.” 

Engagement With the Work as Driving Force 

Engagement as a variable of organizational support (Claudianty & Suhariadi, 2021; 

Hempfling, 2015; Nahrgang et al., 2011; Rachman & Rachman Sulistyo, 2019) can be perceived 

on three different axes. One, how well engaged is the supervisor themselves in the role, with the 

work? Two, what does engagement with others look like, specifically internally, with the team 

they lead, and with those they work with each day? And three, what does engagement look like 

externally—towards the community, for example? The transportation supervisor role in a school 

district is unique in being both an internal-facing service department, providing athletic trips and 

field trips for students based on requests from teachers, while at the same time serving the 
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community, parents, and students externally with routine transportation to and from school. The 

supervisor must be able to stay engaged in all areas, and with a wide array of customers.  

Intra-role, the supervisor manages the day-to-day operation of the department, and all that 

it takes to run a highly complex structure that is mission critical to overall school performance. 

Managing the team and associated resources while remaining engaged enough to continue 

through challenges was often a sore subject during interviews. Samantha said, 

But yeah, I need to feel more enabled to manage my staff. I need help getting the drama 

under control. Last year, they almost ran me off. There were three of them that were 

terrible. And had me in tears every day. And nobody cared. The superintendent came out 

of my office, and he said, “if you need to leave, I understand.” 

Some spent time initially in their role as supervisor to attempt to build a team, and to make sure 

everyone felt valued. Jennifer, employing previously successful strategies for team building 

share her approach: “I had ‘listen and learn’ meetings. So, anyone who wanted to sign up had 15 

minutes alone with me . . . to just tell me anything.” Every supervisor interviewed shared stories 

about how closely connected they were with the job itself, and how lines between work and 

home muddled (Mihelič & Aleksić, 2017; Morganson et al., 2014; Talukder, 2019), and how 

they felt a sincere drive to care for their employees and team members. Rebecca, describing her 

role, stated,  

I think that my primary job for my workers and employees is that I’m supposed to make 

them grow to their greatest level. So I feel like I’m like their mentor to get them to that 

level where they want to go. 

All took a great deal of pride in their work, demonstrating deep engagement with the role of 

supervisor itself, and truly integrating themselves in the work at all levels. Heather, on managing 
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her team: “I have a firm belief that you have no business telling someone else how to do the job 

if you don’t know how to do it yourself.” 

Additional indicators of engagement with the role of supervisor come in the form of work 

ethic and the drive to continuously improve (oneself and operations in general) through available 

means (Mania-Singer, 2017; Schmoker, 2013; Wahda et al., 2020). Spending time learning 

toolsets, attending conferences, and creating working relationships with others in the same field 

shows engagement with work. Samantha, on collaboration, and making it happen for herself: “I 

go to all of the meetings; I sign up for everything that’s supportive outside of my school district 

just to gain the knowledge to be successful in my role.” Engagement leads to ownership, too. 

Rebecca agreed:  

It can be overwhelming. Yeah. Um, but at the end of the day, be responsible. I have to be 

the responsible one, you know, and I just want to . . . it feels good to know that you’re 

putting safe people out there on the road that are knowledgeable and know what they’re 

doing and are going to be able to do the job. And get the kids there and back safe. Yeah. 

So, it’s rewarding. It’s overwhelming and rewarding all at the same time. 

All supervisors shared how responsible they felt for their team, their staff, students, and others—

in whatever capacity they could serve. Angela, on building and engaging with her team:  

I did my best to try to engage them. I want them to feel inclusive, because I know I’m a 

witness. I know that transportation was always the “Forgotten Department.” And so I 

always want to show them my gratitude. I want to show them how much I appreciate 

them because like I tell them all the time, I can only drive one bus, you know, so you 

guys are so valuable. 
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Engagement within the district can be a real challenge, and most offered stories about 

how their department was undervalued, or last on the list for considerations and support 

(Claudianty & Suhariadi, 2021; De Carlo et al., 2020). Samantha shared her feelings about 

feeling valued in the district:  

We’re the bottom of the totem pole. And I know that bus garages everywhere are feeling 

the same, I’m sure of it, just from talking to other people. We always feel like we’re the 

most underappreciated, undervalued group at the school ever, next to maybe the 

custodians. I’d throw them in there too, but maybe that’s because my husband is a school 

custodian, but not at my school. But I don’t know. I just I feel like we’re at the bottom of 

the barrel, and then I am right there at the bottom of the barrel with my people. No, we’re 

not important until we’re not there and then they just completely take us for granted. 

Geographical location of the bus garage shared a common thread in all districts that were part of 

this study—isolated in more than one way. Often remotely located away from the rest of the 

district’s buildings, internal process and values, too seemed to play a role in how the department 

was treated. In one district, a last-minute decision from central office about routing kindergarten 

students had a profound impact on the entire department and upset several routes, routing plans, 

and drivers—all without any input from the supervisor themselves. Rebecca, describing a painful 

memory from the previous school year, shared  

And right at the last minute they enrolled a hundred more kids to the point where they 

had to go and move the art classroom and try to find another teacher. So, I said, if you’re 

going to add that many more kids [you] are going to need another bus. You had to make a 

whole new classroom and find a person. “No, no, no, it’ll be okay.” So, I only had two 

kindergarten buses. They were doing the entire district, two buses. 
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This kind of story was very common—where, in working with the rest of the district, the 

Transportation Department was often the last to be involved in major decisions impacting its 

operation. Internal decisions often spilled over into external relations complications, where the 

school bus fleet acted as the first line of defense, engaging with parents first thing in the morning 

when something went wrong. 

Monica, on her daily activities: “I am at the elementary school every day doing what you 

do. I have kids come up hug me every day. I tell them all to have a good day. I say good 

morning. They see me.” Staying highly engaged in the position of transportation supervisor 

requires an externally visible requirement, as parents expect that part of school to always be 

available for updates, changes, ride accommodations, and complaints. Supervisors are often the 

direct interface between the public and the school district and often bear the burden of major 

decision points (Willink & Babin, 2017). Rebecca, again, on decision making at the district level: 

Well, the superintendent had read a report that the older students needed more sleep than 

those younger ones. And so, she thought that that would be a really great thing to try to 

see if our rate of absence would go down from doing that switch. 

