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Are transportation supervisors treated as 
strategic leaders in your district, or only 
noticed when something goes wrong? 

What Central Office Leaders Need 
to Know


School transportation supervisors are responsible for one 
of the most complex and high-risk operational systems in 
public education. Every school day, they ensure students 
arrive safely and on time, manage staffing shortages, 
maintain regulatory compliance, respond to emergencies, 
and navigate constant public scrutiny. 
Despite the importance of their role, transportation 
supervisors often work in isolation, with limited voice in 
district decision-making and minimal formal support.
This article summarizes findings from a recent 
qualitative research study examining the lived 
experiences of transportation supervisors in Ohio public 
school districts and offers practical recommendations for 
district leaders seeking to better support this critical role.

The Problem: Essential Work, 
Limited Support 

While instructional leadership has been widely studied 
and supported through formal training pathways, 
mentorship programs, and professional networks, 
leadership in non-instructional areas such as 
transportation has received far less attention. 
Transportation supervisors are frequently promoted from 
within the department with little preparation for 
leadership responsibilities and few organizational 
structures to support the transition.
Participants in this study consistently described feeling 
overlooked, excluded from leadership conversations, and 
unsupported by central office administrators who lacked 
a full understanding of transportation operations.

“They don’t tend to include us a lot. We’re 
the forgotten department. And we’re so 
needed, because without us, half of our 
students wouldn’t get to school.” 
This disconnect often leaves supervisors carrying 
significant responsibility without corresponding 
authority, resources, or recognition.

Research Design and Scope 

The study employed a qualitative, phenomenological 
research design focused on understanding the lived 
experiences of transportation supervisors. Six 
transportation supervisors from public school districts 
across Ohio counties participated in in-depth, semi-
structured interviews.
All participants were serving in supervisory roles at the 
time of the study, with titles including supervisor, 
coordinator, or director. Interviews explored perceptions 
of organizational support, leadership relationships, job 
satisfaction, engagement, and wellbeing. Data were 
analyzed using thematic coding to identify common 
patterns across participants’ experiences.

Key Findings 

Four dominant themes emerged from the study.

1. Professional Isolation Is the Norm 
Transportation supervisors frequently described their 
work as isolating. Unlike instructional leaders, they 
lacked peer networks, structured collaboration, or 
mentorship opportunities. Many worked long hours with 
little backup support, often as the sole administrator 
responsible for transportation operations.

“I felt like I got thrown to the wolves. I had 
zero training. I had zero mentoring. I had 
my own wits and stubborn determination, 
and that was it.” 
Isolation was not just physical, but organizational. 
Supervisors reported limited access to district leadership 
and few opportunities to engage in broader planning or 
strategic discussions.

2. Limited Voice in Decision-Making 
Participants consistently reported that decisions affecting 
transportation were often made without their input. This 
included bell schedules, boundary changes, staffing 
decisions, and budget priorities. Supervisors felt they 
were consulted primarily when problems arose, rather 
than as partners in proactive planning.



“You’re expected to fix everything, but 
you’re rarely invited into the conversation 
before decisions are made.” 
This lack of voice contributed to frustration and 
reinforced perceptions that transportation was viewed as 
a service function rather than a leadership role.

3. Leadership Trust Shapes the 
Experience 
Perceptions of trust from district leadership played a 
critical role in supervisors’ job satisfaction and 
engagement. Supervisors who felt trusted, respected, and 
included reported greater commitment to their districts, 
even under difficult conditions. Conversely, those who 
experienced micromanagement or disengagement 
reported higher stress and disengagement.
Simple leadership behaviors, such as regular check-ins, 
follow-up communication, and visible support during 
crises, had an outsized impact on morale and perceived 
organizational support.

4. Burnout Is a Constant Risk 
All participants described chronic stress related to 
staffing shortages, compliance demands, and crisis 
management. Long hours and limited work-life balance 
were normalized within the role. Two of the six 
supervisors indicated plans to leave the profession within 
six months, citing exhaustion and lack of support as 
primary factors.

“It was a nightmare. I went home and cried. 
I questioned why I even moved from my 
last district.” 
Burnout was not framed as a personal failing, but as a 
systemic outcome of unsupported leadership.

Practical Recommendations for 
Central Office Leaders 

The findings point to clear, actionable steps districts can 
take to better support transportation supervisors.
Intentionally Include Transportation Leadership 
Transportation supervisors should be included in cabinet-
level discussions related to scheduling, safety, 
emergency planning, and staffing. Inclusion signals trust 
and improves operational outcomes.
Establish Formal Training and Mentorship 
Districts should create structured onboarding, leadership 
development, and mentorship pathways for 
transportation supervisors, particularly those promoted 
internally.

Improve Leadership Understanding of Transportation 
Operations 
Superintendents and HR leaders benefit from learning 
the basics of transportation operations to make informed 
decisions and provide meaningful support.
Normalize Support and Check-Ins 
Regular, non-crisis communication builds trust and 
reduces isolation. Support should be proactive, not 
reactive.

Why This Matters 

Transportation supervisors are foundational to school 
operations. When they feel unsupported, the entire 
system is strained. 
When they feel trusted, included, and valued, districts 
benefit from stronger leadership, improved retention, and 
safer, more reliable transportation systems.

Supporting transportation supervisors is 
not simply an operational concern. It is a 

leadership responsibility. 
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