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This study examines the COVID-19 experiences of K-12 school campus
directors, especially in terms of building and grounds, transportation, and
food services from the Midwestern United States. The COVID-19 pandemic
has changed to online education mode and implemented safety protocols to
ensure equitable access to K-12 education. School directors play a crucial
role in United States’s school administration. The researchers used a mixed
method research design and purposive sampling. The sample included 9
school-grounds directors, 34 food service directors, and 31 transportation
directors. A S5-point Likert-type questionnaire was prepared by the
researchers to collect the relevant data for the study. The data were analyzed
using descriptive statistics and thematic analysis. While revealing their
experiences, various school directors mentioned that key challenges are
reliable sources of information for them to work, inequities in resource
allocation, finance allocation, and lack of professional training. The survey
highlighted the need for several resources, including federal and state
funding, teacher professional development programs, and community
partnerships that support K-12 education. School directors addressed
challenges regarding transportation, buildings, grounds, and food services
during COVID-19. The study revealed the need for systemic policy changes
and communication resources to create resilient and adaptive learning
environments for K-12 education. Eventually, the study recommended that
policymakers and educational leaders bring changes to K-12 infrastructure to
withstand crises like COVID-19.

This is an open-access article under the CC BY-SA license.

0

Corresponding Author:
G. S. Prakasha

School of Education, Christ University

Bengaluru, Karnataka 560029, India

Email: prakasha.gs@christuniversity.in

1. INTRODUCTION

Leading a school district cannot entirely fall in the lap of a district administration. Directors in key
areas such as maintenance, food service, and transportation were often underappreciated before the
pandemic. Post-pandemic, most people in these roles were praised for their time and efforts in serving the
district [1]. Many district directors were not asked to do things for the district they were trained for or had
previous experiences with. This raises the question of how these K-12 directors stay current and what
resources they find helpful to continue growing on the job. The conceptual framework put forth by
Strange and Banning [2] posits that effective educational environments hinge on fostering a sense of
inclusion, safety, engagement, and community for students and staff.
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The framework is constructed around 3 key components of all human environments: i) Physical
conditions, design, and layout: this pertains to the tangible features of the environment, including buildings,
landscapes, and other human-made objects that interact with people using the environment, like the layout of
classrooms and the cafeteria in a school district [3]. ii) Aggregate component: this component emphasizes the
impact of human characteristics on the environment. It proposes that environments are influenced by the
collective characteristics of the individuals who inhabit them. iii) Organizational structures: this relates to
how an organization operates, achieves its goals, and allocates resources. This can range from complex,
bureaucratic structures to relatively flat organizations, with their effectiveness assessed by how well they
meet their end goals [1]. Strange and Banning [2] conceptual framework emphasizes the interplay between
the physical, human, and organizational components in creating effective educational environments.

Despite such frameworks detailing effective educational environment, the COVID-19 pandemic had
hit the functioning of school agency. There were unforeseen hurdles the school directors faced during
pandemic. Therefore, the current study proposed following research questions: i) what are the obstacles faced
by the Midwestern United States K-12 school superintendents and various school directors during
COVID-19; and ii) what are the lessons learned by K-12 school superintendents during COVID-19 and the
way forward. Therefore, the current study provides the detailed account of obstacles faced by the Midwestern
United States K-12 school superintendents and various school directors during COVID-19. The study further
provides the possible directions to handle such future crises situation. The details included infrastructure
facilities such as buildings, grounds, transportation, food services, faculty development programs, student
mental health, and technological requirements for online classes. The researchers usually measure the school
effectiveness out of student or teachers survey but in the current study the lived experiences of administrators
are captured which provides very candid information and is an innovative approach to measure school
effectiveness.