The community outrage impacted transportation first, with the immediate impact on ride 

schedules for the whole student body. Managing the entirety of school bus transportation 

services for a school district requires a certain willingness to do what it takes, and all supervisors 

shared that belief, and willingness to get it done. A frustrated Samantha divulged during the 

interview: 

I haven’t gotten to the bus ramp in the morning [this week] to make sure kids are getting 

on the right transfers. So, then I’d be going in the afternoons to make sure that kids know 

how to get home because they all get really confused. And the teachers are like deer in 
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headlights. And I’m alone. Like, I don’t have anybody in the office to answer phones. 

I’m trying to run the radios and answer the kids’ questions and look up things on my 

phone for them. And it’s ridiculous. 

Working with parents, teachers, peer administrators, and the central office team to provide a 

service that benefits so many requires a mindset that is willing to consider multiple viewpoints, 

as well as the ability to troubleshoot on the go, especially in situations where resources run thin, 

and parent demands run hot (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). Samantha described working together 

others in the district: “I value everyone’s input, and I include everyone’s opinions. I’m not 

always going to agree with everybody else. And I’ll think it’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever 

heard. But I’ll say okay let’s try. Let’s try it.” All those interviewed shared ways in which they 

cope with these levels of stress, and how they keep sustained and engaged in the work. Jennifer, 

grounded in her faith, shared that “I have a prayer journal. And then a million people praying for 

my protection here.” Most participate in some sort of coaching or therapy outside of work, and 

something they sought out themselves to recharge, reflect, and grow in the role (Milne & Reiser, 

2016). Monica, when wanting to try something new and different: “I feel very confident that if 

I’ve thought [an idea] through and brought it to [my supervisor] that we’re probably going to be 

able to do it unless there’s something I don’t know.” That support, along with the internal drive 

to engage with the supervisor role and the toll it takes, keeps the supervisors moving forward. 

 Of note here is the lack of formal structures on which the supervisors could rely on, if 

available. For example, as discovered during the document analysis portion, the lack of formal 

documentation such as operating guidelines or human resources manuals forced the supervisors 

to act alone, and often without a provided template to follow. When handling discipline matters, 

for example, almost all supervisors shared a desire for some sort of guideline outside of a union 
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contract for how to actually do the process – showing a lack of organizational support in the 

form of policy documents, for example (Baran et al., 2012; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). In the 

district mentioned above, where evidence of a standard operating procedure type of document 

did exist, it did not include more complicated matters such as a progressive discipline workflow, 

and as such, left that supervisor without much chance to follow through, or use advanced tools to 

manage the employees or bus drivers. Board Policy in a school district, along with administrative 

guidelines, are typically the backbone of the organization at the central office level – at the heart 

of the organization itself – handling matters of personnel, hiring & firing, discipline, and other 

matters often rooted in Revised Code, or approved by the governing School Board itself. 

Dissemination to lower levels, based on the data in this study, to the district’s Transportation 

Department seemed inconsistent at best, rendering those tools unavailable for use by the 

supervisor. Without the capacity to lean on established frameworks from which to operate 

successfully, and in a standardized manner, the supervisors felt left alone to their own ability to 

manage staff, handling more complicated matters, and follow procedure for purchasing 

procurement, contract language, and union matters. 

Struggle as Default 

A certain level of struggle was found in all supervisors interviewed, and while not 

directly linked to any research question, it deemed deeper analysis. All supervisors, on several 

occasions, described situations where they were either individually struggling with a task or 

project, or their entire department struggled to perform their assigned duty. Often, the feeling of 

struggle manifested itself as a direct result of lack of organizational support (Eisenberger et al., 

1986; Eisenberger et al., 2002; Frear et al., 2018; Gray, 2018; Kurtessis et al., 2017). While 

several of the other themes could be interpreted as either good or bad, or adding to or detracting 
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from the supervisor’s ability to perform, struggle is only negative in nature, at least for the 

individuals in this study, and its impact had a tremendous role in the ability to perform, feel good 

about work, and look toward the future with positivity. 

A few key components that seem to increase the levels of struggle that the supervisors 

described were general leadership issues and challenges, union concerns and resource allocation, 

and the lack of support (or even awareness that support was needed) from the organization and 

its agents. Almost all supervisors described their work as “stressful and overwhelming” and the 

feeling of being alone in their mission to provide exemplary school transportation was apparent. 

Samantha described her workload as “insane” and the need to work all the time to complete all 

the necessary projects on time. “I was a one-man band.” 

The ability to lead the transportation department and being fully supported by the central 

office organization at the same time seemed rare (Augustine et al., n.d.; Gray, 2018; Settoon et 

al., 1996; Wayne et al., 1997). Most supervisors described situations where their decisions had 

been undermined or undone by someone above them in the hierarchy based on an internal 

complaint against them. Samantha shared a situation where she felt the lack of support from her 

supervisor:  

So, I called her in [an employee] to give her the write up, and she got really mad, 

scribbled her name on it and stormed out of my office, and then wrote an email to our 

superintendent about how ridiculous it was. And he rescinded her write up. 

She continued, “I’m pissed. I’m really pissed. Because it just, it takes away your authority. And 

it just perpetuates the drama that’s already in the driver’s room.” The lack of organizational 

support on the leadership side, whether in development or practice, seemed to increase the levels 

of struggle among the supervisors in general. The lack of peer support was evident as well, and 
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Rebecca described how the rest of the administrative team at her district felt about the 

department in general.  

Like, everyone always jokes about you know, oh, you’re just a dumb bus driver or 

whatever. And I think that they have that mentality about my drivers. And about me 

because I’m charged with them. Yeah, that we’re all just a bunch of dumb bus drivers. 

We don’t know anything. 

Leading successfully in that environment is a difficult task, and all those interviewed 

acknowledged those same feelings about how they were treated by peers and others in the 

district. 

Staffing levels was the number one concern of all the supervisors in the group, and no 

one described a current staffing level adequate to perform the job (Gander, 2019; Gowing & 

Lindholm, 2002; Nahrgang et al., 2011; Raudeliūnienė & Meidutė-Kavaliauskienė, 2014; 

Rebore, 2012). Every supervisor had open positions, and some with no viable candidate in sight. 

Open routes mean other staff in the office must drive; this may often be a secretary, mechanic, or 

the supervisor themselves. Angela, on staffing levels:  

I felt like my world was crumbling. Like are you kidding me? Like right now we were 

supposed to be ok. Yeah. And I’m like, no, is it something that I did? What can I do? You 

know, like, I’m falling apart here. And you know, even when I think about it just brings 

tears in my eyes because it was just like 10 steps forward. 20 steps backwards. 

