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Abstract 

 

District Central Office Administrators With A Cause -- Enhancing the Motivation to Collaborate 

Among and Between District Central Office Administrators to Better Serve Schools   

 

by 

Micaela Ochoa  

Doctor of Education 

University of California, Berkeley 

Professor Bruce Fuller, Chair 

 

A new wave of research suggests that strong, coordinated support among offices with central 

school districts can help to advance deeper learning for all students.  However, central offices have 

traditionally served mainly as administrative or fiscal pass-throughs for federal and state 

initiatives, managing certain local operations such as facilities, budgets and accounting, 

purchasing, and personnel. This often fractures work into bureaucratic silos, focuses staff on  

compliance activities rather than collaborative efforts targeted on gains in teaching and learning.  

I observed this lack of central office collaboration in a few school districts in Northern California.   

 

My particular study focuses on a K-12 district in Northern California with central office 

departments operating in the traditional silos and limited coordination or planning among 

departments.  The study seeks to alter the work at the central office by breaking down the silos and 

addressing the lack of strategic partnerships and collaboration among Business Services, 

Educational Services, and Human Resources.  The study focuses on shifting work routines and 

communication structures, redesigning the work roles, providing more opportunities for central 

office administrators to proactively interact with each other, and increasing the teamwork and 

partnerships among staff in the three departments. While the study resulted in uneven effects on 

these relationships, the intervention did help to improve communication among central office 

departments and better coordinate central office support of local schools.  
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CHAPTER 1:  PROBLEM OF PRACTICE AND KNOWLEDGE BASE 

Introduction:  The Big Picture 

 

School district offices were originally established and have historically operated to carry 

out largely regulatory and basic business functions –not to support teaching and learning 

improvement or principals’ instructional leadership (Honig, 2012).  In fact, school district offices 

operate in ways that diverge from efforts that aim to improve teaching and learning inside 

schools (Honig, Copeland, Rainey, Lorton, & Newton, 2010).  Since the mid 1960’s, district 

offices traditionally have served mainly as fiscal or administrative pass-throughs for federal and 

state initiatives managing certain local operations, such as school buses, facilities, purchasing, 

and the processing of schoolteachers and administrators (Honig, 2008).  Until recently, federal 

and state policies have barely recognized school district offices as a main agent of change (Honig 

et al., 2010).  To a limited extent, they have concentrated their focus on curriculum adoption and 

development activities but not on collaborating to support schools in helping all students realize 

ambitious learning goals (Honig, 2013).  This focus on regulatory compliance and inattention to 

examining what people in central offices do to support teaching and learning improvement, 

despite its obvious importance, stems from several historical and contemporary developments in 

practice and in research (Honig et al., 2010).  

 

Although traditionally district offices (DO) have not been understood to have an impact 

on teaching and learning, their purpose, needs, and functions have evolved.  A new wave of 

research suggests that strong, coordinated support from school districts’ central offices is vital to 

realize deeper learning for all students (Honig & Rainey, 2015).  Their business and compliance 

functions play important roles in creating environments in which teaching and learning can 

thrive.  For example, if Fiscal Services does not set-up adequate school budgets, Curriculum and 

Instruction cannot order sufficient student textbooks, Purchasing cannot procure adequate 

student desks and/or chairs, Maintenance cannot purchase and install functioning student toilets, 

and/or Human Resources cannot thoroughly screen teaching candidates’ credentials, then schools 

become ill-equipped to support student learning.  DO functions are significant because they have 

direct impacts on school site staff who have a direct impact on kids.  Therefore, if DOs perform 

their work with a focus on serving and supporting schools, then schools will be better able to 

serve students.   

 

Unfortunately, in many ways, DOs still operate and function to support the old 

environments under which they were originally set-up, even though their purpose and needs have 

evolved.  Many DO administrators and staff still process their work in silos and compliance 

mode, with little to no collaboration between departments, and minimal joint contact or 

connection with schools.  District office departments often work independently of each other and 

make decisions unaware of the constraint or needs of other segments they may directly impact in 

the district (TregoED, 2014).  This type of operation often limits their ability to work 

strategically or collaboratively, to support the needs of schools.   Completely redesigning each 

DO function for performance resulting in intensive partnerships between executive-level central 

office staff and school principals is required for increased collaboration (Honig, 2008). 
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Problem of Practice  

 

Districts cannot mount district-wide improvement in teaching and learning without 

substantial engagement by their district offices in helping all schools build their capacity for 

improvement (Honig et al., 2010).  Furthermore, teaching and learning advances at a single 

school and multiple schools depend on how school district offices create and implement support 

for change (Honig et al., 2010).  District offices provide the business and operational functions 

that play important roles in creating environments in which teaching and learning can flourish.  

For example, a new district-wide curriculum adoption to advance teaching and student learning 

is dependent on the district office providing adequate financial, material, and human resources to 

schools.  This coordinated central office support is not only important for the successful 

procurement of the new curriculum and teacher training materials, but also for providing 

adequate facilities to deliver and store the materials, professionals to train  staff to successfully 

use the materials, and substitutes for classroom instruction when the teachers are engaged in 

professional development.  Successfully managing these demands requires coordination between 

various departments.  Competition and lack of coordination within central office units can 

impede their support for teaching and learning improvements (Honig & Rainey, 2015).  

Unfortunately, many district office departments often work unaware of the constraints or needs 

of other segments within the school system because they are focused on carrying out their 

department specific priorities, regulatory and record-keeping functions, and compliance to state 

and federal laws, rarely seeing their work as having much to do with teaching and learning 

(TregoED, 2014).   

 

The regulatory focus and disconnect from teaching and learning is compounded by the 

fact district office departments often operate without having any firsthand contextual information 

from the schools they are charged with supporting. Public service employees such as district 

office employees often lack opportunities to witness the prosocial impact of their jobs – how 

their work and efforts make a difference in other people’s lives because they are mostly focused 

on fulfilling externally imposed compliance requirements in isolation from other departments 

and the schools that they are supposed to support (Grant, 2008).  In school district offices, this is 

especially true in Business departments, since the work in these offices is primarily focused on 

ensuring compliance with balanced budgets, audits, and legally compliant expenditures. 

 

This failure of the system that neither supports nor promotes integration or collaboration 

among central office departments can lead to insufficient communications and/or mutual 

unintelligibility of information. This lack of information creates issues in central office 

functioning because central office resources and staff are misaligned, not working together to 

solve problems, resulting in fragmented and/or ineffective support and service to schools.   

 

Design Challenge  

 

This action research study took place in a K-12 Northern California public school district 

in Hope County1. The district educates about 15,000 students with two comprehensive high 

schools, one alternative education school, three middle schools, and nine elementary schools. 

The district has no charter schools and maintains a consistent 97% to 98% Average Daily 

                                                           
1 Hope County is a pseudonym.  
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Attendance, annually.  About 81% of all students met or exceeded the English Language 

Arts/Literacy grade standards and 76% of all students met or exceeded the Math grade standards 

of the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CASPP Smarter Balanced 

2016 Results).  About 89% of 11th graders met or exceeded the English Language Arts/Literacy 

grade standards and 71% of 11th graders met or exceeded the Math grade standards of CASPP 

(CASPP Smarter Balanced 2016 Results).          

 

Yet even here, some district office staff were mostly focused on performing specific tasks 

in their departments, meeting the compliance requirements they understood, and infrequently 

collaborating with other district departments to proactively address school site needs or issues.  

Furthermore, if a district office department staff visited schools, they did so independently, in 

isolation from other departments, even if the discussions taking place at the site needed feedback 

from another central office department, or impacted a department that wasn’t part of the site 

visit.  They did not conduct joint visits to schools, nor did they conduct joint meetings with site 

administrators.   

 

The objective of this action research study was to proliferate the motivation of district 

office decision makers – and their staff – to proactively collaborate in their work, and shift their 

focus from primarily delivering the exclusive services that their departments control to 

increasing their awareness of opportunities and benefits of joint work to solve specific problems 

around supporting schools.  Specifically, the purpose of this study was to redesign the work 

roles; provide more opportunities for district office administrators to proactively interact with 

each other and the beneficiaries of their work; and to increase their teamwork and partnerships 

between the staff in Business Services (Business), Educational Services (C&I), and Human 

Resources (HR). The biggest challenge I expected was working with employees who may have 

been accustomed to their daily rituals and routines, and did not want to change because they 

believed they didn’t have the ability to influence change, were too busy, and/or didn’t have time.    

 

Knowledge Base  

 

The Role and Organization of Central Offices. The role and function of the district 

office has evolved.  In the 1800’s, superintendents typically functioned as districts’ head teachers 

and led the district office with authority over the curriculum.  In the 1900’s, district offices came 

to focus mainly on ensuring the efficient use of resources and on monitoring compliance to 

regulations.  For the last century, central offices built up their capacity in non-instructional areas, 

in part by federal and state funding streams that treated local educational agencies as fiscal pass-

throughs for school funding (Honig & Rainey, 2015).  Today, the central office provides 

essential administrative and oversight support functions to schools including the selection of 

curriculum materials; staff assignments and employee hires and dismissals; labor 

negotiations and contracts for teachers, principals, and other staff employed by the school 

district; monitoring revenues and expenditures; compliance with state and federal laws, 

including regulations related to categorical programs which range from special education to 

school lunches; and management of the district’s real property and facilities.  In addition, 

most school districts centralize certain parts of their operations for efficiency and 

effectiveness including staff development, purchasing, technology planning, strategic 

planning, public information, student transportation, student performance standards, and 
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student assessments. The central office retains the responsibility for equity of educational 

opportunity for all students in all of its schools (Great Schools, 2015). 

 

These days, the limited district office performance in working in collaboration with 

schools is a result of the set up at the turn of the 20th century not to address teaching and 

learning, but mainly for administrative order to schooling and especially the burgeoning public-

school enrollments (Honig, 2013). Urban leaders created them mainly to manage enrollments 

and handle business functions.  Their participation in teaching and learning matters usually 

extended only to ensuring teachers were properly licensed (Honig & Rainey, 2015).   

 

Nowadays, district office departments tend to work in and with their department specific 

colleagues, focused on their department specific deadlines and tasks.  Collaboration between 

budget officials and their instructional counterparts to support schools are relatively rare in 

school districts (Superville, 2015).  Their own subcultures are formed based on their common 

knowledge, skills, learning, and group experiences (Select Strategy, 2002).  Individuals within a 

given department tend to interact with other employees in their own area more than with 

employees outside them; this leads them to bond with each other, and feel comfortable working 

with employees in their area of the organization (Select Strategy, 2002).  Business, for example, 

typically conducts their business functions such as allocating resources or approving 

expenditures, based on compliance requirements, not necessarily on student needs. In many 

districts, each central office department responds to questions and/or issues from schools in 

isolation, even if their response has a direct impact on another department. Limited relationships 

with other departments often result in organizational cultures rife with silos and departments 

operating in isolation.     

 

Silos in District Offices  

 

In understanding silo formation, it is important to realize those individual departments 

often have necessary but conflicting priorities (Select Strategy, 2002).  Balanced budgets, audit 

compliance, collective bargaining agreement language, teacher credentialing conditions, 

professional development, student textbooks and test scores are all necessary, but their priority 

rankings differ, depending on the department that is responsible for the requirement.  These 

different priority rankings impact how issues are resolved because one central office department 

may prioritize a matter as their number one priority because it directly impacts their staff.  For 

example, Business tends to take the lead on audit compliance issues.  In order to immediately 

resolve the audit compliance matter, the business office may communicate to the auditors the 

plan to resolve the issue without ever having communicated with educational services.  While 

resolving the issue is a business office priority, not including educational services in the 

resolution creates bigger issues, especially if the resolution provided by business is unrealistic for 

educational services.          

 

Disconnects between Business, C&I, and HR exist mostly because each department is 

focused on their unique responsibilities, functions and deadlines.  Their leaders may not 

necessarily engage in strategic thinking or joint systemic planning to support schools because 

they are focused on the regulatory nature of their responsibilities. When they plan, they focus on 

what they know, what they control, and what they prioritize.  The departments responsible for 
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budgets and accounting, and procurement, for example, are compliance and audit oriented and 

may lack the capacity to engage strategically for the benefit of ensuring that student needs are 

met.  Budget staff in district offices typically are not engaged in strategic planning, visiting 

schools or their customers, or dissecting how their work impacts site administrators, teachers or 

students. They are focused on balancing budgets, procurement requirements, and ensuring 

employees are paid on time and correctly.  In many districts, HR works on collective bargaining, 

processing new hires and personnel action paperwork, ensuring teachers are appropriately 

credentialed, addressing March 15 layoff timelines, responding to litigation, and working on 

other confidential related matters, often with minimal contact with other department staff.   

 

While they each have their own compliance related work demands, they also significantly 

impact the other department’s work and ultimately the work taking place at schools.  

Unfortunately, they do not regularly collaborate, maximize resources, or discuss how they could, 

in collaboration, better support schools. While federal and state policies often place additional 

challenging demands to realize ambitious achievement goals, the existing work practices and 

capacities of central office staff are generally ill-equipped for supporting better student outcomes 

(Honig, 2013). 

 

The Fragmented Culture of District Offices  

 

Because school systems, like other organizations, are fragmented, and because district 

offices experience significant movement and turnover of personnel, groups within central offices 

are limited in their ability to collaboratively learn ideas related to new reforms. This limitation 

makes it difficult for central offices to evolve in response to reform efforts.  While educational 

leaders have a responsibility to address the needs of all students, and doing it collaboratively is 

more likely to ensure success, years of fixed timelines, routines, and 

practices, and the embedded culture in these existing practices makes it hard to change systems 

because group members are challenged by change –they value stability in that it provides 

meaning and predictability (Schein, 2010). 