Measuring school environment from the lived experiences of school directors and district
superintendents fetch researcher a valuable input. The studies pertaining COVID-19 impact on schools are
mostly understood by the teachers, head of schools, and students’ perspectives. Moreover, the outcome of
these studies did mention much about the administrative issues that affected them. There are not enough
study exploring the details of challenges that the administrators faced and due to which the consequence is.
Therefore, present study shifted the focus to understand the school directors and superintendents lived
challenges so that the future such crisis time may be well tackled.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Student learning and achievement are the ultimate focus of schools. Marzano and Marzano [4]
identified key components that positively impact student achievement. The key components are the quality of
the curriculum, instruction provided to students, and infrastructure significantly impacting student
performance and learning outcomes [5]. The findings in Council of Great City Schools [6] reported the
importance of reversing the cycle of deterioration in the nation’s school buildings and the link between the
physical school environment and student achievement outcomes. The report describes how school districts,
financially squeezed over long periods, made economic decisions that reduced the most cost-effective types
of maintenance work: preventive and predictive maintenance [5]. The result of those decisions “to save
money” will, in the long term, increase the amount and frequency of much more expensive breakdown repair
and replacement work. Their study from 2014 found that students in deteriorating school buildings score
between 5 and 11 percentile points lower on standardized achievement tests than students in modern
buildings. Students in non-air-conditioned buildings have been found to perform 3 to 12 percentile points
lower on student achievement than those in air-conditioned buildings [5].

Strange and Banning [2] also describe 7 structural features that lead to characteristic environments
from fixed to fluid. The first of the 7 components is complexity, which refers to the specialization and
subunits within the system and the amount of expertise needed in the environment. The next component is
centralization, which refers to how power is distributed in a setting. Production is another structural
component assessed by what an organization does or produces. In times of diminished resources,
low-producing units may find a need to justify their continued existence [2].

2.1. Strange and Banning [2] environmental model

According to various studies, the choice of schools by potential employees and students is influenced
by multiple factors, including academics, extracurricular opportunities, school atmosphere, leadership
attitudes, dissatisfaction with local schools, safety concerns, and convenience [2]. The environmental model
encompasses these reasons in 4 environments: physical, aggregate, organizational, and socially constructed
[3]. Research indicates that designing appealing learning environments in school districts leads to increased
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student enrollment and improved retention rates [7]. The physical environment, including the built
environment and artifacts, influences students’ sense of place and can impact their performance and learning
outcomes. Factors such as air quality, lighting, and acoustics have been found to affect students’ and teachers’
abilities to perform effectively.

The organizational environment encompasses the planned and systemic nature of schools and
organizations. Bureaucracy, flexibility, and organizational priorities impact the environment’s performance
and efficiency. Large organizations often experience decreased flexibility and increased complexity, leading
to more incredible bureaucracy and less personal interaction [8]. Parents’ priorities in school choice decisions
vary, with some placing importance on extracurricular activities and indirect costs while others prioritize
academic quality [9]. Different school choice patterns exist between advantaged and disadvantaged families,
influenced by various contextual factors [10].

Shared impressions, conversations, stories, artifacts, symbols, and rituals within a school district
shape the socially constructed environment. It represents the collective subjective views and experiences of
participants [5]. A supportive environment, characterized by school supportiveness, a sense of community,
and opportunities for student interaction and influence, increases students’ attachment to school and reduces
engagement in negative behaviors. Positive relationships with caring teachers, principals, and peers and a
safe and friendly environment are influential factors for parents considering open enrollment. Understanding
the different environments described by Strange and Banning [2] model helps analyze the operations and
challenges of K-12 public school districts. The physical environment, convenience, aggregate environment,
organizational environment, and socially constructed environment all play crucial roles in shaping school
choice, student experiences, and academic outcomes.

Teaching K-12 children about the environment and sustainability is environmental education’s
primary goal. The objectives are to augment learners’ comprehension of ecological principles, foster
ecological stewardship, and stimulate conscientious decision-making concerning environmental concerns [7].
The paper examines several studies showing environmental education programs’ benefits, emphasizing their
adaptability and the necessity for creative research methods to increase their efficacy in learning
environments. Convenience, a component of the physical environment, plays a significant role in parents’
and students’ decisions regarding school choice. Factors such as proximity to home, availability of before
and after-school care, and existing siblings attending the school influence enrollment decisions [10]. The
importance of convenience is often associated with families’ socioeconomic status, with higher-income
families placing less value on convenience than lower-income families.