Solving a staffing issue takes time, as the position to drive a school bus requires special 

licensing, training, and testing from the state level (Section 3327.10 - Ohio Revised Code | Ohio 

Laws, n.d.). Candidates are often not available immediately and take a long time to train from the 
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initial application. Adding to the already generally high workload of a supervisor, recruiting, 

training, and licensing becomes one more thing on an already full plate. Rebecca continued:  

It’s ambush time every morning. And it’s so funny because sometimes they just want to 

come and say, “hi yeah, good morning.” You know, they’re always concerned because 

they . . . physically see that I am tired. I’m always here. I’m always working. I’m always 

available. You know. They’ll even come in. “Hey, Rebecca, did you eat today?” 

Separation between work and the rest of life (Mihelič & Aleksić, 2017; Morganson et al., 

2014; Talukder, 2019) seems difficult in school transportation, with a constant need to be 

accessible, given that there are trips and buses on the road almost every day of the week 

including weekends, and ultimately, only one supervisor responsible, and no one to delegate to. 

The struggle to keep that separate from family dinner, for example, was a challenge for all.  

I go outside. I do what I got to do [work phone call], and I come back inside. So, it’s like 

my okay, I’m walking back in. And I’m Heather again. And I’m not anybody’s boss. I’m 

not school bus lady. I’m whatever. So, it’s been a conscious effort, like I have to 

physically separate myself. But it’s helped a lot. It’s helpful for my stress level a lot. 

Just being in charge can be stressful enough, and not something everyone is comfortable 

with. Heather continued: “I’m relationship driven. Big time. They call me ‘Boss’ and it makes 

me uncomfortable because I feel like we’re a team or you know we’re in this together.” 

Surprisingly, even supervisors who described higher levels of organizational support in 

general and seemed to do well in the other areas—engagement, wellbeing, and being satisfied 

with their work—reported high levels of struggle in their position. For example, the same 

supervisor who described being “thrown to the wolves” in a setting with no training, no 

mentoring, and no resources ultimately stated that “I believe that I made the right decision for 
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myself.” Another, Heather, describing the initial reception by her drivers and office staff as, 

“they wrote this horrible letter about me . . . how I have no experience in transportation just all 

this horrible, horrible stuff,” later cautioned that, “you’re not going to survive here if you don’t 

take a moment to breathe.” Each supervisor shared stories of coping with the high levels of 

stress, and how they overcame struggle in various areas of operations. Table 3 summarizes the 

findings for each theme, describes the theme briefly, and provides representative quotes from 

interviews that informed the overall analysis. See the expanded table in Appendix C for 

additional representative data examples and explanations. 

Summary 

This study explored the lived experiences of school bus transportation supervisors and the 

factors that contributed to a perception of organizational support. Through a qualitative lens, 

semi-formal interviews and place-based observations and environmental inventories, five themes 

were identified from a deductive process coding methodology that contributed to or shaped the 

supervisor’s feelings around organizational support in general. The themes of perceived 

organizational support, wellbeing, satisfaction, engagement, and struggle helped shape a new 

understanding of what the lives of those who are responsible for school transportation might be 

like, and how their lives were impacted, both positively and negatively, depending on levels of 

support from the school district itself.  
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Table 3 

Theme Descriptions, Research Question Mapping, and Representative Quotes 

 

 

Theme 

 

 

Description 

 

Research Question 

Mapping 

 

 

Representative Quotes 

 

Perceived 

Organizational 

Support (POS) 

Reflects the level of support 

provided by the organization, 

including access to 

resources, communication, 

recognition, professional 

growth, and work 

environment. 

 

1, 2, 3 “I need support! I can’t do this by 

myself.”  

“He makes it a point to call me once a 

week to ask me some weird random 

question.”  

“There’s a significant lack of mentoring 

and initial training when I started.” 

Wellbeing (WELL) Captures the overall health, 

emotional state, social 

connections, and 

work/school performance of 

individuals. 

1, 2, 3 “I mean I work on the weekends. 

Sometimes at eight nine o’clock at 

night.”  

“Every night before I go to bed, I have a 

45-minute time that is blocked off. It’s my 

time.”  

“It practically crushed my marriage 

partially because of the amount of stress 

I was under.” 

 

Satisfaction (SAT) Represents the fulfillment 

and contentment derived 

from work, influenced by job 

purpose, environment, 

compensation, work-life 

balance, and growth 

opportunities. 

1, 2, 3 “I have loved working for [the school 

district], and I love the community.” 

“This team was so awful... So that’s a 

huge improvement.” 

“I feel very undervalued. And I feel like 

my six years of college means nothing to 

them.” 

 

Engagement (ENG) Indicates the level of interest, 

motivation, focus, initiative, 

and emotional investment in 

work activities. 

1, 2, 3 “I need to feel more enabled to manage 

my staff.” 

“We’re the bottom of the totem pole... the 

most underappreciated, undervalued 

group at the school.” 

“It feels good to know that you’re putting 

safe people out there on the road.” 

 

Struggle (STRUG) Measures difficulties faced 

in task completion, workload 

management, skills, stress 

levels, and support received. 

1, 2, 3 “My workload is insane.” 

“It’s ambush time every morning.” 

“I felt like my world was crumbling.” 

“They physically see that I am tired. I’m 

always here. I’m always working. I’m 

always available.” 

“They call me ‘Boss,’ and it makes me 

uncomfortable.” 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study set out to examine the lived experience of school bus transportation 

supervisors, and investigated the organizational support structures available to them, and how 

those impacted their daily lives. Six supervisors were interviewed from school districts in a range 

of settings—from small school districts in rural settings, to large school districts in inner-city 

environments. All supervisors worked in public schools in the Midwest United States, and all of 

them reported through a central office hierarchy up to an assistant superintendent or 

director-level position, or to the superintendent themselves. The simplified research questions 

that ultimately drove the analysis became, after ongoing reflection and adjustment during the 

study: “How do supervisors describe their lived experiences?”; “What are the factors that 

contribute to supervisors’ perceptions of organizational support?”; and lastly “How do 

supervisors perceive the impact of organizational support on their job satisfaction, engagement, 

and overall wellbeing?” An additional category was identified organically during the study—the 

phenomenon of struggle, due to lack of support structures. 