 

The organizational culture and structures of district offices do not facilitate collaboration 

between departments.  Business and finance, curriculum and instruction, and human resources –

the district office departments that impact the administrative support provided to schools–might 

collaborate on tasks, and shared assumptions that create subcultures formed around their 

functional units. But they don’t necessarily collaborate on shared goals such as ensuring schools 

have what they need to safeguard that the neediest students are assigned the most qualified 

teachers or that school facilities provide safe and secure learning environments for students. 

Departments’ priorities are often based on a shared task such as being compliant with Education 

Code when providing March 15th notices, fingerprinting requirements, balanced budgets, and/or 

a similarity of organizational experience, what is often referred to as “stove pipes” or “silos” 

(Shein, 2010). This lack of organization-wide collaboration to address what should be a common 

goal –providing the best and brightest teachers or the safest 21st century learning facilities for all 

students, for example, impacts the district offices ability to achieve the goal. 

 

 As currently structured and organized, district offices cultures do not facilitate cross-

departmental collaboration. Governance structures, and those district leaders in charge, have the 
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ability to permanently change the practices that lack cross departmental collaboration. In fact, 

these individuals are the vehicles of change. But this cultural turnaround will require the 

involvement of all organization members (Schein, 2010). In fact, this process of developing new 

assumptions about educational outcomes involves defining new values and goals about 

supporting schools and changing the structure and processes where necessary.  

 

The Superintendent, Cabinet members, and the district’s management team must together 

understand and value the need to provide coordinated district office support to schools in order to 

create the conditions that make deeper learning possible.  

 

The Superintendent, with support from the Board, needs to have a clear vision of the 

cross-collaborative practices which would improve how the central office supports schools 

(Schein, 2010). The Superintendent must state forcefully that the uncoordinated, fragmented, and 

siloed model when supporting schools needs to be transformed and that district office teamwork 

and consistent communications between departments must transform within a certain time frame 

and then needs to rely on the organization to develop new visions of how to actually get there. 

Schein explains that the “We need to change” message must be presented forcefully, repeatedly, 

and to all levels of the organization, but it needs to be supplemented by the message “and we 

need your help” (Schein, 2010).  

 

The “we need your help” message can be embedded in an education campaign for all 

district personnel regarding the existing practice. While there may be several possible actions, 

structures, and processes for changing the prevailing practice, the district office staff must have 

capacity to learn, to innovate, to work as a collaborative team in which communication, 

openness, mutual trust, and commitment are highly valued. The district office staff will depend 

on management to give them the proper resources, training, and support to get their jobs done. 

Collaborative working relationships between C&I, HR and Business are essential, and these 

departments need to embrace the district’s continuous effort to ensure that every part of the 

district office is on the same page, actively supporting principals and teachers as they work with 

students.  Central offices can support the goals of deeper learning by making a commitment—not 

just on paper but in all aspects of everyday practice—to continuously scrutinize everything they 

do to ensure that they are spending their time and other resources on the work that helps 

principals support teachers so that all students realize ambitious learning goals (Honig & Rainey, 

2015).  Honig & Rainey explain this concept as performance alignment where central office staff 

working toward performance alignment understand that they influence teaching and learning not 

directly but through their support for the countless others who do have more direct impacts on 

those outcomes.  They strategically coordinate their work so that the individual parts of the 

district system operate in concert with one another, as opposed to working in separate silos or in 

opposition competing for limited district resources (Honig & Rainey, 2015).    

 

Motivation in Public Service Employees  

 

The second part of the problem is the lack of motivation to transform the deeply 

embedded compliance driven and siloed culture of district offices.  Public service employees’ 

motivation is often limited by restrictions imposed by their regulatory environments and a lack of 

connection to the difference that their work makes in other people’s lives (Grant, 2008).   In a 
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national study of how leaders in urban school district offices fundamentally transformed their 

work and relationships to improve district-wide teaching and learning, Honig et al. (2010) found 

that central office transformations do not assign roles and responsibilities by position, such as 

assistant superintendents or budget analysts.  Rather, DO transformation involves everyone in the 

central office working in partnership, focusing their work on supporting principals’ instructional 

leadership, for example, as a main avenue for building schools’ capacity for teaching and 

learning improvement (Honig et al., 2010).  In addition, DO administrators through these 

systems were jointly looking continuously at student performance data to help inform their 

decisions about their own work (Honig et al., 2010). Redesigning central office functions 

resulting in intensive partnerships between executive level central office staff and school 

principals is required for increased collaboration (Honig, 2008).   

 

Human beings can be proactive and engaged or, alternatively, passive and alienated, 

largely as a function of the social conditions in which they develop and function (Ryan & Deci, 

2000).  Motivation for district office employees to collaborate can be increased by connecting 

them to the prosocial impact of their jobs, enabling them to understand how their work makes a 

difference in other people’s lives (Grant, 2008).  Lunenberg (2011) describes design strategies 

for enhancing job content by building in more motivating potential.  Specifically, he provides a 

model that prescribes that enriching certain elements of jobs alters people’s psychological states 

in a manner that enhances their work effectiveness.  Jobs should be designed so that the person 

performing the job comes in contact with the recipient of the service (Lunenberg, 2011).  Jobs 

designed in this manner will not only help the employee by providing feedback, but also provide 

skill variety (interacting with customers in addition to allocating resources); task significance 

(seeing the connection between their work and impact on customers); and enhance autonomy by 

giving people the freedom to manage their own relationships with clients (Lunenberg, 2011).  

Needless to say, public service employees, specifically in public education, perform tasks that 

are critical to protecting and promoting the welfare of individuals, groups, communities, and 

societies. But this worthy aspect of their jobs becomes invisible to them when their offices are 

separated from the end users of the services they provide.       

 

Central offices play vital roles in helping schools improve the quality of instruction for all 

students, but only if leaders are willing to fundamentally rethink and remake their central offices 

so that they perform in ways that support schools in realizing instructional improvement goals 

(Honig, 2013).  Chubb and Moe (1990) discuss that what mattered most in promoting 

achievement gains was not how much money was being spent, or what teachers were getting 

paid, or what class sizes happened to be, but rather various aspects of school organization 

(Chubb & Moe, 1990).  In recent decades, various policy initiatives have called on district 

offices to shift the work practices of their central staff from the limited or managerial functions 

of the past to the support of teaching and learning for all students (Honig, 2008).   
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CHAPTER 2: THEORY OF ACTION 

 

My action research study puts DO administrators in contact with the beneficiaries of their 

work.  It is expected that by conducting joint walkthroughs at each school, each central district 

office department employee will see the value of their work and the value of collaboration, be 

more motivated to build partnerships, understand they are making a difference, recognize that 

their work is important, and acquire ways to enhance productive problem solving.   

 

Theory of Action 

 

In this section, I summarize the theory of action guiding my design study.  Figure 1  

highlights my theory of action and the desired outcome. 

 

Figure 1. Theory of Action 

   
This action research study has the following primary outcomes: to shift work routines and 

communication structures, work definitions, and how staff understand their work.  Each district 

office department staff member involved will: (1) understand each other’s roles and 

responsibilities, (2) build relationships with district office staff as well as school site staff, (3) 

develop mutual accountability, (4) see the impact of their individual work and contributions as 

well as the impact of their department’s work, (5) see the potential of joint work and 

collaboration, (6) understand how compliance translates into consequences at the central office 

as well as the sites, and (7) make connections with the beneficiaries of their work.  Ultimately, 

1. Understand 
others’ roles

2. Build 
relationships 

3. Develop mutual 
accountability

4. See impact of 
individual and 
department work

5. See potential of 
joint work

6. Understand how 
compliance 
translates into 
practical 
consequences

7. Connect with 
beneficiaries of 
work 

See value of 
collaboration 

Increase motivation 

Enhance issue 
resolution efficiency 

Increase 
collaboration 

* * * 

More effective 
resource use district-

wide 

Intervention Part I 
Site Walkthrough Followed by 

Discussion w/ 
District Central Office and 

School Site Teams 

Intervention Part II 
Post Site Visit Debrief w/ 

District Central Office Team 

Intervention Part III 
Joint Debrief & Action/Issues 

Log Review/Discussion w/ 
District Central Office and 

School Site Teams 
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district office staff will benefit from increased collaboration between departments and improved 

resource use and allocation district-wide.  This action research study will have secondary 

outcomes such as better-aligned and coordinated central office support of principals and other 

school site staff, improved relationships between site staff and the central office, and 

strategically prioritized resource allocation district-wide. The primary and secondary outcomes 

were intended to ultimately increase the motivation of district office staff to collaborate, through 

their joint work in supporting and jointly visiting schools.  

 

The interaction of DO work tends to be focused on external compliance and the agencies 

that enforce them, deadlines, and other factors that are meant to inspire individuals who are 

driven by extrinsic motivators. By redesigning the work of DO workers, my study builds district 

office teams across all departments. These teams are then connected with the beneficiaries of 

their work, permitting district office employees to better understand how their work impacts 

school site staff and students and providing an opportunity for central office teams to jointly 

solicit direct feedback from school site workers. By changing the focus from compliance driven 

to how DO work impacts schools, the study was designed to help DO staff to be more interested 

in collaborating.   

 

The intervention focused on orienting DO administrators to schools, as well as bringing 

district-wide administrators together to debrief on the site visits. During the study, I expected DO 

silos to be replaced with strategic partnerships between departments when planning and 

implementing programs and resource allocation plans. The process and activities focused on 

breaking down silos between the three departments and supporting their collaborative joint work 

to achieve the district’s vision and mission. The intervention focused on the ability to think and 

operate jointly and broadly, to cooperatively support schools so that they can further the 

academic achievement of all students and support deeper learning.  

 

Theory of Change and Intervention  

 

A theory of change makes explicit the assumptions of how change is expected to occur 

within any particular context and in relation to a particular intervention. It maps out which actors 

have to do what in order to achieve and sustain a vision of success and identifies the major 

linkages between them.  My theory of change suggests that if I develop an intervention that 

provides opportunities for central office administrators from Business, C&I, and HR to jointly 

(1) visit schools and school personnel, and conduct joint school site walkthroughs, (2) experience 

firsthand the issues and concerns that impact schools, and (3) as a team engage in discussions 

and solutions about site specific issues and needs, then the district office administrators will 

better understand their respective roles, build relationships, develop shared accountability, see 

first-hand the impact of their individual and shared department work, and make connections with 

the beneficiaries of their work. Ultimately, the motivation of and collaboration between district 

office staff will be enhanced.   

 

Whenever sites have critical issues and/or needs, they often require DO support that 

involves multiple departments.  By jointly visiting and working with site staff, DO 

administrators can strategically and cooperatively address site needs and issues.  Through this 

study, I expected that school site issues to be addressed almost immediately because the key 
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decision makers were available to make critical and swift decisions to address the issues.  My 

intervention is summarized below: 

 

Table 1.  Intervention   

Intervention Description Who Location Timeframe Tools Output 

Part I, Visit I, 

Purpose, Site 

Walkthrough and 

Debrief

District Central Office 

Administrators jointly visit and tour 

2 district schools, one elementary 

and one high school.  School staff 

included in the walkthrough shall 

be the Principal, and teacher 

leaders selected by principal, site 

secretary and site custodian.  

Immediately following the site 

walkthrough, the joint Team will 

debrief on their observations, and 

begin creating a list of follow-up 

items including the identification of 

resource needs and/or other 

support.  Volunteer district office 

leaders facilitate debrief session.  

Site Visit Team I:  District 

central office administrators 

include Superintendent's 

Cabinet and Department 

Managers.  School site staff 

include School Principal, 

teacher leaders selected by 

Principal, Secretary and 

School Custodian. 

One high school 

and one 

elementary 

school that feeds 

into the high 

school. 

Late 

Winter/Early 

Spring 

Brief summary 

of Study for 

District Office 

Staff 

(Appendix A).  

Pre-meeting to 

provide 

overview and 

purpose to 

principal. 

Flip charts from debrief 

with a summary of follow-

up items, issue areas, 

and/or actions required. 

These items are eventually 

transcribed and inserted 

into the Action/Issues Log. 

Part II, Debrief at 

District Central Office 
After Action Review

District Central Office 

Administrators 
District Office 

No later than 3 

days after site 

visit I

Questions to 

consider, 

Appendix B,  

to facilitate 

discussion. 

Live Action/Issues log 

populated by the district 

office team.  This log is 

eventually used to 

facilitate the final debrief 

session at the schools. 

Part III, Site Visit I 

Team Returns to 

School Site to Debrief 

on Action Plan and 

Discuss Action/Issues 

Log 

In person recap, review of 

Action/Issues Log, Lessons Learned, 

Feedback 

Site Visit Team I:  District 

Central Office Administrators, 

School Principal and school 

site staff 

High school and 

elementary 

school

No later than 

45 calendar 

days after Site 

Visit I

Action/Issues 

Log made 

available for 

all 

Final Action/Issues Log 

with agreed upon 

timelines and resources to 

resolve and complete the 

agreed upon actions. 
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Conditions for the Planned Intervention 

 

A few conditions were necessary for the planned intervention. The primary condition was 

the presence of a team of key DO decision makers during the joint site visits and DO debriefs. 

Headship from the DO is important in leading the charge for a collaborative culture.  The 

presence of leaders from each DO department is important because once these leaders see the 

value of collaboration, they can disseminate this orientation within their departments.  Grant 

explains that a lack of awareness of the lasting impact of public sector workers’ jobs may be one 

contributing factor to the motivational challenges that employees face in public service work 

(Grant, 2008).  In DOs, this lack of awareness results in a lack of enthusiasm or inspiration to 

increase district office collaboration, or build teams.  Such teams can build bridges among 

organizational silos, and can help lead to better working relationships between principals and 

individual central office staff members (Honig & Rainey, 2015).  Therefore, from the DO, all 

Cabinet members including the Superintendent, Assistant Superintendents of Educational 

Services, Human Resources, and Business Services were necessary for this study, as well as 

school site staff willing to open themselves up to walkthroughs.  All participated.  In addition, 

administrators from each department needed to be active participants as well.   