The aggregate environment, shaped by the people in a school or community, is crucial for student
success and a sense of belonging [11]. Families choose schools where the student body composition aligns
with their backgrounds [9]. Collaboration between parents and schools fosters family-like schools, recognizing
each child’s individuality and involving families in supporting students’ educational experiences. Different
personality types, such as realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional, influence the
compatibility between individuals and the social environment of a school district [12]. Academic factors are
often a primary consideration for parents when choosing schools [13], with higher-educated parents valuing
educational opportunities more than lower-income or less-educated parents [14].

2.2. Role of K-12 schools superintendents

According to Kim and Weiner [15], this suggests that superintendents influence these dynamics
through their policies and support for school leaders. Their role is crucial in balancing organizational and
individual demands for effective school management. Supervisors play an essential role in educational
research by facilitating the implementation of findings in schools [16]. They help principals develop
instructional leadership and align district policies with research-based practices [17].

Superintendents, along with school management levels. They manage their interactions, which
affect community capacity and local authority [18]. Through a cooperative understanding of duties and
responsibilities, they play an essential role in academic management, influencing team-supervisor
interactions and ultimately enabling student achievement [19]. Although their influence on enrollment and
spending is modest, the study shows that school principals play a critical role in district leadership, impacting
management abilities and overall school success [20].

Supervisors are responsible for personnel management, policy implementation, and district
operations of schools. Although admitting their jobs have become more complex, many express great
satisfactions [21]. However, Jackson et al. emphasize that political and work-related stress significantly
determines whether they consider leaving their jobs [22]. School superintendents are essential in supporting
student health by managing school health activities and regulations [23]. These help to strengthen the
resources of schools. They work with various partners to promote methods that increase nutrition and
physical activity to improve student health outcomes [24].
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2.3. Education learning environments

Indoor classroom settings significantly impact learning, defined by air quality, temperature, and
building upkeep [25]. These issues impact pupils’ health and academic performance; thus, school administrators
must consider them [26]. Knowing how students learn in visual settings in the classroom is essential. In this
case, the benefits of visualization for students are significant [27]. They have a major impact on reading success,
especially for students from diverse backgrounds who can identify their academic quality [28].

Effective online K-12 education includes educated educators, technology access, and students’
ability to self-regulate learning [29]. Essential instructional methods include evidence-based curriculum
design, active learning, and real-time assessment [30]. Thus, the quality of subsequent educational
environments determines the long-term success of early education initiatives such as preschool [31].
However, current methods for measuring these interactions reveal fewer tangible impacts, emphasizing the
need for new research tactics [32].

In a school, pleasant, warm, and harmonious learning spaces with ergonomic furniture and adequate
lighting and ventilation significantly improve student and teacher performance, satisfaction, and well-being.
Integration of indoor and outdoor learning areas is effective [33]. In American schools, peer relationships are
valued based on social elements such as safety and teacher support [34]. According to Wilkins et al. [13]
longitudinal research indicates that a sense of community affects social and emotional outcomes. Creating
meaningful learning experiences at school and actively fostering solid relationships can significantly improve
the sense of community [35].

2.4. Theoretical framework

The situational leadership theory guides the present study. District school superintendents and K-12
school campus directors, transportation directors, and food service directors in the Midwestern United States
had adapted themselves to the changing demands of K-12 schools due to the unprecedented emergency of
COVID-19. Their change in their functioning played a crucial role in continuing K-12 education amid
COVID. They are expected to take the best action to make school more accessible and equitable to the
students and teachers in any given situation and crisis times [36].