Methodology and Research Design 

The choice to employ qualitative methods in this dissertation study was justified by the 

need to capture and understand the complex and subjective nature of the lived experiences 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019) of supervisors in their first years on the job. The research aimed to 

explore their perceptions of organizational support, from a central office team or from their 

direct supervisor, which involved multifaceted and context-dependent aspects that could not be 

adequately addressed through quantitative approaches alone. The study employed semi-formal 

interviews along with site-based observations and environmental inventories about the physical 
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setting in each district to analyze evidence of organizational support by the school district, and 

how that may impact their daily lives. The study aimed to develop a deeper understanding, in a 

narrative form, that could be more easily understood by those in a supporting (or responsible) 

role of the supervisor, could lead to suggestions for improvement and program development, and 

could better direct future research endeavors in this area as the literature is very limited. The 

researcher had a connection with the field of school operations and was able through those 

connections to shape the study in a manner proving beneficial to a more complete narrative, 

especially during the interview phase, adding to or modifying follow up questions throughout to 

probe for more information where needed, or provide contextual understanding in the field. 

Discussion of Findings and Conclusions 

While supervisors were able to identify areas of organizational support present in their 

environment, and from the hierarchy from within the school district itself, the study revealed 

obvious areas that need improvement, and gaps where supervisors were often left to fend for 

themselves, solve complex tasks independently and without formal training on how to do so, 

were unable to disconnect from work for an effective work-life balance, and had to regulate an 

immense amount of continued stress as a result from lack of support. The lack of support, and 

therefore, reduced capacity to perform confirms findings by previous research (Eisenberger et 

al., 2002; Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) and highlights the negative 

aspects of lack of support. While previous studies focused primarily on the positive aspect of 

organizational support, this study showed dramatic results from lack thereof further strengthened 

the need for a better understanding of those roles with school districts and systems that are under 

supported. While some supervisors described a positive relationship (Blau, 2017) within their 
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own hierarchy, most described working relationships severely lacking in personal connection and 

direct support. 

All supervisors described working long hours during the week, often beginning around 4 

AM, and not leaving work until 5 PM in the afternoon, and working on the weekends as well, 

along with being the single person responsible for all transportation-related issues and events for 

the school district. No one described having a secondary person responsible with whom to share 

the workload in case of emergencies after hours. Even more interesting were the descriptions of 

their own staff’s ability to come to work on a regular basis, and while not a major focus of this 

study, it is worth exploring the result of absenteeism among bus drivers as an indicator of the 

supervisor’s ability to perform in the role. Both Eisenberger et al. (1986) and Gouldner (1960) 

examined the relationship between worker and organization, and the reciprocity of worker 

exchange in light of being supported or perceiving a high degree of support from those above in 

the hierarchy. If the supervisor is not supported, it is likely this perception transfers to the worker 

as well, and manifests in lower attendance rates among bus drivers and others connected with an 

organization where support is suboptimal. 

While a majority of the supervisors in this study described high levels of engagement, all 

struggled to meet their own needs, the needs of the department, and the needs of the district at 

some point. This is in line with what Shanock et al. (2019) found in their study on treating 

employees well, leading to supervisors often performing tasks and roles well outside of their skill 

and ability, leading to high levels of struggle to perform at all. Instead of specializing in a small 

number of tasks, supervisors often took on more workload, out of feelings of duty and sense or 

relationship they felt with the organization, but in so doing, lacked the resources to actually 

deliver. 
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Many described their dedication to the students and community as a driving force for 

what kept them in the same role and prevented them from leaving the profession altogether. The 

data from this study suggested a correlation between the levels of engagement and the 

supervisor’s description of wellbeing, in that one carried the other, and is well supported by 

others in the field (Cropanzano et al., 2003; Wright & Cropanzano, 2000). Their high levels of 

engagement with the work helped manage their satisfaction, leading to a cycle of work that was 

manageable, but difficult, and full of stress. Often left without formal training on how to perform 

the job of supervisor, and with various backgrounds to prepare for the role, most supervisors 

independently sought out support structures where available, often through personal connections, 

or those offered through professional groups or networks. Studies have shown that support from 

peers, and coworker support, plays a crucial role in buffering the negative effects of stressors on 

employees’ wellbeing (Parasuraman et al., 1992). Seeking help when needed, and not provided 

by the organization itself, is a sign that structures of support are missing. This study suggested 

what is already known—the positive connection between organizational support and the 

supervisor’s ability to perform holds true (Shore & Tetrick, 1991, 1994). And if there is no 

support, workers seek assistance where they can find it.  

The participants in the study who seemed to struggle the most were often on the brink of 

leaving the profession in the next year, and shared thoughts and plans with the researcher in 

planning their exit. This study seemed to suggest that without support from above, some 

supervisors seriously considered their position in the reciprocal exchange (Bierstedt & Blau, 

1965) between employer and employee, and found that balance not in their favor. While many 

described working long hours, and leaving personal lives behind in sacrifice for performance at 

work, supervisors in this study confirmed feeling left out, lacking trust from their own 
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supervisors at central office level, and seriously considered leaving (Ramlall, 2004; Rousseau, 

1989). 

In follow up conversations with the subject pool six months after the original interviews, 

two of the six had concrete plans to find another position outside of school transportation, and 

several mentioned colleagues in the industry having departed recently. As a profession, the 

school bus transportation supervisor is not well understood, and even less supported in a formal 

structure by the organization, or local school district, itself. A failure of leadership within schools 

(Leithwood et al., 1992; Leithwood et al., 2008), ignoring the teams that are crucial to the overall 

performance of a school district likely impact the ability to perform successfully in the 

classrooms as well. This study suggests there is more to be done, and plenty to learn from those 

in supporting roles to the school instructional environment. 