 

A pre-meeting with the principals to explain the purpose and expected outcomes of the 

site visits was an important condition as well.  It helped to gauge the principal’s interest and 

support of site visits.  Equally as important was the principal’s selection of site staff including 

the teacher leaders, the site secretary and a site custodian.  Because the principals know their site 

staff and site issues first hand, I thought it was important for them to select the staff they thought 

would be the most effective on the team.      
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Intervention Design and Unit of Study  

 

My study focused on increasing individual and collective responsibility with DO staff for 

more teamwork and collaboration. The unit of analysis for the intervention was the team  of DO 

administrators. The individuals included myself covering two roles as Interim Superintendent 

and Deputy Superintendent of Business Services, an additional three administrators from 

Business, three from C&I and two from HR. The site visit intervention and debrief provided 

professional activities that contributed to the change in practice and in attitude regarding DO 

collaboration in our daily work.  

 

My role during this action research study can be described as participant, observer, and 

change agent. In action research studies such as my study, the researcher is both the study 

developer and the evaluator. I was also a change agent as I developed this design and guided 

DO administrators through a process that was helpful to them. I was a concerned researcher who 

wanted district office administrators and principals to benefit from the site visits. My experiences 

as a DO administrator in four district offices and one county office of education contributed to 

the site visits as a quasi-facilitator. As the facilitator who was the Designer and Evaluator of the 

Design, I brought a unique perspective to engage with the participants in the study. 

 

Research Design  

 

In this next section, I describe my methodology of choice as well as the details of my 

action research study. I describe the setting and research participants. I identify my unit of 

analysis and research methods. Next, I describe my data collection strategies and a description of 

my data analysis process. Then I address rigor and bias. Finally, I conclude with concerns around 

validity, transferability, and reliability.   

 

Action Research Methodology. The purpose of my study was to design a solution that 

breaks down the silos and addresses the lack of strategic partnerships and collaboration among 

Business, C&I, and HR. As a central office administrator and, at the time, interim 

superintendent, I had the unique position of designing a study that championed a vision of 

culture change. Action research methodology is concerned with developing practical knowledge 

to solve problems, research in action rather than research about action, are concurrent with 

action, and are collaborative (Coghlan & Brannick, 2007). The action research component is best 

characterized as “insider action research [which is] ... mechanistic-oriented action research that is 

framed in terms of managing change or solving a problem: it is directed at confronting and 

resolving a pre-identified issue” (Coghlan and Brannick, 2007, p. 65). While I was the lead 

developer, I also involved district office administrators in the design and this is typical of insider 

action research (Coghlan & Brannick, 2007). In addition, district office administrators influenced 

the learning that took place during the intervention. I solicited feedback from the participants 

during the course of the study and integrated their feedback into the design of future sessions.  

 

As district office administrators collaborated and observed the impact they have on 

schools and students, they also contributed to the evolution of the design. If they indicated that 
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certain aspects of the process operated counter to the goals of intervention, this feedback was 

incorporated. Together, Business, C&I, and HR, with the principals as appropriate, engaged in 

the action research cycle of diagnosing, planning action, taking action, and evaluating action 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2007). Together we further developed the protocol for the design.  For 

example, following the first site visit and before the district office debrief, I created an Action 

and Issues log for the team to log items that required follow-up.  The log includes the lead person 

responsible for resolving the issue, required resources, and timelines.  I provided everybody with 

access to the log, and in the end, we used it to track and prioritize our work at each of the two 

sites.  I addressed biases as a participant and researcher by inviting participation from all and 

providing access to all participant, and encouraging participation.     

 
Even though my study is mainly an action research study, the second element of 

methodology for my research design is design development, a methodology which offers a process 
for identifying practical problems, assessing verification of outcomes, accounting for variability in 
implementation and results, and establishing a foundation for broader understanding of the problem 
and proposed solutions (Mintrop, 2016).  
 

Research Participants and Unit of Treatment  

 

The DO team is the unit of treatment. The research participants that made up the team 

included DO administrators from Business, C&I, and HR (see Table II).  Administrators with 

decision-making authority who interact daily with classified and certificated non-management 

were necessary for the ideal team because they can influence change with the decisions they 

make as well as the leadership they provide.  The research participants are noted in Table 2.  
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Table 2.  Research Participants 

 
 

 

Site Visit I High School Elementary School

Business Services
Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Deputy Superintendent. 

Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Deputy Superintendent. 

Educational Services 

Director of Secondary Education, Director of Special 

Education, Assistant Superintendent of Educational 

Services. 

Director of Special Education, Assistant 

Superintendent of Educational Services. 

Human Resources*
Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Superintendent's 

Office^

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

District Office 

Debrief

Business 

Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Coordinator of Fiscal Services, Deputy 

Superintendent. 

Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Deputy Superintendent. 

Educational Services Director of Secondary Education. Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services.

Human Resources 
Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Superintendent's 

Office^

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

School  Principal, Secretary, Custodian, one teacher leader. Principal, Secretary, Site Technician, Custodian. 

Business 

Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Coordinator of Fiscal Services, Deputy 

Superintendent. 

Director of Technology, Coordinator of Purchasing, 

Coordinator of Fiscal Services, Deputy 

Superintendent. 

Educational Services Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services.

Human Resources 
Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Director of Certificated Personnel and Assistant 

Superintendent of HR. 

Superintendent's 

Office^

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

Interim Superintendent/Deputy Superintendent and 

Coordinator of Communications. 

*During walkthrough at elementary school, HR had to leave to address an emergency at a middle school. 

^Interim Superintendent and Deputy Superintendent were the same person. 

District Staff in Attendance 

Site Visit II:  Debrief & Discussion of Action and Issues Log w/Timelines & Resources 
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There were several adjustments to the team during the intervention period. The Director 

of Secondary Education participated during the visits and discussions at the secondary school, 

and while the Director of Elementary Education needed to participate for the visits at the 

elementary school, that individual did not participate.  Instead, the Director of Special Education 

actively participated in both site visits. While ideally both the Director of Certificated Personnel 

and Coordinator of Classified Personnel would have been attendance,  the Coordinator of 

Classified Personnel was on personal leave.  Therefore, the Director of Certificated Personnel 

actively participated and represented both certificated and classified perspectives. Because the 

site visits included site walkthroughs, and an opportunity to address facility related issues, the 

Directors of Fiscal Services, Maintenance and Operations, and Technology Services all needed 

to be in attendance.  However, the district had experienced some turnover in some of the 

management level positions.  As a result, the Coordinator of Fiscal Services was added to replace 

the Director of Fiscal Services.  The Coordinator of Purchasing was an active voice and spoke on 

behalf of Maintenance and Operations.   

 

Data Collection  

 

During late winter/early spring, Business, C&I, and HR department administrators 

(Team) jointly visited two district schools, one high school and one elementary school (the 

feeder into the selected high school) to understand and address site issues and needs.  The 

principals from each school were asked to select certificated and classified staff from their staff 

they thought could make important contributions to the visit.  The principal at the high school 

invited teacher leaders, the site secretary, and custodian to participate.  The principal at the 

elementary school invited the site secretary, custodian, and site technician to participate.  The 

data collection activities are summarized in Table 3.  

 

Table 3.  Data Collection 

 
 

The data collection began with a preliminary anonymous survey of district-wide school 

site administrators.  Since I was filling dual roles as Interim Superintendent and Deputy 

Superintendent during the survey distribution, the survey was sent on behalf of the Assistant 

Superintendent of Human Resources.  We received a 66% response rate.  I used the survey 

Design Outcome Impact Data Process Data

1.  Understanding how the lack of 

collaboration at the district central office 

was impacting sites.

Survey was created and distributed to collect data to get a sense 

of problem in context and how the lack of collaboration was 

impacting school sites. 

Survey responses from school administrators. 

Audio recordings of site visit debrief discussions. Audio recordings of site visit debrief discussions.

Field notes of observations – which individuals interact with one 

another (same departments and/or across departments), who 

initiates conversations, who leads in addressing issues to 

problems raised by principals and site staff, who stays quiet, who 

raises issues that are not raised by the principal and/or site staff, 

who is consistently proactive and vocal, etc.

Field notes from observations—which activities generated 

discussions and feedback regarding helping schools, which 

activities created excitement and proactive behavior.

Audio recordings of site visit debrief discussions. Audio recordings of site visit debrief discussions.

Field notes of observations – of Part IV of the Intervention 

including district central office administrators’ reactions to 

principals’ and site staff feedback on impact of the joint visits.  

Field notes from observations—if Part IV of the Intervention 

including which activities generated discussions and feedback 

regarding helping schools, which activities created excitement 

and proactive behavior.

4. Resolving a school-site issue by 

maintaining a joint Action/Issues log 

between district central office team that 

conducted site visits.   

Action and Issues Log -- tracking issues and actions, with 

timelines and resources required for resolution.  

Action and Issues Log -- tracking issues and actions, with 

timelines and resources required for resolution.  

2. Increasing awareness of collaboration 

opportunities with other central office 

staff.

3. Resolving a school-site issue by 

involving at least one staff from another 

department.   
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results to help me better understand the problem in context, and how the lack of collaboration 

was impacting school sites, especially since one of the goals was to put central office staff in 

connection with school sites.  In addition, I used a tape recorder to record the dialogue and 

exchange of information during the first site visit, the district office debrief, and the final site 

visit.  Recording and participating allowed me to act as researcher-participant given my role as 

central office administrator as well.   

 

Prior to the walkthrough, I provided a summary of the purpose of the site visit, including 

sample questions to consider to each individual from the district office conducting the 

walkthrough.  The summary with questions for consideration is provided in Appendix A.  The 

summary with questions was structured to: (1) prepare the team for the school site visit and to 

have them focus on key factors or conditions that impact students and staff, (2) help them think 

about how their work impacts principals, teachers, and students, and (3) encourage them to 

interact with the school staff and students during the walkthrough visit.   

 

During the site walkthroughs, I observed interactions between staff, logged the 

interactions, and also noted the types of issues and comments that were being reported.  I logged 

some site issues I observed during the site walkthroughs as well.  As formerly noted, I created an 

Action and Issues Log where DO staff and I logged each of the issues and/or actions that 

required follow-up as a result of the site visits.  I created the log after the first site visit in order to 

ensure that we did not lose track of any of the items we had observed and/or discussed during the 

first site visit that required resolution or follow-up.  We used the log to track the resolution to 

each of the items we discussed during the first site visit, and to guide the discussion during the 

second site visit.     

 

 Following the first site visit, the team met at the district office to debrief. I tape recorded 

the session and took notes. The administrators in attendance provided their observations of 

school site issues and then used the Action and Issues Log (Log) to record and chart items they 

thought needed to be added. During the second site visit, the Log was sent to the schools in 

advance and I used it to guide the discussion regarding each of the issues..  During the session, I 

projected the Log on the overhead so everybody could see it live.  I lead the discussion and went 

through each issue item, solicited their feedback on each item, and jointly we made edits and/or 

changes.  In some cases, the schools asked if we could hold off on a few items until they spoke 

with site staff. For example, the high school has several lockers that are not used. They haven’t 

been used in years.  During the walkthrough, the principal pointed out how the lockers were old 

and weren’t used, and a C&I central office administrator asked if we could have them removed.  

Somebody else commented that the lockers could create safety issues if students used them for 

inappropriate matters.  We all agreed that we would remove them.  The locker removal item was 

noted in the Log with a removal completion date of Fall 2017.  As we were going through the 

Log during the second site visit, the principal asked to hold off on the locker removal item until 

he could speak with his staff. He subsequently asked us to remove it permanently because the 

staff would like to do an art project with the lockers.   This type of feedback was valuable, and 

visually seeing the site’s feedback being incorporated into the Log appeared to create a joint 

sense of collective responsibility and decision making.  At the end of the second site visit, I 

asked administrators to describe any development in their orientation towards collaboration 

between departments. The observations and audiotaping helped me when analyzing the data to 
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identify instances of administrators working together.     

 

Data Analysis 

 

Qualitative research methods are the most appropriate to gather the complexity of the 

development of the change elicited by the design.  The design was intended to capture the extent 

to which team dynamics could be generated through various settings.  Interaction within the team 

and within the field yield rick information that speak to the nature of change.  I monitored the 

progress of the intervention implementation and measured the success of the design.  Also, I 

investigated whether the planned activities worked as designed.  

 

As I was the interviewer, I relied on audio recordings of site visit debrief discussions, 

field notes, administrator reflections on the Logs, observations of administrators and my 

reflections to gather detailed information about the intervention. After the first site visit, I shared 

the Log with the participants and asked for their feedback. The Log was created via Google docs, 

and everybody on the team could see the updates and edits.  I transcribed every site visit session 

that I audio recorded. I then read through the data such as the field notes, observations, surveys, 

and audiotape transcriptions and made summary data sheets that noted preliminary patterns and 

new questions in an on-going manner throughout the site visit process (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). I read through the data to obtain a general sense of the findings (Creswell, 2007). I also 

coded the data as patterns emerge following Creswell’s steps for coding. I then wrote 

preliminary descriptive narratives utilizing tables and graphics when appropriate. 