2.5. Context of the study

The study investigates how Midwestern United States K-12 school superintendents and various
school directors handled obstacles and use of resources in the changing educational environment during
COVID-19 and what lessons learned to handle future crises are the essence of this study. From
administrators’ perspectives, the study focused on infrastructure facilities such as buildings, grounds,
transportation, food services, faculty development programs, student mental health, and technological
requirements for online classes. The study further explored the requirement of government funding and
community collaborations to enable flexible learning environments for K-12 education. Reporting school
superintendents’ challenges in the new normal is essential for smooth functioning of school systems in
United States. The present study provides a platform to look at diverse community expectation, ensuring staff
morale, and implementing state mandates to provide equitable and inclusive education in the United States.

2.6. Research objectives
The present study intends to address the following research objectives:

- To report the K-12 school directors’ locations, outsourcing information, and resources they explore to
update their working knowledge.

- To reveal the challenging experiences faced by the K-12 school directors (involved in building and
grounds, transportation, and food services or nutrition) during COVID-19.

- To find out the current challenges faced by the K-12 school directors involved in building and grounds,
transportation, and food services or nutrition

3. METHOD

The present study employed a mixed method research design to understand the experiences and
challenges faced by K-12 school directors during COVID. The quantitative data collection involved a survey
questionnaire. The study employed a purposive sampling technique, and accordingly, the sample consisted of
the public-school building and grounds directors, nutrition or food service directors, and transportation
directors from the Midwestern United States. The researchers developed a web-based survey instrument on
the Google Form platform. Google Form was utilized so that participants would not have issues accessing the
survey and providing feedback on computers or their cell phones since many K-12 school districts are
already Google schools. In addition to collecting participants’ designations, districts, and years of service,
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the survey instrument consisted of an informed consent form and 9 questions. Each question has to be
responded to on a S-point Likert-type rating scale starting from strongly disagree-1 to strongly agree-5.
The survey questionnaire was validated by 3 senior administrative experts from the field who provided face
and content validity suggestions for the questions. It is then further processed to a pilot study on a small
sample to establish reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha value of the survey was found to be 0.84, indicating the
study is highly reliable.

The current study and the survey design, format, and final instrument were submitted and approved
by the Institutional Review Board at a University in the United States. Data collection occurred through the
use of the survey. Eligible participants received a cover letter and a web email link to the survey instrument.
The survey link was live and, when clicked, automatically took the participant directly to the survey
instrument page. An additional follow-up email to encourage participation for those who have not completed
the survey was sent approximately one week from the initial email date. The study sample included 9 public
school building and grounds directors, 34 nutrition or food service directors, and 31 transportation directors
in the Midwestern State of the United States. The survey was sent to around 600 K-12 directors. However,
the study could get only 74 complete responses, forming the data. Figure 1 presents the sample details.
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Figure 1. Shows the sample details, directors’ type on the Y -axis, and number of directors on the X-axis

3.1. Data analysis procedures

The study collected descriptive quantitative survey data, including demographic and a few
open-ended questions. Thus, the participants’ responses were segregated for better interpretation. Coding is a
critical step when looking for themes in open-ended survey questions. Coding helped the researcher start with
numerous ideas from the data collected and eventually sort them into categories, beginning to see patterns
and eventually translating them into themes or findings [37]. The themes that emerged from the open-ended
question response are defined as “broad units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form
common ideas” [38]. Thematizing involves putting the information that is gathered into a smaller number of
categories or themes [38]. The researcher starts analyzing open-ended textual data by reading and rereading
the transcripts and coding for general themes and sub-themes from the textual data [37]. In this study, themes
were analyzed both holistically and as categories of various director roles. For example, the researchers
looked at all the directors’ feedback for a question before breaking down the data according to the directors’
roles, such as nutrition, transportation, building, and grounds.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Participants who completed the survey were asked to define what type of school district they serve
as part of demographic data. About 69.7% of participants described their school districts as suburban. In
comparison, 9.1% served in rural districts, and another 21.2% of respondents served in urban neighborhoods.
The details are depicted in Figure 2.