Half of those interviewed stated their supervisor had no idea what their job entailed on a 

daily basis, nor could they, or anyone else within the district, perform any function within the 

department. And while distributed leadership models (Spillane et al., 2004; Willink, 2020) seem 

to work for student achievement and typical organizations, less is known about its impact on 

school support structures and functions, where such distribution ignores effective oversight, 

ability to support, and no knowledge about what they do. Standardized documentation of the role 

and its function were often non-existent, poorly defined, or not well documented. The data in this 

study is clear: school transportation supervisors need more support from their respective 

organization, and the organization needs to better shape policy and practice to optimize this area 

of school operations. 
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Recommendations 

Several recommendations came to light because of this study. First and foremost, more 

quality research is needed in this area of school operations. While the academic side of school is 

well investigated—it is easy to find hundreds of studies on student achievement, leadership 

development, and teacher optimization—the operational side is severely lacking (Di Pietro, 

2023; Gningue et al., 2022; Lomos et al., 2011; Schott et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2020; Wu & 

Shen, 2022). Those areas responsible for transporting and feeding students, maintaining school 

facilities, and more recently, keeping students and staff physically safe in the face of potential 

violent threats, are all areas requiring more work and investigation. Understanding the lived 

experiences of those who provide essential services to schools, and who often keep the schools 

running behind the scenes, is vital to improved operations. Three specific recommendations grew 

out of interview data and conversation with the supervisors that were part of this study. All, to 

some degree, recommended a formal training pathway for new supervisors, a mentoring 

program, and continued, effective, training for those in the supervisor role. 

Formal Training Pathway 

Most of the supervisors expressed frustration over the lack of formal training for the 

position as they had, as is usual practice in this area, been hired to lead a department with no 

preparation given by the school district or any other entity.  

They don’t walk you through it. Like if you get a new position anywhere else, like a bus 

driver, you go through this extensive training; you know, as the supervisors, just like, 

here’s your keys, here’s your laptop. I didn’t know and so I just, I asked questions, and I 

tried to make it the best way I can, you know. 
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The lack of a formal preparation program as a pre-requisite for running a large 

department within a school district stands in sheer contrast with how school principals are 

prepared, for example—a role that often requires an advanced college degree (Masters), the 

passage of content and skills inventories and assessments, and licensing by the state to function 

in that role: effectively, a building, instruction, and personnel supervisor. Some supervisors 

disagreed with the need for a formal program, but felt a disconnect with other school topics and 

the culture of school, having not attended any kind of onboarding within the district itself.  

It’s more about the experience you have, and just doing a good job at what you’re hired 

to do. Yeah. So now, I don’t, I don’t necessarily believe you need to have a degree to do 

this job. But I think it would be helpful if I had some training and education. 

One supervisor compared transporting children to her journey in an adjacent field at a major 

shipping provider, where that company focused heavily on safety, procedure, and efficiency. 

“Safety Training was huge there. And I am shocked and appalled at the lack of safety training 

here in this district.” Creating a formal pathway to becoming a school bus transportation 

supervisor may reduce the initial lack of experience from those in the role, and provide for some 

standardization in preparation, especially around topics of compliance, student management, and 

other topics of school and the public educational system and its culture. 

Mentoring Program 

Continued, on-the-job mentoring and support for the supervisor seemed helpful to all 

those interviewed, if they had it available. While not a formal program, most mentorships 

seemed to grow out of either personal connections the supervisor already had with others or that 

they sought out themselves as a measure to fill gaps where needed.  
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I feel like I have a great support network with the other supervisors. So, John was a huge 

mentor to me when I went to Wrightstown. He was the one that was there for 30 years, he 

stepped down and became a custodian. 

Regardless of format, mentorship seemed appreciated and effective, and would likely be 

beneficial to all supervisors in the operational fields of school, just like with new building 

principals. With the complexity of the role of supervisor, with a wide area of responsibility that 

is often poorly documented, having someone to share the initial burden with would be an 

effective way to improve the organizational support for those supervisors. “Okay, let’s talk about 

what a driver evaluation is. Let’s talk about how to ask for money to buy a part for the bus. 

Here’s how you order fuel, you know.” One supervisor, Samantha, had experienced a 

particularly effective mentorship in another industry, and shared the many benefits of that 

firsthand.  

I had some really great ones who had, specifically out in Vegas, or LA, where he had 

trained with Disney, and that they teach you such a great management style. Like, he was 

very relaxed. He understood that we all had lives. He cared about us as people. And it 

was the first time I had had a boss that cared about me. So, I learned a lot from him. 

A mentor that is removed from the hierarchy seems especially helpful and is an area open for 

more investigation and development opportunities. While there are a small number of state level 

entities that work to support school transportation, none provide complete training or mentorship, 

nor do they offer in-person coaching. 

Continued Education for School Professionals 

Increasing the transparency around school transportation for those who lead it, and those 

who support those leaders, is a final recommendation of a place where there is good opportunity 
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for change. All supervisors shared frustration about their hierarchy not knowing what the job was 

all about, what it takes, and how to do it. Many were the single person in the whole school 

district able to perform several functions of the job, and those functions were almost never 

documented. Sharing the ownership by increasing the awareness of a highly complex department 

would allow for increased support and would help supervisors to function better.  

I don’t think that they know that I’m regularly talking to parents and mitigating lots of 

things that happen on buses. They don’t know that I’m riding on buses and supporting 

drivers. There’s lots of things that I think that they think I don’t do, but I think it’s just 

ignorance. I don’t think they know that I’m up at night solving how to figure out the high 

school lineup for next school year already. Because that’s what I’m doing. 

Awareness can be increased by continued education into what the roles in school transportation 

do, how they function, and how to best support them, and this could take the shape of targeted 

campaigns to central office personnel, or through a formal education program around the 

classified aspects of a school district that those roles (e.g., Superintendent) engage with before 

taking office. Having a deeper understanding of how a non-academic role functions, and how to 

best support that department or supervisor, would go a long way in the overall improvement 

cycle for a school district.  

The Need for More Research 

Obviously, this area of school operations is ripe for more research and investigation. 

Almost all research focused on academic interventions, leadership, and building principal 

development, and how to best drive test scores, performance, and overall achievement. Only 

non-school sources addressed organizational support (Eisenberger et al., 2002; Kurtessis et al., 

2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), and even there, focused heavily on business settings, with 



 

 

105 

goals of worker satisfaction and increased output through support mechanisms. Public school, 

with no such output variable, needs more examination, as it often serves as a community’s 

largest employer in midwestern towns, but without a dedicated human resources department or 

formal training in how to best support its employees. However, access to this population—

operational supervisors inside a district—is scarce. Access often requires an inside connection, 

and one that is likely hard to come by, since most districts are shy about sharing internal 

procedures with others for fear of highlighting areas of need that are not in the budget to address. 

Perhaps, leaning on third party organizations for this access would be one avenue of success, 

aggregating the data, and removing the need to open up Pandora’s box in terms of all the things 

we know nothing about on the operational side of a public school district. Especially, how its 

people work, need to be supported, and what they actually do. 