 

Elements of Research Design 

 

Reliability.  Reliability has to do with the development of clear instruments up front, 

effective planning, and being very clear on what is to be observed (Creswell, 2009).  My design 

has detailed a clear set of procedures that could be understood by outside researchers.  For each 

site visit, I conducted routine process data collection strategies. I explicitly designed a format 

that would allow me to move participants toward collaboration, and I shared the format with the 

participants so they were aware of it. I repeated the process several times.  They are 

administrator logs, my field notes, audiotapes of the sessions, charts and graphics created during 

group discussion, and my reflections. In ensuring the same format was followed for each site and 

during each visit, data was collected in a systematic manner, and I worked to increase the 

reliability of my study.    

 

Validity. There are three types of validity: internal validity, external validity and 

construct validity. I tried to achieve internal validity by having a clear theory of action.  

However, additional factors such as former relationships could have influenced the outcome.  

This design development study has internal validity as I have established a clear theory of action 

and detailed the specific intervention that brought about a desired outcome. This design 

development study has external validity as it relates to a very real world educational problem of 

administrators and staff working in silos, lacking collaboration, and missing opportunities to 

share ideas and solutions to real educational problems.   Validity refers to the extent that the 

design of the intervention is based on state-of-the-art knowledge (‘content validity’) and that the 

various components of the intervention are consistently linked to each other (‘construct 
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validity’)” (P.10) Plomp (citing Nieveen) – Construct validity is the same as consistency – means 

the intervention was “logically” designed (p. 26). 

 

Transferability.  Transferability in design studies refers to the extent to which an 

intervention can potentially be transferred to a different context and result in similar findings 

(van den Akker, 1999). My study is an action research study, not an intervention design.  It is 

intended to address a specific local issue and attends to local conditions.  The process-in-context 

will be described so the “ecological validity” of the findings may increase so that others can 

estimate in what respects and to what extent transfer from the reported situation to their own is 

possible (van den Akker, 1999). While not necessarily transferable, there are components that 

could be designed to fit a district’s unique environment transferability of this design.  

 

Rigor.  Rigor refers to how data are generated, gathered, explored and evaluated, and 

how events are interpreted (Coghlan & Brannick, 2007).  It is the clear documentation of my 

construction, planning, participation, and evaluation of my site visits and district office debriefs.  

I utilized field notes to gather data and transcriptions from the site visits with participants to 

ensure that this study maintained the highest standard for rigor.  Design studies, by their nature, 

are subject to challenges of bias and questions about rigor. There are several reasons for this, 

including the tension between my role as the designer of the implementation and the one 

researching its impact (van den Akker, 1999).  Moreover, there was potential for advocacy bias  

and reactions of the participants to the presence of the researcher (Patton, 1990; Stake, 2006). 

For each issue, I explained the potential challenge particular to this design study and how I 

addressed that challenge. 

 

As both designer and researcher, there could be conflict between the desire to pursue an 

innovative design and the need to critically seek corrections of decisions and empirical proof of 

outcomes (van den Akker, 1999). In this action research study, research procedures were 

established ahead of implementation of the intervention.  

 

My multiple roles (designer, researcher, and actor) moreover may have lead to the 

possibility of advocacy bias. Advocacy bias occurs when the values of the researcher affect the 

conduct of the study or the findings (Stake, 2006). Among the factors that can contribute to an 

advocacy bias are the researcher’s hope of finding the program or phenomena that is working, 

the desire to reach conclusions that are useful to others, and the desire to generate findings that 

will stimulate action (Stake, 2006). I began this action research study with the intent of 

developing a protocol to increase administrator disposition towards collaboration and I was 

certainly inclined to want it to be successful. Actively seeking in the data and presenting 

disconfirming information helped avoid this potential bias (Creswell, 2007). I identified low-

inference data as evidence in a way that constrained my interpretations of the data. Also, 

throughout the research process, I reflectively examined and discussed how my background as a 

practitioner may have shaped my findings by jotting notes of my feelings, impressions, and 

thoughts in a reflection journal after each session, and worked with fellow doctoral students 

served as critical friends and sounding boards to help me understand what was happening 

(Creswell, 2007).  It also provided alternative perspectives of the phenomena in my data.  

 

Finally, my presence as the developer and evaluator had the potential to make a 
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difference in how the intervention was implemented and on its outcomes. The fact that a study is 

being conducted may create a halo effect so that administrators perform in an exemplary fashion 

and participants are motivated to “show off” (Patton, 1990). I was aware of these issues by 

documenting our conversations and oral and written reflections throughout the process. 

 

Because of my own background as a central office administrator, I have witnessed the 

beneficial impact of site visits on school site staff, and continue to be very committed to the 

success of my study. I took into account my personal beliefs and experiences and consciously 

interacted with participants as a facilitator with knowledge, but tried not interact as the authority. 

For example, as noted previously, I asked the Assistant Superintendent of HR to send the 

district-wide site administrator survey from her, and had all the responses sent to the Director of 

Technology.  The Director of Technology summarized the results and sent them to be tabulated 

so I would not see the names of people who responded. During the site visits, I asked the 

principals to lead the walkthroughs and tried to observe and simply ask clarifying questions.  

During the site walkthrough debriefs, I asked others to facilitate the sessions.  During our district 

office sessions, I shared the Action and Issues Log and asked people to add or edit any items.  

When financial or human resources were required for specific actions and/or issues that resulted 

from the site visits, then my role as Deputy Superintendent of Business Services was required to 

provide approval.  However, other than in those instances, this helped me to disentangle the 

effects of design from the effects the consultant. 

 

Finally, I had originally planned a design study.  However, the lack of baseline data 

created challenges for completing the design study.  Rather than complete a survey of district 

office administrators to collect data regarding their opinions, views, and perceptions of the 

communications and collaboration between district office departments, I conducted the survey of 

school site administrators to understand their perceptions and views of the district office team 

work when supporting sites.  With the exception of informal discussions and meetings with 

central office administrators, I did not collect baseline data from them via a data collection tool 

to assess their joint work prior to the research and post research.  I simply had informal 

information based on informal discussions.  In retrospect, although I could identify instances of 

teamwork and collaboration of district office administrators during the research, I could not 

compare it to show a change because I had no base line data of the joint work associated with the 

individuals I was observing.  Therefore, I cannot confirm or prove that as a consequence of my 

research, the motivation of district office administrators to collaborate actually changed.  I can 

confirm that their teamwork and collaboration to support schools improved because many issues 

that had been reported from years prior were addressed and resolved.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  FINDINGS  

 

Introduction  

 

The purpose of my action research study was to address a sequence of issues related to 

the ways in which district office administrators collaborate – and how their work is structured—

by designing an intervention that enhances relationships and partnerships between the various 

district office departments and encourages more frequent informal and formal interactions 

amongst these central office administrators.  This intervention draws on a theory of action that 

incorporates design principles supported by research in the areas of motivation, collaboration, 

and district office organization.  To explore the findings of my design study, I will proceed from 

the baseline data and analysis, to the process data collected during the action research. 

 

Baseline Data 

 

Data collection began informally as I started in my role and looked for ways to support 

employees in my district.  Noting the lack of collaboration between departments planted the 

seeds for the research project.  During my first year of employment at Stately Unified School 

District, it became apparent that collaboration among central office departments could be 

improved, in particular when providing support to the District’s 15 schools.  Cabinet members 

met weekly in the Superintendent’s Office, and the teamwork, communications, and collegiality 

between the Superintendent and Assistant Superintendents was consistent and existent.  

Sometimes, Cabinet met twice a week to work through unexpected issues.  When addressing 

school site issues that required site visits, Cabinet members visited schools independent from 

each other and then returned to meet with Cabinet at the district office to report their findings 

and updates. They did not visit district schools as a Cabinet team to address issues they discussed 

in Cabinet.  Furthermore, that cooperative Cabinet structure of weekly joint meetings between 

the Superintendent and department Assistant Superintendents did not exist for the rest of the 

organization’s district office departments.  Department staff conduct departmental meetings in 

their own departments with their department specific staff.  However, regular cross departmental 

staff meetings did not exist.  Finally, in some cases, some departments did not ever visit schools.  

If they needed to interact with school site staff, they did so via email or phone.   

 

Below I describe my assessments of the working relationships at the district office prior 

to the intervention in more detail.  The assessments are from both the district and site 

perspectives. 

 

Description of district collaboration. Some district office work was organized in 

traditional silos, task oriented by function or unit, and often removed from immediate and 

physical contact with schools and school staff.  For example, while individual district office 

administrators visited school sites to meet with principals and/or other site staff, and address site 

concerns, they regularly conducted their site visits completely independent from other central 

office departments that might have helped address the matters or issues.  The teamwork and 

communications between district office department staff was often compartmentalized and 

fragmented.  
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The compartmentalized departments and structures created work environments where 

staff accomplished their unit work, specific to their department functions and requirements, in 

their offices or cubicles with minimal  interaction with other departments to identify and 

implement solutions to site issues.  Some staff appeared to be more focused on their department 

specific roles and deadlines, rather than brainstorming with other departments about identifying 

solutions to site issues or improving support to schools.  For example, as reported by a site 

secretary during the first site visit of this study, when payroll is working on a payroll deadline, 

“everything shuts down” and sites cannot get help from payroll: “We are told we have to wait…”  

While payroll needs to focus on meeting their deadlines, it also important that they be available 

to provide support to schools, regardless if they are working on deadlines.  Furthermore, as 

previously noted, I did not find one instance where Cabinet or departments planned or conducted 

joint site visits to learn about site issues first hand as a team or to jointly address site needs.  

When district office administrators from a respective department visited schools, they did so 

independently from other departments, even if the matter being discussed required input from a 

department other than their own.  For example, when Fiscal Services staff visited schools, they 

did it with a specific purpose in mind such as to review and discuss a site budget for a program 

that may have required additional funding or a preliminary audit finding, both of which may 

have required input from Educational Services.  When Human Resources visited schools, they 

did it to address a particular personnel issue that, in order to have resolved, may have required 

financial resources or a manager from a department other than Human Resources.   

 

Site perceptions of central office collaboration.  While district office administrators 

were the focus of my study, I thought it was important to solicit feedback from school site 

administrators regarding their thoughts and perceptions about the support they receive from 

district office staff and how they view the collaboration between departments.   Understanding 

their perceptions and feedback would help enlighten the outcome of my study, in particular when 

district office staff could see and understand how their work impacts schools.   

 

In order to do this, the district office conducted an anonymous on-line survey of school 

site administrators a few weeks prior to the first site visits.  The survey was e-mailed from the 

Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources to site administrators.  The survey included eight 

questions, with the following five-point scale: 1 strongly disagree, 2 disagree, 3 neutral, 4 

strongly agree, and 5 agree.  The respondents could also elaborate with comments to each 

question.  The survey was made available for seven days.  The survey results were provided to 

Cabinet to review prior to the first school site visit.   

 

The survey results offered a mixed picture of site-central office relations (for the full survey 

and results, see Appendix B). Some school site administrators responded that both the 

communications between district office administrators and the support to school sites could be 

improved.  Others were specific about the departments that they perceived to have issues. Yet 

others strongly agreed that the communication between district office departments is working.  

Of the eight questions asked in the questionnaire, the one that received the lowest rating was 

related to school site administrators’ perceptions of what is happening at the district office.  

Because school site administrators spend the majority of their time at their school sites, not at the 

district office, it is difficult for them know with certainty if district office departments 

communicate to address site specific questions or concerns.  While they may go to the district 
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office for meetings and witness some communications between district office departments, their 

observations tend to be limited and for brief periods of time.  Therefore, their responses to the 

following statements were based on their perceptions of the communications between district 

office departments.  

    

Statement 1:  District office departments communicate (they talk, meet or email between 

departments) to address my site specific questions or concerns.   

 

Of the 23 site administrators that responded, five indicated they strongly disagreed or 

disagreed, 10 were neutral, and eight indicated they agreed or strongly agreed.  Comments 

provided under this question were also mixed including the following:    

 Yes, I usually can expect and do receive a response in a reasonable amount of time.  

 I have had a lot of folks say, well that's the other dept. Please just call them and when I call, 

they say they are waiting on another department as well. 

 Issues with calendaring events and schedule conflicts often arise between central office and 

sites. 

 Yes, in some cases. It has gotten better in that regard. 

 Sometimes I feel like I have to go back and forth between departments and play "middle 

man" in getting an issue addressed, which can be difficult when at a site. 

 This seems to be an area that needs improvement. Decisions involving multiple departments 

should not take as long as they do. We also sometimes get different information/messages 

from different departments about the same thing. 

 I have continued concern about support for our EL learners. I am seeing some progress 

towards greater support for these students, but there continues to be lots of gray area in 

regards to communication of EL expectations to general ed. teachers. 

 

The responses to this question support the idea that some school site administrators perceive 

a lack of communication between district office department staff, a reality for some district 

office administrators and the reasons for pursuing this action research study.  This lack of 

communications and coordination at the district office appears to be felt, observed, and 

recognized at some of the school sites.  Therefore, improving the relations and joint work at the 

central office is also likely to be felt at the site level.   

 

Statement 2:  I feel comfortable when I have an issue to call the district office for assistance. 

 

The question that received the highest rating was specific to how school site administrators 

feel when they call the district office for help.  This question is less about perception and more 

about the reality for school site administrators. The results could explain that school site 

administrators do not have concerns with reaching out for help or communicating with anybody 

at the district office and that there is a level of comfort with reaching out to the district’s central 

office.   

 

Of the 23 site administrators that responded, all 23 were neutral, agreed, or strongly agreed.  

Nobody responded that they strongly disagreed or disagreed.  Comments provided under this 

question were consistent and include the following: 

 My comfort level is fine, thanks!  
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 Some people are more patient than others.  

 Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent of Educational Service, Senior Director of Student 

Services, Director of Special Education and Director of Secondary Education are all 

particularly helpful and take our questions and concerns seriously. I feel comfortable calling 

anyone. 