The researchers wondered if any directors in the study “outsource” any of their transportation, food
service, or buildings and grounds services. Only ten participants responded that they outsourced services. The
largest service outsourced was transportation in urban districts (50%); Figure 3 depicts its details. The study
asked participants where they tend to get new information to stay updated on their jobs. Most participants
said that job-specific conferences and training (47%) provide them with the latest updates on their duties.
However, 25.8% of the participants reported it as webinars (25.8%), and the remaining said they got it from
professional networking groups and informational websites presented in Figure 4.
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Figure 2. Type of school in the district as revealed by directors
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Figure 4. Shows the participants’ responses on their job update resources

4.1. Resources that support school directors (food services and nutrition, transportation, building and
grounds) in performing their duty

4.1.1. Food services and nutrition directors

They cited that the primary sources of information for food are webinars and training sessions
offered by the lowa Department of Education (IDOE), the School Nutrition Association (SNA), the Institute
of Child Nutrition (ICN), and the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) [39]. Some directors said
social media groups and online resources such as the IDOE website, No Kid Hungry web page, and the
School Meals That Rock Facebook group were beneficial. These are the verbatims stated by the Food
Services and Nutrition directors.

“Most of the information comes directly from training with the IDOE and the Bureau of
Nutrition. To stay current, 1 also use professional organizations like the school-nutrition
association and National Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) community sponsors”.
“School Nutrition Association Magazine, Webinars from SNA, Department of Education,
Institute of Child Nutrition, recipes from other state websites.”
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“The state is very good at offering webinars and updates to keep the directors informed, and it is
always willing to help with resources and answer questions. I also belong to SNA which offers
valuable resources and training. The Child Nutrition Institute is also another wonderful source for
training. The directors I have become friends with over the years offer each other suggestions,
ideas, etc... on what we are doing. We are always willing to help out a fellow director.”

4.1.2. Transportation directors

The primary source of information for transportation directors was cited as the Iowa Pupil
Transportation Association (IPTA). Other sources include online networking groups, email newsletters,
conferences, industry magazines, and vendor information. The directors also consult with each other and the
state consultants for advice on any rule changes and innovative ideas. These are the verbatims stated by a few
of the transportation directors.

“...The Annual Transportation Conference is where I learn new things. I look forward to it every
year...”
“...I contact our bus inspector for most of my needs, or I research it on my own...”
4.1.3. Building and grounds directors

Building and grounds directors found the best source of information during COVID-19 was the
annual conference in Des Moines, contacting other directors, and correspondence from the IDOE. Due to
their busy schedules, some directors have found it challenging to have time to attend these events and utilize
the resources. These are the verbatims stated by a few building and grounds directors.

“I always like attending the yearly conference in Des Moines to see others in the same line of
work and catch up.”

“When I need to figure something out, I check the IDOE website first and then usually go to
others to get answers to my questions.”

“I look to other schools because I'm new to the director position, and my state lady helps me out
alot.”

4.2. COVID-19 challenging experiences shared by the school directors (food services and nutrition,
transportation, building and grounds)

The COVID-19 pandemic posed many challenges to the school’s nutrition, building and grounds,
and transportation systems. This included staffing and supply chain shortages, difficulties securing food and
supplies, sanitation, and even spacing on school buses to maintain social distance. In addition, it is essential
to find enough drivers, ensure their safety, and avoid inconsistency and uncertainty in meal funding and
menu planning. Frequent menu changes and supply chain disruptions increased health concerns for aged staff
[40]. Difficulty managing amended bus routes and schedules, maintaining social distancing on buses, keeping
up with ever-changing protocols and regulations, and misinformation from the media.