Summary 

This study examined the lived experiences of school bus transportation supervisors and 

investigated the organizational support structures available to them, as well as the impact of 

those structures on their daily lives. Six supervisors from public school districts in a Midwestern 

state participated in interviews, representing a diverse range of district settings, from small rural 

districts to large urban environments. Each supervisor reported through a central office 

hierarchy, typically to an assistant superintendent, director-level position, or directly to the 

superintendent. The study was guided by three primary research questions: how supervisors 

describe their lived experiences, what factors influence their perceptions of organizational 

support, and how they perceive the impact of organizational support on their job satisfaction, 

engagement, and overall wellbeing. An additional theme emerged organically during the 
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research process, highlighting the phenomenon of struggle due to the absence of adequate 

support structures. 

A qualitative research design was employed to capture the complexity and subjectivity of 

supervisors’ experiences. Given the multifaceted nature of organizational support, the study 

utilized semi-structured interviews and site-based observations and environmental inventories to 

analyze the presence and effectiveness of district-level support. The findings contribute to a 

broader understanding of the challenges faced by transportation supervisors, particularly in the 

absence of formalized training and clear institutional backing. The study aimed to provide 

insights that could inform district leaders, policymakers, and researchers seeking to improve 

support systems for operational personnel in public schools. 

The findings revealed widespread frustration among supervisors regarding insufficient 

organizational support. While participants identified some areas of support within their school 

districts, significant gaps remained, leaving many supervisors to navigate complex challenges 

independently, often without adequate training. The lack of a structured support system resulted 

in excessive workloads, long hours, and an inability to disconnect from job-related stress. 

Supervisors reported working extensive shifts, frequently beginning their workdays at 4:00 AM 

and continuing into the evening, with additional responsibilities extending into weekends. 

Moreover, they were often the sole individuals responsible for transportation-related issues 

within their districts, with no designated backup personnel to assist in managing after-hours 

emergencies. The study highlighted the consequences of this lack of support, as supervisors 

frequently experienced high levels of stress, difficulty maintaining work-life balance, and, in 

some cases, contemplation of leaving the profession altogether. Follow-up conversations 

conducted six months after the initial interviews revealed that two of the six participants had 
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concrete plans to transition to careers outside of school transportation, while others reported that 

colleagues within their professional networks had recently exited the field. 

Despite these challenges, many supervisors remained highly engaged in their work, 

primarily due to their dedication to students and their local communities. However, the study 

revealed a clear correlation between engagement and wellbeing, suggesting that while a strong 

sense of purpose helped sustain their motivation, it did not eliminate the ongoing pressures 

associated with their roles. Supervisors who struggled the most with organizational challenges 

were also those most likely to consider leaving the profession. One of the most striking findings 

was that half of the supervisors reported that their immediate supervisors and district leadership 

lacked a fundamental understanding of their role, responsibilities, and the operational demands 

of school transportation. This lack of awareness contributed to a disconnect between supervisors 

and central office personnel, further exacerbating the absence of meaningful support structures. 

Additionally, documentation of transportation supervisors’ roles and responsibilities was often 

inconsistent, poorly defined, or entirely absent. These findings indicate a pressing need for 

districts to implement more structured and proactive approaches to supporting supervisors in 

transportation leadership roles. 

Based on these findings, the study identified three key areas for improvement: the 

development of a formal training pathway, the establishment of a mentorship program, and the 

expansion of continued education initiatives for school leaders regarding transportation 

operations. Many supervisors expressed frustration over the absence of formal training prior to 

assuming their roles. Unlike school principals, who typically undergo advanced coursework, 

certification, and structured onboarding processes, transportation supervisors often entered their 

positions with little to no preparatory training. While some participants opposed requiring formal 



 

 

108 

degrees for the role, they acknowledged the value of structured onboarding, particularly in areas 

such as compliance, student management, and safety protocols. Several supervisors emphasized 

the stark contrast between the extensive safety training required in other transportation industries 

and the relative lack of training provided within school districts. Similarly, mentorship was 

identified as an effective but informal source of support. While supervisors who had access to 

peer mentorship found it beneficial, these relationships were typically self-initiated rather than 

structured by the district. The study suggests that a formalized mentorship program, modeled 

after similar programs for school principals, could significantly enhance supervisors’ ability to 

navigate their roles more effectively. Lastly, supervisors expressed frustration with their district 

leadership’s limited understanding of school transportation operations, leading to ineffective 

decision-making and a lack of meaningful institutional support. Increasing leadership awareness 

through structured professional development, improved role documentation, and stronger 

communication channels between transportation supervisors and district administrators could 

improve overall support systems and operational efficiency. 

This study underscores the urgent need for more research in the field of school 

operations. While substantial academic attention has been devoted to areas such as student 

achievement, leadership development, and instructional best practices, relatively little research 

has examined the operational functions that sustain public schools. School transportation, as a 

critical yet often overlooked component of educational infrastructure, warrants further 

investigation to develop evidence-based policies that support its workforce. Existing literature on 

organizational support is predominantly rooted in business settings, with limited application to 

public education, where operational staff frequently function without dedicated human resource 

departments or formalized training. One of the primary challenges in advancing research in this 
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field is access to operational supervisors, as districts are often hesitant to share internal processes 

due to concerns about exposing deficiencies that may not be financially feasible to address. 

Future studies could explore strategies for collaborating with third-party organizations to 

facilitate research access while maintaining district confidentiality. Ultimately, the findings of 

this study highlight the need for school districts to reassess and strengthen their support 

structures for transportation supervisors, recognizing their critical role in ensuring the safety and 

efficiency of school operations. 
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Appendix A 

Volunteer Recruitment Letter 

 

Andreas Johansson 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Kent State University 

e.andreas.johansson@gmail.com 

(330) 328-1181 

 

DATE 

 

Re: Invitation to Participate in a Qualitative Study on Organizational Leadership 

 

Dear [Potential Volunteer’s Name], 

 

I hope this letter finds you well. My name is Andreas Johansson, and I am PhD student at Kent 

State University, in Kent, OH. I am reaching out to invite you to participate in an exciting and 

meaningful qualitative study focusing on organizational leadership, especially in the realm of the 

support that employees receive from their current organizations in support of my dissertation. 