 I have not problem with calling, but I often have reservations about the level of support I will 

get depending upon which department I am calling. 

 

Based on the responses, it appears that while the school site administrators may perceive that 

there is a lack of coordination amongst district office staff, they also feel comfortable navigating 

through their perceived lack of collaboration between district office departments because they 

have developed relationships with district office staff with which they feel comfortable.  

Therefore, improving the perceived lack of coordination combined with the comfort site staff 

feel could help build stronger ties, interactions, and powerful relationships between the two.  A 

summary of the survey results and comments from school site administrators are provided in 

Table 4 below.  
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Table 4.  Summary of Site Administrator Questionnaire 

 
 

Findings from the Implementation of the Intervention 

 

As part of this action research study, I planned six separate experiences between district 

office administrators from the three district office departments.  The intervention included a 

temporary redesign of their work roles and responsibilities.  The redesign integrated the work of 

district office administrators and provided opportunities for them to jointly visit schools, listen to 

site staff regarding their issues, witness the issues that could be observed physically, and 

together, address those issues.  These opportunities and events provided me with the setting and 

occasion to observe the changes in the discourse and exchange of information between these 

administrators.   

 

Four of the six joint meetings were planned at the schools –two took place at the 

elementary school and two at the high school.  In both meetings at both schools, district staff 

from the central office could jointly interact with, listen to, and learn from school site staff, and 

experience their everyday issues first hand.  Two of the six joint meetings took place at the 

Number Surveyed 35

Total Responses 23

% Response Rate 65.7%

In HR, the certificated branch is more responsive than the classified side. 

This survey should be broken up by department. It is difficult to answer for the entire entity as a group since some 

departments are much more helpful and responsive than others.

For the most part, but I think this could be stronger when it comes to implementing district initiatives. 

It seems curriculum should have a better grip on planning because sub usage on training days is leaving jobs uncovered. If 

a job is uncovered, the teacher at the training should return to the site. Our kids are more important than the training.

Again, we often feel very disjointed. An area for improvement. Also, site principals should be more in the loop/part of the 

conversation as decisions about their sites are being made at the DO.

Overall Response Rate

Sped is too slow to respond to inquiries. FMOT is too slow to when it comes to project coordination.  Curriculum talks in 

circles. Right hand does not know what the left hand is doing. 

Yes, my questions are responded to in a timely manner 

I have troubles getting response sometime with regards to HR and SPED.  

FMOT is too slow to respond. 

In regards to facilities, or emergency procedures, I have struggled to receive a timely response, and in some cases, no 

responses at all!

All departments are helpful, except for Special Ed and Alternative Ed usually are not. 

Sometimes, it depends on the department. 

Mostly, yes, I find that if people don't know the answer they are able to find it for me which I appreciate. 

Summary Responses Regarding District Central Office Departments Responding to School Sites 

I have sometimes not gotten answers when needed regarding alarms at our site.  

HR is slow in responding in regards to student tutor documentation for employment. Only when I call after a couple of weeks, 

and I advised something was incorrectly filled out. 
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district office exclusively with the district office team in order to debrief on the first site visits at 

the elementary and the high school and prepare for the second school site visits.  We experienced 

some inconsistencies with the individuals who participated from Educational Services because of 

last minute scheduling issues.  However, overall, I observed that the communications and 

discourse to understand and resolve site issues between district office administrators increased 

after each gathering.  Staff from the same departments and different departments engaged more 

both between their own departments as well as between other departments.  As their joint time 

together increased, district office administrators spent more time trying to problem solve.  

Furthermore, while my study was not focused on the communications or dialogue between 

school site level staff, I observed that school staff who participated in the study were increasingly 

interested in contributing and providing their feedback for solutions and positive outcomes to the 

issues being discussed. 

 

Three Process Conditions  

 

   As communities interact around given problems, they generate solutions, better practices, 

and shared commitment (Fullan, 2004).  Positive collaborative cultures help because they push 

for greater accomplishments (Fullan, 2004).  Collaboration should  include the following three 

conditions: 

 

A. Common goals where contributors in collaborative relationships hold common or 

mutual goals that may be beneficial to their organization, to themselves, and to each 

other.  The goals are negotiated and prepared by the participants themselves, rather than 

stemming from an external mandate.  The acceptance of shared goals contributes to a 

sense of bonding among individuals resulting in a mutual commitment to each other to 

achieve the goals.  Individuals having a common goal are motivated to collaborate when 

they believe that they require each other’s contribution to be successful in their own 

work.  When these individuals are engaged in joint work, they are interdependent and 

rely on each other to reach their goals.  

 

B. Parity or equality where people of unequal status such as superintendents, 

principals, teachers, and support staff come together.  All participants must believe that 

they have a meaningful contribution to make and that their input is valued.  Collaboration 

provides educators who have traditionally been involved in hierarchical and competitive 

top-down structures with a means of working towards their goals in a more horizontal, 

equitable, and cooperative patterns.    

 

C. Voluntary where individuals participate in relationships on a free and voluntary 

basis, and work relations arise not from administrative constraint, but form the perceived 

value and understanding among participants that working together is productive. (Slater, 

2000, p. 5)  

 

I found that three conditions were important for the shared understanding, collective 

responsibility, and relationships, which parallel Slater’s components of collaboration. The three 

process conditions were:  
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1. Visiting schools to understand and experience site issues first hand – rather than requiring 

that school staff come to the district office to explain their site issues or request support, and  

2. Conducting site visits as a district office team – rather than conducting site visits alone, and  

3. Witnessing and participating in real live issues, in the environment in which the issues are 

occurring – rather than hearing about the issues in a meeting in an office, removed from the 

environment.   

 

This action research study provided for these conditions through a total of six 

opportunities (three per school site) for district office administrators to understand site issues, 

exchange ideas and jointly provide solutions.  I found that as a result of these experiences, 

communications between departments increased, silos between district office departments 

diminished, enthusiasm for providing support and implementing solutions to site issues 

increased, and relationships between staff were strengthened.    

 

The first site visit took place on the same day for both schools, providing consecutive 

time and space in one day for district office administrators to collaborate. Between both school 

site visits, the district office team from the various departments spent five hours in one day 

jointly learning about two district schools, school staff, and school related issues.  The schedule 

for the first site visit was consistent at both schools:  

 

 15 Minutes:  Introductions and purpose for site visit.  

 60 Minutes:   Conduct site walkthrough.  The school team took the DO team on a site 

walkthrough.  Prior to the visit, they were asked to show the DO team activities, instruction, 

and facilities where they observed issues that need to be addressed. 

 60 Minutes:   Site and DO team debriefed on what they observed. Some provided 

solutions to observed issues.  

 15 Minutes:  Closure and next steps.  

 

During the introductory part of the site visits, I provided an overview and purposes of the 

study and the visit, and then each individual introduced himself/herself.  During the site 

walkthroughs, the principal and school site staff spent time highlighting site issues and 

explaining to individual district office administrators where they needed support.  Upon hearing 

about and experiencing the issues first hand, some individuals expressed their concerns related to 

the conditions of the school facilities and classrooms, either to school site staff or to their 

department specific counterparts.  Others asked follow-up or clarifying questions of site staff.  

During the site walkthrough, I counted about five instances where individuals from different 

departments exchanged ideas and/or solutions with each other.  When we concluded the 

walkthrough and returned to the library for the site staff and district office team debrief, there 

was more dialogue regarding the issues that had been observed during the walkthrough, and 

some people provided recommended solutions to the issues.  By being on the site together, and 

experiencing the problems at the same time and in the same environment, they experienced 

common problems and were able to solve the problems together.  Because this process provided 

district office administrators and site staff an opportunity to jointly experience site issues, they 

were also able to resolve the issues together.  It was evident that through this process, when 

people were walking, talking, and observing issues collectively, they recognized and experienced 

the same problems, and had a shared understanding. This joint experience created a space where 
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they could dialogue about a topic they had experienced first hand, and at the same time, break 

down the silos.   

 

Prior to this experience, district office administrators had no joint experiences at the 

school sites where they could learn about or observe real live school site issues.  They could not 

share ideas or exchange solutions to the issues experienced at the school sites because their job 

functions were not structured to provide these joint lived experiences.  Through this action 

research study, we created opportunities and experiences for key district office decision makers 

to jointly learn about, experience, and resolve school related matters on teams, with mutual 

understanding by and between departments responsible for implementing the work. Below I 

provide several instances of the shared understanding. 

 

Shared Understanding 

 

The three process conditions provided the key ingredients for shared understanding.  

Shared understanding is a collective knowledge creation influenced by participation and 

achieved by exchanging individual knowing for group knowing, thus changing from individual 

perspectives to a joint perspective (Stein & Glazer, 2011).  Shared understanding emerges from 

collective contributions as a result of joint experiences. Shared understanding is individual and 

collective ownership of a new perspective accepted by the group.  While Stein and Glazer say 

that shared understanding emerges from collective contributions as a result of joint experiences, 

my data also shows that both individual and collective ownership was important to ensure that 

there are consistent understandings of the problem and solution among the intervention team.   

 

Shared understanding about site issues as well as administrator and staff roles and 

responsibilities emerged as a result of the three conditions this study provided.  With this 

newfound shared understanding, district office staff to were able to bring their roles and 

expertise to address those matters as a team.  Instances and examples of shared understanding 

that resulted through this study are described below.     

 

Shared Understanding of Site Issues. The elementary school debrief was scheduled to 

take place first, followed by the high school debrief.  At the beginning of the debrief, the 

Director of Technology made a comment that could be reflective of her growing shared 

understanding among the team.   She explained how work in the district office offered her only a 

partial perspective of site problems.  Being on site and being able to discuss the problem with 

other team members offered her a broader understanding of the problem and how it could be 

fixed within the team.  She elaborated that the first visit gave a good overview of issues at that 

school site in a fairly short period of time, a perspective to have a dialogue about critical issues, 

and that it was very impactful:  “We operate in an environment where we respond to emails, 

work orders, that only give you a small perspective, but [through this exercise] we were able to 

see it and have a dialogue”.  Travelling to schools jointly, in teams, provided that opportunity to 

jointly experience site issues and exchange ideas to resolve the issues.  This shared experience 

creating a shared understanding took place during several other times as noted below.   

 

During the site walkthrough at the high school, we observed that items were currently 

stored in hallways or areas not intended to be storage space.  In some cases, the school used 



28 
 

hallways that lead to classrooms or other instructional areas for storage creating potential safety 

and security concerns.  During the debrief, there was back and forth about the need for more 

storage space.  After silently listening and observing the discussion, the Coordinator of 

Purchasing stated that the site could benefit from a space utilization study.  She had mostly been 

quiet the entire time until this moment.  She noted that it was difficult to tell if we actually need 

more space and/or if we need to dispose of existing items to create storage space.  Everybody 

agreed with her.  Because the individuals discussing storage issues had just observed the packed 

hallways, bursting closets, and the challenges the schools face with a lack of storage areas, they 

could also understand the need for a space utilization study.  This shared understanding of the 

issues facilitated the shared understanding and the agreement regarding the space utilization 

study.  The issue item was eventually added to an issues log to which I make reference later in 

this chapter.  

 

Another example of shared understanding took place during the site walkthrough at the 

elementary school, when it became obvious very quickly that the elementary school lacked shade 

for students when they were out on the playground for lunch, recess, or fire drills, for example.  

It was painful for us to walk through the playground in the middle of the day with the intense sun 

beating on us, even if for just the walkthrough. As we walked through the campus, we talked 

about the asphalt heat coming through the soles of our shoes, and the sunrays itching on our skin.  

At the beginning of the debrief discussion at the elementary school, the Director of Special 

Education, who works in Educational Services and was helping to facilitate the process, 

commented that the school had a need for more shade and awnings.  The Coordinator of 

Purchasing tried to facilitate prioritizing the two for budget related purposes.  At that point, the 

Director of Special Education said "Why can't we have both if we need them…" and the 

Coordinator of Purchasing responded in support.  This new shared understanding of the issue as 

a result of the shared experience provided an opportunity to find a solution together.    

 

We experienced another notable shared experience that included the HVAC system in a 

first grade classroom.  The school explained that for years, they had reported that the HVAC 

system in this classroom was extremely loud, impacting instruction in the classroom because the 

teacher sometimes had to yell or the kids just could not hear her. During our district office 

debrief, we discussed that not addressing the issue for years was unacceptable.  We also 

discussed and agreed to the immediate implementation of the solution: Fix it.  During the second 

site visit, we explained the solution and timeline for resolving the matter to school. Two months 

later, the HVAC system was fixed.   

 

This shared understanding of the problems as well as collective recognition of our roles 

and responsibilities gave us the ability to immediately address the issue and to communicate to 

the site the solution.  Additional examples of shared understanding of roles and responsibilities 

are provided in the next section.     

 

Breaking Down Barriers 

 

In addition to the shared understanding created through this study, the intervention broke 

down silos among central office departments as well as between school sites and central office.  

Barriers that had previously existed between schools and district office staff were broken down 
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as a result of the shared experiences, dialogue, and communications between the staff from sites 

and the district office.  Staff from both entities used their individual expertise to solve a team 

problem. 