Participants in the study reflected on the pandemic and the different resources they utilized to serve
their districts and navigate the pandemic. For many directors, asking them to reflect on the pandemic was
a negative experience they did not want to remember. One food service director said, “Meal participation had
so many challenges during the pandemic and still now has a domino effect on the ups and downs of meal
participation.” The demand was very high for “free meals” offered during the pandemic by USDA, and we did
not have enough staff to keep up [41]. Another building and grounds director succinctly commented, “There
were so many challenges I don’t want to even think about it again!” Many directors shared that “There were no
clear directions” as a major area of concern as they navigated serving their districts during the pandemic. One
nutrition director pointed out, “Getting your questions answered (was a challenge). It seemed like there were
several different answers to one question.” While a building and grounds director said similarly, “Not having
clear direction from the department of education was a real issue.” Some challenges were made more difficult
than during the pandemic now, and other challenges considerably took a new shape and progressed after the
pandemic. For transportation directors, there were some unique challenges caused by the pandemic, as cited by
one participant who said, “Sticking with what the district wanted, but what we could do as drivers.” Many
others said “finding drivers” was and remained a consistent challenge.

There were also some pandemic-specific challenges for food service directors and others that all
directors continued to face. During the pandemic, “Trying to get food and help to hand out meals for parents
to pick up” was a new challenge. Other directors talked about many of their closed schools, but they were
still expected to come to work. One participant said, “The expectation that the district closed but food service
was expected to work was a real challenge for me.” Other challenges for food service directors remain
consistent, like “Cost and availability of food and supplies,” which continues to be a significant challenge.

K-12 schools’ campus, food service, and transportation directors’ COVID-19 ... (G. S. Prakasha)




1050 O3 ISSN: 2089-9823

A director mentioned, “I think the biggest challenge was the inconsistency of knowing where/how we would
provide meals to students and quickly adjusting our normal practices to come up with grab-and-go menu
plans.” Also, there was an inconsistency or uncertainty of knowing how the meals would be funded with all
of the changes in USDA programming to meet the needs at that time”.

4.3. Training and support needed

The survey asked participants what ongoing training or support is needed most in their area of
service to their school districts now and in the future. The following sections identify the key areas of
training and support that directors reported that they need, and they also offer some possible solutions to the
ongoing challenges they face.

4.4. Nutrition or food service directors’ ongoing challenges

Procurement training for local and commercial products, federal guideline support, nutrition
information, and food safety training, training on scratch cooking with fewer staff, new software and
equipment training, networking with others in the same position and state education department, support in
budgeting and supply chain management, costs, and menu planning [42]. Many participants’ comments
confirmed the ongoing challenges in delivering nutrition programs in their schools. One food service director
said, “I’'m hopeful for financial support from USDA over the next few years to keep up with the rising food
and staffing costs. Continued training from IDOE on updates to programming and program changes.”
Others commented, “Continued support in budgeting and supply chain shortages, costs, menu planning
about meeting nutrition guidelines” as ongoing challenges. A newer food service director noted “help with
federal guidelines” as an ongoing challenge as she learns the role and serves her district.

Another major challenge is the training, support, and retention of staff. The 1 director said, “How can
we do more with less, motivate people to work for a school when they can make more money at WalMart, and
deal with the USDA regulations that are moving to a far extreme where they are making food not palatable?
Another said, “The staff shortage is numbing, there are no subs, and we have burned out. How do we keep
providing quality programs/meals when short-staffed and covering 2 positions, and how do we retain our
amazing employees when they are mentally and physically burned out?” A recent study mentioned the need
for understanding reasons for teachers’ shortage [43]. It was mentioned frequently with some major concerns.
A veteran food service director noted concern: “Our biggest issue today is very low wages, especially
compared to other district groups. Entry-level servers start at $11.16. I offered a lady a full-time position with
full benefits for $11.19 and she told me that she could not work for anything less than $15.00 an hour, which
I have no control over.” A recent study confirms that the teachers are paid less in America [44].

Other ongoing challenges mentioned by participants include training, networking, and learning
about cooking methods. Representative comments include, “My current focus/goal is on bringing local foods
into our schools. There has been a huge ramp-up of training and resources on this already, but “farm to
school” would still be appreciated as I learn how to properly and effectively do this.” Another comment was,

“More opportunities to network with other directors would be great. I always learn when talking to
colleagues.” Another participant said, “It would be nice to have small group sessions sometimes to discuss
what is happening in other districts...learn and help each other.” This is true even a decade before
COVID-19, studies have reported that, school superintendents never get to speak often to discuss their
contextual work problems [45].