 

Study Overview 

 

The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the nature, quality, and 

effectiveness of the support structures that organizations have in place for their employees, 

supervisors, and school leaders. As a leader and member of one of those educational 

organizations, your firsthand experiences, insights, and perceptions are invaluable to this 

research. 

 

What Participation Involves 

 

Should you decide to volunteer: 

 

- You will be engaged in an interview, which will last approximately [time duration, 

e.g., “60 minutes”]. 

- The interview will consist of open-ended questions regarding your experience with 

and perspectives on the support provided by your current organization. 

- Your responses will be kept strictly confidential, and any personal identifiers will be 

anonymized in the final report. 

 

Benefits of Participating 

 

mailto:e.andreas.johansson@gmail.com


 

 

113 

- An opportunity to reflect on your experiences and potentially gain insights into your 

professional journey. 

- Contribute to a body of knowledge that could lead to enhanced leadership practices 

and support structures in organizations. 

- A summary of the study’s findings will be made available to all participants, allowing 

you to understand the broader context and trends related to organizational support. 

 

Your Rights as a Volunteer 

 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at any point 

without any repercussions. Your privacy and confidentiality will be upheld with the utmost 

importance, and all data collected will be used strictly for research purposes. 

 

If this opportunity resonates with you and you’d like to make a difference in the world of 

organizational research, or if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me via 

email at e.andreas.johansson@gmail.com or phone at 330-328-1181. 

 

Thank you for considering this invitation. Your unique perspective and experiences can 

significantly contribute to our understanding and the betterment of organizational leadership 

practices globally. I hope to have the privilege of engaging with you on this journey. 

 

Warm regards, 

 

 
Andreas Johansson 
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Appendix B 

Semi Formal Interview Script 

Introduction Script 

 

“Good [morning/afternoon/evening], [Interviewee’s Name]. Thank you for participating in this 

qualitative interview. My name is Andreas Johansson, and I am a Ph.D. candidate and researcher 

conducting a dissertation study on organizational support structures. Before we begin, I’d like to 

provide you with some information about the interview process and obtain your consent to 

participate. 

 

Firstly, I assure you that all the information you provide will be kept strictly confidential and 

used solely for academic research purposes. Your identity will be protected, and any personal 

information shared will be anonymized in the final report. 

 

The purpose of this interview is to explore your experiences and perspectives regarding [topic or 

research area]. The insights you provide will contribute to a deeper understanding of the subject 

and help shape the findings of my dissertation. 

 

During the interview, I will be asking you a series of open-ended questions. These questions are 

designed to encourage thoughtful and detailed responses, allowing you to freely express your 

thoughts and experiences. There are no right or wrong answers, and I encourage you to be as 

honest and open as possible. 

 

Please note that your participation is entirely voluntary. If, at any point during the interview, you 

feel uncomfortable or wish to discontinue, you are free to do so without any negative 

consequences. Additionally, if you have any questions or concerns during the interview, feel free 

to let me know, and I will address them to the best of my ability. 

 

Lastly, it is important to mention that while I am here to listen and learn from your experiences, I 

will not be providing any advice or counseling during the interview. If you require any support 

or assistance related to the topics discussed, I encourage you to seek help from appropriate 

professional resources. 

 

Before we proceed, I would kindly request your consent to participate in this interview and to 

record our conversation for accurate transcription purposes. Please let me know if you have any 

questions or if there is anything you would like to discuss before we begin. 

 

[Wait for the Interviewee’s response and address any concerns or questions they may have.] 

 

If everything is clear and you are comfortable to proceed, we can begin with the interview. 

Please provide your consent, and we can move forward. Thank you once again for your 

willingness to participate, and I genuinely appreciate your time and insights.” 
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[Obtain the Interviewee’s verbal consent before proceeding.] 

Semiformal Interview Questions, Version A (16 questions) 

1) How does the organization appreciate and recognize the value you bring to its overall 

wellbeing? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any specific examples or instances where the 

organization has acknowledged your contributions? 

2) Would the organization consider hiring someone else to replace you at a lower salary 

if the opportunity arose? 

a. Follow-up: How would you feel if the organization decided to replace you with 

someone who would accept a lower salary? 

3) In what ways do you believe the organization fails to appreciate the extra effort you 

put into your work? 

a. Follow-up: Can you share any specific examples or situations where you felt your 

extra effort went unnoticed or unappreciated? 

4) To what extent does the organization take your personal goals and values into 

consideration when making decisions? 

a. Follow-up: Have there been any instances where the organization aligned its 

decisions with your goals and values? Can you provide any examples? 

5) How likely do you think it is that the organization would dismiss or ignore any 

complaint you raise? 

a. Follow-up: Can you recall any specific incidents where you raised a complaint 

and felt it was ignored by the organization? 

6) Can you describe the kind of help or support that the organization offers when you 

encounter a problem? 

a. Follow-up: How effective do you find the assistance provided by the organization 

in resolving your problems? 

7) How much does the organization genuinely care about your wellbeing? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any examples that demonstrate the organization’s 

genuine concern for your wellbeing? 

8) To what extent is the organization willing to go above and beyond to support you in 

performing your job to the best of your ability? 

a. Follow-up: Can you share any instances where the organization has gone the extra 

mile to support you in your job? 

9) Do you believe the organization would fail to notice your exceptional performance, 

even if you did your best job possible? Why or why not? 

a. Follow-up: How would you feel if your efforts were consistently overlooked or 

unrecognized by the organization? 

10) How willing is the organization to assist you when you require a special favor? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any examples of when the organization has been 

helpful and accommodating when you needed a special favor? 

11) How much importance does the organization place on your overall satisfaction at 

work? 

a. Follow-up: Are there any specific initiatives or measures taken by the 

organization to enhance your satisfaction at work? 

12) If given the opportunity, do you think the organization would take advantage of you? 
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a. Follow-up: What factors contribute to your perception that the organization might 

take advantage of you? 

13) In what ways does the organization demonstrate a lack of concern for you? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide specific examples or instances where you felt the 

organization showed a lack of concern for your wellbeing or needs? 

14) How much value does the organization place on your opinions and ideas? 

a. Follow-up: Have you had any experiences where your opinions or ideas were 

actively sought or considered by the organization? 

15) How does the organization show its pride in your accomplishments at work? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any examples of how the organization has 

recognized and celebrated your achievements? 

16) What efforts does the organization make to ensure that your job is as interesting as 

possible? 

a. Follow-up: Have you noticed any initiatives or actions taken by the organization 

to enhance the interest and engagement level of your job? 