 

Breaking Down Central Office Silos. During the debrief of the elementary school with 

the central office administrators only, the Coordinator of Purchasing stated that she thought it 

was important to include teachers as part of the school site team to understand the site issues 

from a teacher’s perspective.  She also noted that it would have been good to visit classrooms 

while students were in class.  While the high school walkthrough included four teachers with a 

few district office administrators visiting high school classrooms, the elementary school visit did 

not include teachers or visits to classrooms.  The Coordinator of Purchasing thought it was 

important that the teacher’s voice be heard during these site tours.  The Assistant Superintendent 

of Education Services, concerned with interrupting the classroom, commented that the visits 

during the school day would be extremely disruptive.  He elaborated that visiting classrooms 

during the school day was a whole level of different distraction when you take a whole team in 

the classrooms. He further communicated that if we pulled teachers out from class during 

instructional time to hear from them, it would add to our substitute challenges.  This new 

problem created an opportunity for additional dialogue regarding how these joint visits should be 

structured.  A healthy dialogue between the two ensued, and then the Director of Human 

Resources, who was formerly a principal with District, interjected and asked if we could invite 

teachers to join us during their preparatory period or make it an option and voluntary for them.  

She expressed that some of them would love the opportunity.  The Assistant Superintendent of 

Human Resources commented that even if they weren’t able to “trail through the whole thing, 

having their perspective is important”.  She used the example of the high school teacher whose 

classroom we visited during her preparatory period to learn about  how difficult it was to not 

have windows in her classroom or in the hallway of her building.  The Assistant Superintendent 

of Human Resources stated, “my point is that we talked with her during her prep period.”  At that 

point, the Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services commented that we would need to 

work with the associations, including CSEA, to gain their support in order to do engage in the 

discussions systemically.  The Director of Human Resources responded that she did not 

anticipate any issues with them at all.  The Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services 

responded that it required us to be flexible, and teachers’ prep period time would be great 

because the availability of substitutes was a challenge.  This example shows team members from 

different departments bringing new issues and ideas forward regarding how to improve the 

quality of their site visits based on their experiences and observations during the first visit.  They 

went beyond discussing and addressing school site issues.  They are now interacting with each 

other differently, bringing issues regarding how to improve the quality of their site visits and 

their joint experiences to the team to solve together.  

 

The dialogue became richer as solutions were identified.  The Assistant Superintendent of 

Education Services then explained that because of this substitute challenge, the principal at the 

elementary school did not include a teacher in the first visit.  Recognizing the benefit of visiting 

classrooms, the Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources commented that perhaps we could 

break up into smaller teams to go into classrooms, perhaps two at a time.  She commented that 

the high school principal said to her during the site visit, “I can’t take 10 people into a classroom, 

it’ll freak them out.”  She reflected on his comment and then suggested that if the principals do a 
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good job of letting teachers know that they have visitors and if the team could go in two at a 

time, we could then all come back together and share what we learned in the classroom. At that 

point, the Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services stated that the process could be done 

in a style similar to instructional rounds.  The discussion continued with everybody concluding 

that future visits need to include classroom visits and the teachers’ perspective. This site debrief 

dialogue is an example of district office staff wanting the experience of hearing from the 

beneficiaries of their work, understanding that hearing their perspective is critical in the work 

they do, and wanting experiences to observe the environments they impact with the actions they 

take at the district office. It is also an example of the silos being broken down between all district 

office departments to openly discuss and address the concerns raised by the Coordinator of 

Purchasing regarding visiting classrooms.  Business Services, HR, and Educational Services 

understood the benefit of visiting classrooms.  By challenging each other regarding how visiting 

classrooms could benefit the quality of the visits and the data collected, they eventually worked 

through the issue and came to a resolution.   

 

The problems identified and discussed as a team were not limited to those identified at 

the school site.  Another example of a new problem that arose as a result of people coming 

together for this study followed at the district office, after about 45 minutes during the high 

school debrief with the district office administrators. During the middle of the high school 

debrief, the Director of Secondary Education asked an unrelated question about the District’s 

technology department and internet capacity during a professional development session this 

summer.  Specifically, he stated that during the summer training, a teacher was working in her 

district email and lost email access. He commented that he knew we wanted to cut off email 

access at the end of the year for teachers who were no longer employed, but when teachers were 

training during this session, they had to scramble for access.  The room became quiet, and then 

the Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources responded that there were a couple of teachers 

who were put on leave, and perhaps that teacher was somebody who had been put on leave.  She 

explained that when an employee is put on leave, their email and District server access were 

removed.  The Director of Secondary Education responded that it was his wife, and then the 

Director of Technology commented that his wife was a long-term substitute and the department 

cuts off access to substitutes as of the last day of employment.  She commented that the policy 

was fairly strict. The Director of Secondary Education suggested making professional 

development documents available to the public, so that in case trainees did not have access to the 

documents via our district servers, they could access it via a different means. This discussion 

created a new problem for the team, and once again, staff from different departments 

demonstrated their ability to identify a problem and then draw from their experience and 

knowledge of their roles and responsibilities to contribute a different viewpoint and provide a 

workable solution. Furthermore, it demonstrates that team members from different departments 

bringing new problems to the table, outside of the site visit, to brainstorm and solve the problem.  

 

During the site walkthrough at the elementary school, the principal incorporated a visit to 

the library and shared concerns about old issues in the library, including concerns with the 

unused and archaic hardware that was taking up large amounts of space in the library.   During 

the elementary school debrief, the site secretary and principal again mentioned the old hardware 

in the library that was taking up space.  Promptly, and in response, staff from different 

departments began working together to address the problem by contributing to the solution from 
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the vantage point of their departments.  The Director of Technology immediately stated that she 

would have the useless hardware removed in Summer 2017 to provide additional space. The 

Director of Special Education commented that removing the hardware would create much 

needed space for the books that would be delivered to the elementary school during the summer 

for the newly adopted ELA/ELD curriculum. The Coordinator of Purchasing responded that she 

could help support the removal to provide adequate space for the school during the receipt and 

distribution of ELA/ELD materials.   The condition of bringing together different departments 

helped to create a shared solution that was likely more comprehensive because it was constructed 

from different expertise and responds to a shared understanding of the problem.  The principal 

and site technician were grateful and commented that the unused hardware had been taking up 

space for years. 

 

A different instance of shared understanding of roles and responsibilities and knowledge 

sharing took place at about 50 minutes into the high school debrief when the site was raising 

issues about the lack of support from Fiscal Services.  The Director of Special Education, as a 

problem-solving statement, asked if sites had the "budget bible".  Various individuals did not 

know to what she was referring. She explained that it is a document with the District’s account 

code structures and definitions.  The site staff responded that they didn’t have the document. The 

Director of Special Education offered to send it to the sites.  She elaborated on how she found 

this resource from Fiscal Services to be beneficial to her and her department and offered to 

distribute it to the sites. The Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources then commented that 

department chairs could also be offered some form of budget training as well.  I supported the 

distribution of the budget bible and providing budget training to the department chairs. The 

Coordinator of Purchasing stated that she would follow-up.  Once again, the condition of 

bringing together different departments while jointly listening to site issues helped to create a 

shared solution that was more comprehensive since the solution is constructed from different 

expertise and also answers to a shared understanding of the problem.   

 

The data suggests that being on a team facilitated problem-solving because it provided 

opportunities for individuals to bring his or her own role specific knowledge to address questions 

and concerns.  While just placing people on teams is useful because it creates a mechanism for 

dialogue, being on a team helps people bring their roles to the table, and make meaningful 

contributions, especially when people see that their work makes a difference.  Being on a team 

creates a space for dialogue which facilitated breaking down silos in some areas.  

 

Breaking Down Barriers Between Site and District Office. During the elementary 

school debrief at the district office (between central office administrators), the Coordinator of 

Purchasing commented a few times that a Facilities, Maintenance, Operations, and 

Transportation (FMOT) person and a teacher should have been included in the site visit and 

provided the opportunity to participate.  For the Coordinator, the FMOT person’s involvement 

was critical to addressing the many facility issues that were raised during the site visit, and the 

teacher’s voice was important to learning how the district office can better support sites.  I 

observed her criticism to be valid and being motivated to help.  She recognized that not having 

the right people there would make it more difficult to address the reported issues.  She was also 

critical about the district office team not going into the classrooms, and not hearing from 

teachers.  She recognized the benefit of having contact with the beneficiaries of district office 
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work.  She also followed up with a positive comment that she loved having the school custodian 

there.  District office staff were in agreement that site voice was necessary and discussed ways to 

includes more site staff on the team to better understand site issues and experience their issues 

with them.  This opportunity provided a different way to understand the problems and trying to 

build better relations with schools because they saw a need for it.  

 

Another example of team members better understanding site issues and trying to build 

better relations with schools took place during the high school debrief.    For years, school site 

staff had reported concerns related to groups and organizations who rented the facilities after 

hours or on weekends and/or summer.  School site administrators had reported that facility users 

often created issues for their teachers, including that they consumed the teachers’ classroom 

printer toners, their paper, and classroom supplies, and sometimes the teachers’ personal items, 

and often left the classrooms messy.  District office administrators acknowledged that they had 

heard the issues previously but nobody had resolved the matter.  During the site visit, teachers 

took district office administrators to specific classrooms that were used by the facility users.  

Listening to staff frustrations and observing the reported issues in person provided  the team with 

the hands-on view of what facility users were using in the classrooms and the conditions in 

which they were leaving the classrooms.  We listened and observed the classroom conditions, 

and we discussed meeting with the users as well as allocating a portion of the revenues collected 

from the rental fees to the schools.  The district office had collected  the facility rental fees and 

has always maintained 100% of the proceeds from fees at the district office, even though the 

teachers and schools may have been subsidizing the consumption of materials. This issue and 

solution was recognized as part of the discussion at the school sites.  After these visits and during 

the district office debrief, we decided to allocate 15% of the proceeds to the schools to help 

offset wear and tear by the facility users.  We also agreed that it was important to meet with the 

facility users to let them know our expectations when using the facilities.  Again, these issues 

had previously been reported, but unfortunately, the sites were frustrated because they didn’t feel 

that anything had ever been done to address the issues.  By hearing directly from the sites and 

witnessing first-hand the conditions in which the users left the buildings, key district office 

administrators were able to implement solutions to address the long history of issues.  Effective 

the new school year after the data collection, we rolled out the 15% allocation to district-wide 

sites and agreed to have annual meetings with the facility users regarding our expectations when 

using the facilities. 

 

During both of our district office debriefs, I asked central office administrators their 

thoughts regarding the site visits.  They shared that hearing from the site staff was meaningful 

and valuable, visiting the sites in teams and hearing from the site staff provided opportunities to 

experience [what?], and expressed a desire to replicate the process at other schools. The Director 

of Secondary Education commented that he thought the teachers that were present appreciated 

the time to voice their concerns with staff from the district office..  He also commented that we 

might include students.  The Director of Human Resources stated that the teachers’ voice was 

significant and that the custodian felt he finally had an opportunity to get his voice heard.  These 

district office administrators found that the feedback from their beneficiaries is notable and 

valuable.  The Director of Technology commented that it was helpful to take the time to see an 

entire campus and get a bird’s eye view, and a holistic perspective.  The Coordinator of 

Purchasing noted that it was a good school site team, and that as we walked around, we had an 
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opportunity to talk with individuals who could bring up things that didn’t come up with larger 

group.  She commented that she valued hearing directly from the site staff and learning from 

them how we could better support them.    

 

At the end of second site visit at the elementary school, staff from both the school and the 

district office provided feedback that captured the overall sentiment from staff that reflected a 

shifting attitude toward the relationship between school and district office. The feedback 

included the following: 

 

Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services: I just appreciate we are working in 

partnership and have a list with all the items.  Hopefully we can take this model to other 

schools.  School Secretary:  Me too, thank you, I'm most excited about the office, and the 

front door to be secured, I've been trying to get that fixed for so many years.  Director of 

HR: Thanks and like [Assistant Superintendent of Educational Services] said, I'm looking 

forward to doing this at other sites, it's a great process.  New Principal:  Yeah, I'm very 

impressed, it's like the surgeons getting together to see what's best for the patient, and 

everybody working together is going to make change. Principal:  Thank you for inviting 

and allowing our school to be part of this process, kind of like [Principal] alluded, it's 

great to have all the people around here with all eyes, ears, and minds thinking together 

as opposed to emails and phone calls, and at least a level of understanding of what things 

are doable in the near future.  Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources:  It makes 

clear how often our departments overlap, and to sit at a table with specific issues to work 

through them, it's great.  

 

Being at the school site, experiencing site issues, and interacting with site staff stimulated 

a different type of relationship between the district and school site staff.  For example, during the 

second site visit at the elementary school, the retiring principal, who had been at the school for 

10 years, commented that it was great to have key staff thinking together as opposed to 

communicating through emails and phone calls, and to have a level of understanding of what 

things are doable in the near future.  This same principal had commented that in his ten years at 

the site, he had never seen that level of teamwork between school site staff and district office 

administrators.  Hearing from the site staff in their environment was meaningful and valuable to 

central office staff because they could better understand the issues.  There were similar examples 

of at the secondary school including staffing allocations and support levels from Fiscal Services, 

all of which were addressed in partnership with the key district office decision makers.  

 

Autonomous contact with beneficiaries, independent from the teams that help support 

them, and/or detached from the site (at the district office for example), are insufficient to 

increase their motivation to collaborate or to remove barriers between departments.  The process 

implemented with this study allowed district office administrators to have a different experience 

with site staff as well as develop a new shared understanding of issues.  For example, for years, 

the elementary school had been requesting speed bumps in the front drop off area off the parking 

lot.  During the walkthrough, the principal repeatedly pointed out the safety issues related to the 

drop-off and how some vehicles drive fast through the parking lot when dropping off or 

collecting students.  He stated that after years of waiting for the district office to follow-up, he 

asked the district office if they could install their own rubber speed bumps, but the district office 
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denied the request.  As we were walking through, we could see the significant issues related to 

the lack of speed bumps.  Each of us had visited the school many times prior to the joint visit, but 

we had visited independently, for a specific purpose.  Being together, listening to the principal 

express his concerns, having the opportunity to dialogue about the issue, and having a first-hand 

experience made a significant different in our understanding of the problem. The sites speed 

bumps were installed about six months after we conducted the joint site visit, but about 10 years 

after they had originally been requested.   District office administrators were thrilled about 

completing this request. In particular because they recognize how this project impacts student 

safety at the school.  