4.5. Transportation directors’ ongoing challenges

Updates on entry-level driver training (ELDT), the portal and other updates, driver training and
recruitment, recruitment, and retention of staff, which is a critical issue, training on bullying, seatbelt use, and
new driver training, ELDT course for school bus drivers to satisfy current training requirements. Transportation
directors across Iowa are also facing unique ongoing challenges in school districts. Post-pandemic retention of
drivers and training were 2 key challenges. Once, the director discussed the challenge of recruiting and retaining
drivers by saying, “Recruitment and retention of staff is the #1 issue for every district in the state. We are
running over 15% short on staffing levels, causing stress and strain on every district level. from increased
student behavior issues, deferred vehicle maintenance, high absence levels and low staff morale.” Another
long-term transportation director said, “Securing new drivers and the ability to become licensed with new
Federal Guidelines is a big challenge we continue to face.” Another said, “Bringing on new drivers is the
challenge.” A recent study is in coherence with the driver shortage issue in America [44].

New drivers must do many things to be approved to drive. I feel our state agencies are very good at
keeping us informed. One problem is they do not get the information promptly to pass on to the schools to
incorporate in time and is causing us extra work as we must go back and change materials and data. A few
solutions were offered by one transportation director, who said: “I believe we need support to be focused on
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all the new driver training that is now required.” The federal government federal motor carrier safety
administration (FMCSA), department of transportation, and department of education require hours upon
hours of training for a 2 to 4-hour (split shift) part-time job. Many prospective candidates hear about all the
requirements and time they will put in before ever getting behind the wheel. Bus driving was once considered
a “retirement” or a “mommy” job. A small job to help the district and make a little money has become a
hard-to-get license and a time-consuming process many applicants choose not to pursue. The new ELDT
requirements certainly did not help us attract new drivers. The whole process must be streamlined so that one
training satisfies all stakeholders [46]. Much of the process is currently redundant, with each group requiring
individual testing on the same topics. This makes getting licensed an overwhelming process for any potential
new driver. If the FMCSA needs class B to be just for those drivers pursuing an actual DOT job, then make a
class for school buses and drop many of these requirements. A recent study agreed that the support system
for drivers needs improvement [47].

Beyond hiring new drivers, the training requirements for new drivers have increased and seem
challenging for transportation directors. Directors brought ELDT training multiple times. One veteran
transportation director said, “ELDT training for new drivers is the biggest reason more drivers do not start.”
Another said, “The state/federal governments should look at an ELDT course for just school bus drivers that
would satisfy all the current training. The districts’ cost for all the current training/testing requirements has
skyrocketed in the past 3 years.” “ELDT — requirements and availability help with training for staff to meet
professional standards would be helpful to me a simplification of all the rules and make them into a simpler
understanding,” one director stated in all caps on the survey. A lot of the language is complicated and
confusing. Try to make it simple. Another said, “/ would like to see Federal License Training Requirements
step back. Very hard to get drivers for part-time positions because of all the training.” The training seems to
change frequently and be a financial burden for districts trying to train and hire new drivers.

Another increased demand for transportation directors and drivers is related to student behaviors on
the bus. One director mentioned, “We will need more training regarding the new commercial driver’s license
(CDL) Laws to license drivers. Also, training for increasing behaviors with students riding buses is needed
more than ever.” Another transportation director expressed similar concerns, saying, “How to handle different
forms of student behavior is something none of us is trained to do.” The student behaviors lead to drivers and
directors having to contact parents in many cases. One participant said, “Handling conversation with difficult
parents is not something I thought 1'd have to deal with. Parents today need you to prove their child was in the
wrong before they will believe you.” As revealed by transportation directors there are number of challenges,
they face such as recruiting drivers, retaining drivers, upskilling them, paying them well, student bullying,
parents complain and so on. There is a need for complete support system in place to help the directors in all
these areas and it is an appeal to the authority to support the matter for smooth functioning of schools.