 

 

Semiformal Interview Questions, Version B (8 questions) 

1. How does the organization appreciate and recognize the value you bring to its 

overall wellbeing? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any specific examples or instances where the 

organization has acknowledged your contributions? 

2. Would the organization consider hiring someone else to replace you at a lower 

salary if the opportunity arose? 

a. Follow-up: How would you feel if the organization decided to replace you 

with someone who would accept a lower salary? 

3. In what ways do you believe the organization fails to appreciate the extra effort 

you put into your work? 

a. Follow-up: Can you share any specific examples or situations where you felt 

your extra effort went unnoticed or unappreciated? 

4. To what extent does the organization take your personal goals and values into 

consideration when making decisions? 

a. Follow-up: Have there been any instances where the organization aligned its 

decisions with your goals and values? Can you provide any examples? 

5. How likely do you think it is that the organization would dismiss or ignore any 

complaint you raise? 

a. Follow-up: Can you recall any specific incidents where you raised a 

complaint and felt it was ignored by the organization? 

6. Can you describe the kind of help or support that the organization offers when 

you encounter a problem? 

a. Follow-up: How effective do you find the assistance provided by the 

organization in resolving your problems? 

7. How much does the organization genuinely care about your wellbeing? 

a. Follow-up: Can you provide any examples that demonstrate the organization’s 

genuine concern for your wellbeing? 



 

 

118 

8. To what extent is the organization willing to go above and beyond to support you 

in performing your job to the best of your ability? 

a. Follow-up: Can you share any instances where the organization has gone the 

extra mile to support you in your job? 

 

End of Interview Script 

 

“Before we conclude, I’d like to take a moment to express my sincere gratitude to you. Thank 

you for taking the time out of your busy schedule to participate in this research interview. Your 

insights and experiences are invaluable to our study, and your willingness to share them with us 

is greatly appreciated. I understand that discussing certain topics can require a great deal of 

reflection, and I want to acknowledge and thank you for your openness and candor during our 

conversation today. 

 

The information you’ve provided will contribute significantly to our understanding of 

organization support inside an educational institution like yours, and it’s individuals like you that 

make this research both possible and meaningful. 

If there are any follow-up questions or if we need further clarifications, I may reach out to you, 

but please know that your responses will always be treated with the utmost confidentiality. Once 

the study is complete, I will be more than happy to share our findings with you if you’re 

interested. 

 

Again, thank you for your time and contribution. If you have any questions or concerns, or if 

there’s anything else you’d like to share, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me. Have a 

wonderful day!” 
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Appendix C 

Expanded Thematic Analysis 

Theme Descriptions, Research Question Mapping, and Representative Quotes, Physical Settings, and Document Analysis Examples 

 

 

 

Theme 

 

 

 

Description 

 

Research 

Question 

Mapping 

 

 

 

Representative Quotes 

 

 

 

Physical Setting Examples 

 

 

Document Analysis 

Examples 

 

Perceived 

Organizational 

Support (POS) 

Reflects the level of 

support provided by the 

organization, including 

access to resources, 

communication, 

recognition, professional 

growth, and work 

environment. 

 

1, 2, 3 “I need support! I can’t do this 

by myself.”  

“He makes it a point to call me 

once a week to ask me some 

weird random question.”  

“There’s a significant lack of 

mentoring and initial training 

when I started.” 

Data here included the 

overall work setting, and 

often lack of physical spaces 

that were designed for the 

task at hand, office spaces, 

etc. 

Data included messaging 

of support, process and 

procedure documents, or 

formal structures 

indicating support from 

central office. Often, the 

data was lacking. 

Wellbeing 

(WELL) 

Captures the overall health, 

emotional state, social 

connections, and 

work/school performance 

of individuals. 

1, 2, 3 “I mean I work on the 

weekends. Sometimes at eight 

nine o’clock at night.”  

“Every night before I go to 

bed, I have a 45-minute time 

that is blocked off. It’s my 

time.”  

“It practically crushed my 

marriage partially because of 

the amount of stress I was 

under.” 

 

Many workspaces lacked 

the common office facilities, 

or comfort items like a 

break room that was 

properly stocked, coffee 

station, etc. often found in 

similar environments. 

 

Satisfaction 

(SAT) 

Represents the fulfillment 

and contentment derived 

from work, influenced by 

job purpose, environment, 

compensation, work-life 

1, 2, 3 “I have loved working for [the 

school district], and I love the 

community.” 

“This team was so awful... So 

that’s a huge improvement.” 

Data in this area was harder 

to find in the physical 

environment, and likely 

included items not collected, 
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balance, and growth 

opportunities. 

“I feel very undervalued. And I 

feel like my six years of college 

means nothing to them.” 

 

like “get well cards” to staff, 

or similar items. 

Engagement 

(ENG) 

Indicates the level of 

interest, motivation, focus, 

initiative, and emotional 

investment in work 

activities. 

1, 2, 3 “I need to feel more enabled to 

manage my staff.” 

“We’re the bottom of the totem 

pole... the most 

underappreciated, 

undervalued group at the 

school.” 

“It feels good to know that 

you’re putting safe people out 

there on the road.” 

 

Evidence of engagement 

often took the form of 

motivational posters, or 

communication to staff, or 

from the district level. 

Data included messaging 

to the bus driving team, 

if any, from the 

supervisor, indicating a 

level of engagement. 

Often in the form of 

posters, messaging on 

walls, etc. 

Struggle 

(STRUG) 

Measures difficulties faced 

in task completion, 

workload management, 

skills, stress levels, and 

support received. 

1, 2, 3 “My workload is insane.” 

“It’s ambush time every 

morning.” 

“I felt like my world was 

crumbling.” 

“They physically see that I am 

tired. I’m always here. I’m 

always working. I’m always 

available.” 

“They call me ‘Boss,’ and it 

makes me uncomfortable.” 

Physical settings were often 

disorganized and not 

designed or shaped around 

the work task. Desks and 

office areas were crowded, 

overloaded with papers, 

binders, and other material 

with nowhere else to go. 

Office spaces were often 

mired in binders, old 

documents, and various 

materials that indicated a 

lack of overall structure, 

leading to a high level of 

struggle among 

supervisors. Often, there 

was a real lack of formal 

organizational support in 

terms of operational 

documentation, 

handbooks, etc. 
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