 

Another example of how district office administrators having contact with the 

beneficiaries of their work makes a difference can be seen with the discussion regarding the front 

office door at the elementary school.  The school site secretary noted, after 20 years of asking the 

district office for the safety issues with the existing front doors be addressed, the matter was 

never addressed.  As a result of the joint site visit, key district office decision makers jointly 

witnessed the safety issues related to the current school entry doors.  We discussed potential 

issues such as an intruder easily entering the school during the school day. We jointly decided to 

prioritize the installation of a new door that would require any school visitor to go to the front 

office to check-in prior to being allowed to enter the school.  We prioritized the project for the 

new school year.  A few weeks later when we issued the Request for Proposal for contractors to 

do this work, various administrators and site staff expressed their excitement and gratitude for 

finally addressing this student and staff safety issue.  Some staff expressed that this door issue is 

a good example of why joint school visits are important, otherwise, the school would have been 

waiting for another 20 years. 

   

Creating Buy-In and Accountability  

 

 As part of this study, I created an issues log to record the issues the district office team 

identified during the first site visit.  The log provided a visual that communicated the details 

associated with each of the issue areas district office administrators recorded, and/or site staff 

reported.  It recorded the issue name and description, the planned resolution, and the resources 

required to resolve the issue.  It also named the lead person responsible for resolving the issue, 

and the timeline for resolution.  The log was the central repository for all reported issues that 

required resolution from Business Services, Educational Services, Human Resources, and the 

school sites.   The log provided department staff with a clear list of items with timelines that 

required attention. Senior management prioritized and approved the items, providing staff with 

clear direction on the priorities Cabinet was setting and serving as a tool that offered clarity and 

brought all departments together. Together, people could discuss their specific details associated 

with the issues and then jointly determine the resolution, timelines, and resource needs to resolve 

the issue.   

 

The issues log created the sense of individual and joint accountability because everybody 

was involved in building the log with specific items, and each individual responsible for 

resolving the issues was identified.  Although the issues log was not intended to be an 

accountability tool, it helped in that regard as well because it detailed who was responsible for 

resolving the issue and provided timelines for resolving the reported issues.  It was provided as a 
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live tool to the sites in which staff could see that central office staff had identified and prioritized 

an issue and the actions that had been taken and would be taken on behalf of the issue. Staff 

could see for themselves that the issue has been incorporated into the work of the central office 

and we are taking action to support their needs. The tool and its accessibility and transparency 

departed from previous experiences of central office inaction. It communicated to the schools 

that we heard them, that we took their site issues seriously, and that we were taking action on 

their support needs.   

 

The log served as a tool for all team members to use and prioritize their work.  Populating 

the log with the issue description, timelines, resources required was a team effort and an 

incidence of collaboration.  The log did not exist before the study.  The team proactively 

populated and updated the log which helped provide clarity and direction for the team.  The log 

was organized by the department responsible for addressing the issue.  Nonetheless, individuals 

populated it based on what they observed and/or heard from sites, rather than populating it only 

relevant to what pertained to their department.   

 

As the discussion about the site issues progressed with staff providing their thoughts 

about solutions to site issues, two individuals pulled out their devices and started logging actions 

being discussed directly in the action log regardless of who the action belonged to.   The 

Coordinator of Purchasing noted that there were actions we had discussed with the school site 

staff during the site debrief, but they weren’t on the log.  She proceeded to log them directly into 

the log.  The log allowed for staff to jointly prioritize their work and for team accountability. 

While everyone had their specific role and task relevant to their department, everyone had a 

shared task to populate the issue log with identified issues.   

 

At the conclusion of each debrief with the district office administrators, I asked the 

district office team if they would be in agreement to use the issues log to guide the final 

debrief/second site visit at the schools.  I explained that we could use it to share our action plan 

to address each of the issues that were raised and observed.  Everybody thought it was a good 

idea to use the log to guide the final discussion with the schools.  We also agreed to send it to the 

site staff in advance of our final meeting.  

 

The second and final visit as part of this design study was focused on providing the 

school staff with the log documenting each of the issue items that were presented by school staff 

or identified by district office administrators during the first visit.  The district office team 

decided to share the issues log with the schools, an indication for transparency as well as a new 

way of interacting with the sites.  We also provided site staff with timelines, activities, and 

resources we had assigned to address and resolve each of the issues.  The log was used as the 

tool to provide documentation on the actions and timelines for each of the school site issues.  All 

meeting attendees were provided a copy of the action log prior to the meeting via Google docs.  I 

also brought my computer and projected the log on the large screen for all to view as we went 

through each item.  Because we had previously debriefed and jointly contributed to the action log 

during the district office debrief, all district office administrators knew exactly the solutions we 

would present to the site.   
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As part of explaining our actions relative to the log, each individual from his/her 

respective department held themselves responsible.  For example, the log noted that we would 

provide adequate delivery and storage for the newly adopted ELA/ELD materials.  Embedded in 

the log, Educational Services provided a detailed plan for the delivery of materials, 

communicated that we would provide extra hourly support, explained that we’d remove the old 

archaic hardware that was identified during the first site visit which would provide  adequate 

storage space for the materials.  We also explained that Maintenance was ready to support 

unloading and delivering materials to classrooms.  The Assistant Superintendent of HR noted 

that librarians had contacted her and mentioned it was too taxing on them to unload and deliver.  

The Interim Director of Maintenance and Operations immediately noted that he would bring 

custodial teams to help support.  Once again, between all district office departments, we 

documented the various issues on the log which helped us resolve these pressing and stressful 

issues for the site and shared the issues and actions with the site via the actual log. 

 

Conclusion  

 

District offices are notoriously siloed. I found that the following three process conditions 

allowed for a crack in those silos.  

1. Visiting schools to understand and experience site issues first hand – rather than requiring 

that school staff come to the district office to explain their site issues or request support, and  

2. Conducting site visits as a district office team – rather than conducting site visits alone, and  

3. Witnessing and participating in real live issues, in the environment in which the issues are 

occurring – rather than hearing about the issues in a meeting in an office, removed from the 

environment.   

4. Creating artifacts that make progress visible. 

 

By establishing these conditions, staff were able to expand beyond the walls of their 

department  Enhanced relationships and partnerships between staff from different district office 

departments were established as a result of this study.  More frequent informal and formal 

interactions between district office administrators were instituted, and stronger communications 

between school sites and district office administrators were also formed.   
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

  District office departments often operate in isolation, focused on addressing department 

specific matters, and scarcely interacting with colleagues from departments outside of their own. 

This was no exception at Stately Unified School District where central office staff mostly 

worked with their department specific colleagues, focused on their division specific tasks and 

deadlines.  Although their joint work directly impacted schools, district office departmental staff 

at Stately Unified scarcely worked together on these tasks. 

  

Limited relationships with other departments often resulted in units operating in isolation.  

Like in many districts, each district office departments often responded to questions and issues 

from schools in isolation.  Department staff traditionally did not proactively collaborate when 

addressing site issues because the district office was not set up to operate that way.   

 

Summary of Findings 

 

As part of this action research / design development study, I planned six experiences for 

district office administrators that were intended to increase their inspiration to collaborate when 

supporting schools and their productivity in solving problems.  The administrators involved 

represented individuals from Business Services, Curriculum and Instruction, Human Resources, 

and the Superintendent’s Office. Over a three- month period, the temporary redesign of their 

work roles and responsibilities included joint experiences and provided direct connections to an 

elementary school and a high school. 

 

As previously noted, three conditions were important for the shared understanding, 

collective responsibility, and relationships:   

 

1. Visiting schools to understand and experience site issues first hand – rather than requiring 

that school staff come to the district office to explain their site issues or request support, and  

2. Conducting site visits as a district office team – rather than conducting site visits alone, and  

3. Witnessing and participating in real live issues, in the environment in which the issues are 

occurring – rather than hearing about the issues in a meeting in an office, removed from the 

environment.  

4. See above.  

 

These experiences provided the required space to enhance the discourse and exchange of 

information between these administrators. Central office administrators were better able to 

discuss, address, and resolve site issues.  Additionally, they saw their work had a direct impact 

on schools, and they experienced how their joint work resulted in improved communications and 

support for schools. Enhanced relationships and partnerships between staff from different district 

office departments were established as a result of this study.  More frequent informal and formal 

interactions between district office administrators were instituted, and more informal 

communications between school sites and district office administrators were formed.    

 

I found that there is significant value in connecting district office administrators to the 

receivers of their work and in providing joint opportunities for these administrators to observe 
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them in their environments. School sites are the place where the work of central office 

departments manifests.  By jointly witnessing and experiencing site issues, central office 

administrators were better able to address and resolve the issues.  Consistent feedback from site 

staff and hearing directly from them allowed for shared understanding of problems and solutions 

to develop among the members of the team so they could move together to common 

understanding and shared experiences.  Observing site staff and the issues they experience in 

their environments created the space for the district office administrators to easily dialogue about 

the issues, and more importantly, dialogue about solutions to the issues.       

 

Assessment of How the Design Met the Design Challenge 

 

The design challenge was to create an intervention that would encourage collaboration 

between central office administrators. I drew on Grant’s theory on the importance of prosocial 

impact for public service employees to increase their motivation, and Honig’s theory on the 

value of reorganizing district office work to better support schools.  My design met some of the 

original goals and design challenge. 

 

 First, the site visits were planned to include specific site administrators with specialized 

content and technical expertise and key decision-making authority.  However, the district had 

experienced some turnover in some of these key positions, and as a result, some of those 

administrator positions were vacant during the data collection and research.  For example, the 

Director of Fiscal Services, a key position with specific technical expertise was vacant for over 6 

months and during the data collection and research.  The Director of Maintenance and 

Operations, another key position and role when making facility related decisions, was not present 

because the individual was out for personal related matters during the site visits and data 

collection.  In addition, some key staff from Educational Services were not present for some of 

the site visits and meetings.  While the absence of these individuals created some challenges such 

as limited input from those with technical expertise and delays with responses to specific follow-

up items or action plans, their absences also revealed some interesting observations and 

consequences.  For example, as a result of the vacancies and/or absences, other administrators 

who were present stepped in to fill the void and/or follow-up with issues and matters that 

pertained to those absent.  Although their vacancies and/or absences were unplanned, central 

office administrators who were actively involved sometimes stepped in to back-fill in their 

absence.  Therefore, while not everybody was present, the absences created opportunities for 

others to step in and fill the void.          

 

Second, my original design included a focus on site budgets, including a budget 

workshop for school site staff and departments.  I included a budget workshop in the original 

design because I thought that if sites and departments better understood school site budgets, we 

could work through more site issues together – jointly prioritizing resources, budgets and 

projects around common goals, between the schools and departments.  Nevertheless, I eliminated 

the budget focus and budget workshops from the site visits because I found that they deviated 

from my study focus, which was to increase teamwork, communication and collaboration 

amongst district office administrators.  Although important, my study was not intended to help 

schools and departments understand site budgets.  Therefore, I decided to conduct the 

discussions about resources and resource allocations with district office administrators, during 
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our debriefs at the district office.  A budget workshop at the site level would have created too 

much focus on budgeting issues and not enough space for people to work from their roles.   

 

Third, my design had originally included a Board member as part of the district office 

team in order to help ensure support and buy-in from the governance team.  However, given that 

our District also experienced turnover at the Superintendent level, I ended up filling dual roles of 

Interim Superintendent and Deputy Superintendent.  Given these dual roles, as well as 

researcher, I thought it would help to moderate any potential discomfort with central office and 

site staff if we kept the team to administrators.  I did communicate with the full Board of 

Trustees the goals and activities of my research, and they were supportive.  The Board of 

Trustees expressed an interest in the administration conducting these joint site visits at all 

district-wide schools.  While having a board member be a part of the site visits could have helped 

communicate to schools and central office administrators that the board supports these visits 

district-wide, at the time, I thought it could have also created some awkwardness.   

 

Fourth, while recruiting central office administrators with key decision-making authority 

is not necessarily an undesirable way of introducing new initiatives or practices, it misses the 

opportunity to explore other underlying forces that influence adoption or rejection of initiatives 

at the district office.  For example, including classified non-management staff who do a lot of the 

work behind the scenes could be beneficial.  However, given collective bargaining agreements, 

and work-day time constraints, it could be challenging to successfully recruit a team of willing 

and experienced district office classified non-management staff – without compromising their 

workload.  Unless substitutes were hired, or they elected to work overtime to complete the work 

that may not be completed during the time they were conducting the joint site visits, then their 

regular work could be significantly compromised.  More concerning, one might assume that it is 

precisely those staff where voluntary participation is not likely or possible where their 

collaboration and teamwork to support schools is most needed.  My theory of action does not 

speak to these recruitment challenges. 

 

Finally, my design could have benefitted from incorporating a few classroom visits 

during classroom instruction as part of the site visits, rather than leaving classroom visits as 

optional for the principals to decide.  This requirement would have been beneficial for the district 

office team because it would have given the district office team an opportunity to observe and 

interact with teachers and students in their environments.  It proved to be beneficial at the high 

school when a few of us walked into a classroom and interacted with the teacher and students. It 

was beneficial because the teacher voice was powerful in understanding their lived experiences 

and issues.  Furthermore, it would have given voice to real live issues that take place in the 

classrooms. 