4.6. Building and grounds directors’ ongoing challenges

Safety training includes active shooter training, management training, talent retention and digitizing
documentation, and understanding and handling different forms of student behavior. Building and grounds
directors who responded to the study offered insightful insights into their ongoing challenges. Some of the
consistent challenges include staff training and dealing with complex student behaviors. Some directors even
mentioned the need for active shooter training as something they hope to get or do not get, depending on their
political thoughts. One director said, “I have employees on both sides of the active shooter side and wonder if
it is only time before they expect us to be trained.” A recent study also suggested the need for active shooter
training for emergency time [48].

Staff training was an ongoing challenge, directors reported. One building and grounds director said,
“New software and equipment training is ongoing for my staff.” Another said something similar: “Keeping
up with maintaining equipment and new technology is a never-ending battle in my department.” Staffing was
also a common theme for many directors tasked with building and grounds work. One said, “Just like most
industries, it is difficult to find good help. I believe this will continue to get worse, and it will be even more
difficult in public schools because of low wages. We can offer wonderful benefits and a wonderful retirement,
but at the end of the day, a future retirement income does not pay current bills. I have had conversations with
staffing companies about outsourcing our staff.” A recent study while discussing the equity director’s role
agrees with the current findings [49]. As revealed by directors, retaining staff, paying a decent salary, training
them for upskilling has been a challenge. Therefore outsourcing the labour is an achievable strategy.
Stakeholders and higher administrative authority must take care of this issue in the new-normal world.

4.7. Limitations of the study
They had the following limitations: the study sample included K-12 school directors. It was limited
to the locations of demographic variables, outsourcing information, and resources they explored to update
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their working knowledge. Furthermore, the study only investigated the challenges of K-12 school directors
(involved in building and grounds, transportation, and food services or nutrition) during COVID-19.

5.  CONCLUSION

This study found that all K-12 public school directors faced significant challenges during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Although there were many challenges, directors in key roles played a big part in keeping students
safe and fed, and this continues to be the case in public schools today. Field-specific conferences and training
tend to be the best ongoing method for most directors to learn and stay current on practices in their field.
Networking opportunities, websites, and webinars were also cited as helpful for directors to stay current and
share resources. Recruiting and retaining a quality workforce is at the top of the ongoing challenges for all
directors. Many cite pay and hours as key reasons people leave the field and take jobs outside school districts.
Public schools must find a way to pay quality directors and their staff to ensure the district’s operations run
smoothly. There are many resources available to directors. Some are common, but most are job-specific.

The participants in this study offered some good resources worth sharing with others. While good
resources are available, the challenge will be keeping resources updated promptly and delivered to directors
in a format they will engage with. Based on the study participants’ feedback, the researchers want to offer
recommendations to school boards, superintendents, and state associations. The recommendations are
awareness and knowledge of available job-specific resources, ongoing training and development, prompt
professional networking, onboarding, and mentorship support for new directors. The effective operations of
a K-12 school district rely on good people like any other business. This study offers good insights into the
challenges food service, transportation, buildings, and grounds directors face (and will continue). The study
also provides resources to stay current in their fields, benefit these key roles, and serve students best.

This study reported the challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, available supports and resources,
and future challenges for job roles, including K-12 building and grounds directors, transportation directors,
and nutrition directors. There are opportunities to extend the study in multiple ways. Future research may
include further studying the implications for directors of K-12 schools, specifically those specific to building
and grounds, transportation, or nutrition. There is much to be learned going deeper into one field than this
study’s broad feedback gleaned from multiple fields. This study employed a mixed method research design.
Future research may include interviews with specific directors that may extend the findings. It may be
interesting to break down findings between novice and veteran directors. The recommendations may also
change based on the findings that lead to specific needs for novice and veteran directors.
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