     

Re-examining the Theory of Action  

 

My theory of action posits that if district office administrators jointly visit schools, make 

connections with the beneficiaries of their work, and jointly experience site issues, they will also: 

1. Understand each other’s roles and responsibilities,  

2. Build relationships with district office staff as well as school site staff,  

3. Develop mutual accountability,  
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4. See the impact of their individual work and contributions as well as the impact of their 

department’s work,  

5. See the potential of joint work and collaboration,  

6. Understand how compliance translates into consequences at the central office as well as the 

sites, and  

7. Make connections with the beneficiaries of their work.  

 

The intervention, designed with this theory of action, was able to increase collaboration 

and enhance issue resolution processes.  Jointly, district office administrators experienced site 

issues, and as a result, they could also more easily dialogue about resolving the issues. As they 

had  first-hand experiences of site staff experiences, they developed relationships with each 

other. Mutually, they could also brainstorm solutions to problems, prioritize responses to issues, 

and support each other through the implementation of the solutions. Through this joint problem-

solving, they began to better understand each other’s roles.     

 

My theory of action confirms existing research by Grant, which explains that in their 

current state, various public service jobs provide little exposure to the more enduring prosocial 

impact of these efforts.  That lack of awareness of the lasting prosocial impact of their jobs may 

be one contributing factor to the motivational challenges employees face in the public sector.  By 

connecting these workers with the beneficiaries of their work, like I did in my study, can help 

enhance their motivation.  Furthermore, my findings also build on existing research by Honig 

and Grant, that when put together, suggests that being on school sites in teams might enhance 

understanding of problems, and further increase district office employees’ motivation to 

collaborate.   

 

The theory of action does not address the complex factors that influence outcomes from 

political or personnel actions, potential emergencies that arise where participation from these key 

administrators is compromised, or even the potential reluctance to participate in a set of activities 

designed and carried out largely by a participant in a position of authority to the immediate 

district community.  I relied on the participation of district office administrators with specific 

decision-making authority.   

 

Study Limitations 

 

 In addition to limitations related to the theory of action, there were elements of the study 

itself that, in retrospect, may have limited the quality of my data collection and analysis.  First, 

rather than collect baseline data of the group I was studying, I collected it of the beneficiaries of 

their work.  Although that data was useful to understand perceptions of collaboration, it was not 

helpful in comparing changes in behaviors of the group I was studying.  Therefore, I could not 

compare changes in the conduct of district office administrators before or after the research. I did 

not realize this until after I had conducted the research.  Therefore, I made adjustments to the 

research study as a result of an analysis of process data, after it was collected.  Similarly, I 

recognized potential gaps in my theory of action as the activities continued.  It eventually 

became clear to me that there was not a tight enough alignment between the structure of my 

original design and the data collection as outlined in my original theory of action.  In the end, I 

focused on process data which helped me further explore some of the conceptual issues.  It did 
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not adequately solve the potential disconnect between the first site survey and the final outcome.   

 

 Second, I would have liked to see consistent participation of administrators in each of the 

six sessions, especially cabinet members.  I believe it would have set a tone and expectation for 

all staff to understand the priority to encourage district office teamwork and collaboration when 

supporting schools.  For example, ensuring that blocks of time were restricted for all those 

required to participate and providing back-up staff for them as emergencies arose would have 

been beneficial.  Unfortunately, I did not plan for these happenings.  Personnel and political 

decisions that may impact a project or initiative will occur, regardless of the person in charge.  

Being prepared and flexible to respond to these changes, just as we did during this study, could 

prove to be beneficial.  For example, it could provide potential opportunities for those involved 

to enhance their work efforts by filling any voids, even when filling those vacuums is not their 

job responsibility.      

 

  Third, district office administrators already had good relationships.  The district office 

staff have historically gotten along with each other.  The district does not experience some of the 

tension or chaos possibly experienced in other district offices.  In addition, the district is high 

performing and the schools we visited are considered the district’s “crown jewels”.  I recognize 

that these conditions impact the likelihood of collaboration and reduce the potential stress that 

might occur in opening up this work to others. I understand that the interactions could have been 

different if the school sites were struggling academically. There could have been more distrust of 

the central office by school site or more reluctance on the part of the central office to address 

school site facility issues.    

 

Suggestions for Further Iterations 

 

 First, I would conduct a preliminary survey of district office administrators and non- 

administrators to determine their views, perceptions, and opinions regarding the 

communications, teamwork, and collaboration of their work when supporting schools.  This 

baseline survey and data collection will help determine changes in behaviors and approaches 

when supporting schools.  In general, although I was thrilled about the findings of my study, I 

was disappointed that I could not draw comparisons in changes in behaviors because I did not 

have the baseline data.  While I think the opportunity to collaborate was presented each time we 

came together, measuring the changes with quantifiable data would have been beneficial.  

Further, it would be beneficial to share this data with cabinet members and the board to 

demonstrate the importance of redesigning the compartmentalized and siloed district office work 

into more cohesive and collaborative structures that better support teamwork.    

 

 Second, I would add a segment where we could hear from schools how district office 

work helps and hampers their ability to support students.  The research is very clear that public 

service employee motivation increases when workers hear directly from their beneficiaries how 

their work impacts their beneficiaries.  Adding a discussion with the sites regarding how the 

work from the district office impacts their ability to support students would likely produce 

additional outcomes worth investigating.  The outcomes that were reported were beneficial, but 

further enhancing those to actual discussions about how district office workers enhance or 

hamper school site work would have provided additional rich data to help structure future site 
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visits.  

 

Third, as a cabinet, we discussed inviting the site administrators from the two schools to 

share their experiences regarding this study with district-wide administration and non-

management staff and generate dialogue about conducting these visits district-wide and creating 

action/issues logs for each site.  We thought it would be beneficial to have site staff present to 

district-wide administrators why they thought this work was important and how it helped their 

school site staff.  This debrief with district-wide administrators would not only help further 

improve future site visits but also provide valuable data to district office administrators and non-

management staff about how their work has significant impact on others.    

 

My Role as Leader/Researcher  

 

 It is important to understand that I came to the district as a vested actor in the system with 

positional authority at the district level.  Undeniably, this fact helped me gain access to the 

central office administrative team, decision making authority about which sites would be 

selected for visits, and connections with the principals.  This may also have shaped how people 

responded in the debriefs and at the school sites as well.  While I believe the expressed opinion 

that the district office struggled to provide joint and collaborative support to schools in previous 

years, and that central office staff were thrilled about conducting these joint site visits, whether 

or not the central office leadership team felt the intervention warranted a formal research 

structure is a more uncertain conclusion.  Once I had been welcomed by the district 

administration, I quickly developed what I would consider to be a relationship of trust with the 

then Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent’s and business office staff.  The then 

Superintendent expressed on several occasions his feelings that my personal involvement and 

school site visits with school site administrators and staff was a welcome change from the norm.  

There were clear moments when this former Superintendent and cabinet members spoke with 

others about supporting the collaborative joint work.   

 

I also leveraged this relationship with the school district administrators to elicit critical 

feedback about the study itself. Following each informal discussion, I would take notes of the 

feedback from staff regarding the study.  I used the feedback to further refine the schedule for the 

site visits as well as the selected sites to study.       

 

I also bring a strong effectiveness bias that I have had to constantly check as I have both 

carried out the intervention and analyzed the collected data.  For example, it was very hard for 

me to come to the conclusion that without the baseline data, I could not prove that the joint site 

visits and adjusted work schedules did not register a measurable change in behavior amongst 

participants.  Indeed, part of the reason I included the sessions in my study is related to a belief 

that such learning experiences can positively influence behavior.  As noted in my process data, 

these shared learning experiences often elicited an emotional lift for participants, and I tend to 

associate that a value-added sense of purpose and awareness with adjustments in behavior.  In 

the context of my intervention, I do not have quantifiable data to support such a conclusion. 
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Conclusion  

 

Changing the culture of any organization can be tremendously challenging, especially in 

the context of public education where structures and functions were originally set up to be 

compliance driven, isolated, and fragmented.  As such, changing the work roles and 

responsibilities of district office administrators can be challenging.  However, it is possible to 

demonstrate in very simple adjustments how the changes in work structures and functions make 

a positive difference for the schools they serve.   

 

My study has highlighted the potential that deliberate redesigns of work roles and 

responsibilities, including providing opportunities for central office staff to jointly visit schools, 

listen to site staff regarding their issues, and witness school site issues that could be observed 

physically, and collectively, could produce for enhanced teamwork and collaboration.  These 

joint experiences provided central office administrators enriched opportunities to discuss, 

address and resolve site issues.  These opportunities, experiences and events provided the 

required space to enhance the discourse and exchange of information between these 

administrators because they were able to jointly experience how their united work results in 

improved support schools.   

 

While these efforts fell short in some respects, they also disclosed the motivation to work 

more proactively across central office departments to support schools.   
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APPENDIX A:  DESIGN TEAM PREPARATION QUESTIONS  
 

Topic of dissertation 

The coordination between District Office departments (Fiscal Services, Special Education, Student 

Services, Payroll, Human Resources, Maintenance and Operations, Curriculum and Instruction, 

Technology, etc) needs to be improved to effectively help principals support staff and students.   

 

Pre-Site Visit Questions for Principals and Vice-Principals 

At least two (2) weeks prior to visiting the schools, I will send the site principals and vice-principals an 

anonymous questionnaire to determine their view of district office support and collaboration.  The survey 

will be on-line and will include the following five (5) questions with a scale of 1-5, 1 = Strongly Disagree 

and 5=Strongly Agree.  

 

Survey  

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree, please answer the following 

questions.   

 

We just want to know how you experience District Office Support   
1. I receive responses to my questions regardless of the department with whom I speak.   

COMMENT BOX:  

 

2. When I submit a request to the district office, I receive a timely response 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

3. When I submit a request to the district office, I receive a useful response 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

4. I know who to contact at the district office when I have a concern or issue that needs to be 

resolved 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

5. I feel comfortable when I have an issue to call the district office for assistance 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

6. If the person at the district office doesn’t know how to resolve my issue, I am confident they will 

take the necessary steps to get back to me within a reasonable amount of time. 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

7. District office departments communicate [they talk, meet or email between departments]  

to address my site specific questions or concerns   

COMMENT BOX:  

 

8. District Office departments coordinate [strategize and pull together their resources] to address my 

site specific questions or concerns. 

COMMENT BOX:  

 

Problem Vignettes Provided to District Office Team  

A few days prior to their joint site visit, the district central office team will be provided with the following 

sample scenarios, and direction to consider the scenarios as a sample set of issues that could exist at the 

school.  They will be asked to take notes and identify any issues they observe during the site visits that 

they believe they can help address and/or they are responsible for addressing.   
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Scenario 1  

The first walkthrough is completed.  The Team enters a vacant classroom to debrief.  The classroom is 

normally used for instruction with the exception of a few hours during the day.  As the district office team 

enters, the principal turns the lights on, and four bulbs are flickering and two bulbs are not working.  As 

all eyes go to the flickering lights, some notice a ceiling tile gone brown from a severe water leak. The 

classroom feels and smells musty.  

 

Scenario 2  

School has just started and students are in their classrooms.  The Team is walking throughout the campus 

and school grounds.  One of the educational services administrators asks to see the student restrooms.  

The principal opens the door, and a strong urine odor escapes through the doors.  The restroom ceilings 

are covered with dried toilet paper.  Two toilets are cracked and leaking water.  The water faucets don’t 

work.  Several tiles are cracked.   

 

Scenario 3 

As the team drives onto campus and park, they notice a huge tree with huge root stumps.  One student is 

walking to the front office and trips over the stump.  The student falls and when he gets up, his knees are 

covered with blood.     

 

Scenario 4 

The team is walking through a classroom and there are a few students who are sharing workbooks.  The 

teacher proceeds with the lesson.  

 

Scenario 5 

At the high school, the principal decides to stop into a 9th grade math classroom.  Students keep adjusting 

their chairs and it quickly becomes evident that the furniture for some of the students are too small.  

 

My Role  

My multiple roles (designer, researcher, and actor) moreover may lead to the possibility of advocacy bias. 

Also, throughout the research process, I will reflectively examine and discuss how my background as a 

practitioner may shape my findings by jotting notes of my feelings, impressions, and thoughts in a 

reflection journal after each session then work with fellow students who will serve as critical friends and 

sounding boards to help me understand what is happening.   
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APPENDIX B:  STAFF SURVEY RESULTS 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

2 2 6 9 4 23

2 4 18 36 20 80

3.48

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

1 2 8 8 4 23

1 4 24 32 20 81

3.52

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

0 2 9 10 2 23

0 4 27 40 10 81

3.52

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

0 0 2 14 7 23

0 0 6 56 35 97

4.22

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

0 0 4 10 9 23

0 0 12 40 45 97

4.22

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

0 1 6 13 2 22

0 2 18 52 10 82

3.73

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

2 3 10 7 1 23

2 6 30 28 5 71

3.09

1 2 3 4 5
Rating 

Average

Response 

Count

1 6 6 8 2 23

1 12 18 32 10 73

3.17

District office departments coordinate (strategize and pull together their resources) to address 

Answer Options

Responses

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

Weighted Average

District office departments communicate (they talk, meet or email between departments) to 

Answer Options

Responses

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

If the person a the district office doesn't know how to resolve my issue, I am confident they will 

Answer Options

Responses

Weighted Scores

Responses

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

I feel comfortable when I have an issue to call the district office for assistance.

Answer Options

Responses

Answer Options

Responses

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

I know who to contact at the district office when I have a concern or issue that needs to be 

Answer Options

When I submit a request to the district office, I receive a timely response.

Answer Options

Responses

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

When I submit a request to the district office, I receive a useful response.

Weighted Scores

Weighted Average

District Office Coordinated Support Survey

I receive responses to my questions regardless of the department with whom I speak.

Answer Options

Responses




