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Scholarly Delivery Abstract 

The focus of this research and scholarly delivery is the decision-making of central office 

administrators regarding K-12 virtual learning. The first scholarly deliverable is a case 

study article meant for serving as a discussion piece or teaching tool for students in the 

educational leadership field wanting to obtain their master’s or doctoral degree. This 

article is titled “Virtually Everything Changes: Remote Learning and Tough Decisions in 

River Road ISD”. The case explores decision-making while implementing virtual 

learning amidst a global pandemic. The second scholarly deliverable is an empirical 

article titled “Central Office Decision-Making:  K-12 Virtual Learning During COVID-

19”. The article focuses on the decision-making practices of superintendents and central 

office administrators as they implemented, improved upon, and discontinued virtual 

learning.  

 Keywords: Superintendent, central office, decision-making, virtual learning 
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Abstract 

 
Superintendents are ultimately in charge of routinely making tough decisions, but not 

always during a global pandemic. This case explores decision-making and implementing 

sweeping changes, impacting both instruction and leadership.  This case may be helpful 

to current and future school leaders as it shows the complexity and pressure often 

experienced when implementing change processes during an already stressful climate.   

Keywords: Superintendent, decision-making, instructional change 
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Case Narrative 

Pandemic Planning 

As he prepared to walk into the administrative leaders' meeting, Dr. Don 

Chapman felt his smartphone buzz in his pocket. He stepped out in the late July, hot 

Texas sun to take the call.  He gladly accepted an interview for Superintendent of Schools 

at Hill Country ISD, a larger district across the state, but closer to his family. As he wiped 

the sweat off his brow, Don walked into the building, took a deep breath, and entered the 

first River Road ISD administrative leadership meeting of the 2020-21 school year. The 

summer had been full of meeting with his executive leadership team, making plans, then 

throwing plans away. The team had to start over every time the Texas Education Agency 

gave new guidance about returning to school amidst a global pandemic. Don knew that 

he was asking his campus principals to stretch the limits like never before to provide 

student health and safety, digital learning, and face-to-face learning, all the while 

monitoring social distancing between staff and students. It felt like an uphill battle, to say 

the least.  

“Welcome back everyone!  Let’s start with some celebrations,” Superintendent 

Chapman said. The room was quiet and reserved, unlike the jovial mood of other 

administrative leaders’ meetings before.  Don felt the heaviness in the room and knew his 

six principals, seven assistant principals, and four fellow central administrators could feel 

it too. Opening school in 2020 felt like a monumental task with more unanswered 

questions and uncertainty than ever before. “Well, Dr. Johnson, why don’t you pass out 

our River Road ISD Return to Learn Plan so we can get rolling!” Dr. Vickie Johnson, 

Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction, had spent countless hours 
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writing, editing, and laboring over the district’s plan to return to school during the 

COVID-19 crisis. “A big thanks to Dr. Johnson for the hard work and effort she put into 

this comprehensive plan.” Vickie had committed to staying with the district to finish out 

her final contracted year, even though the River Road School Board had non-renewed her 

contract just before COVID-19 shut the schools down in March 2020. She said:  

I know this plan is overwhelming. I also know we won’t be able to answer all 

your  

questions today, but we are in this together and I know for sure that our students 

need to 

 be back in school!  

As the group poured over the plan, questions began to fire away. What about social 

distancing in crowded classrooms? Will we require masks? What about lunchroom 

procedures?  Do we allow visitors inside the buildings? What happens when a teacher 

must quarantine?  How will digital instruction look different than in the Spring?  

Questions continued to swirl about digital learning and how it would have to be 

amped up from the efforts in the spring due to the requirements by the Texas Education 

Agency to closely monitor attendance and student engagement. “Dr. Gibson, please give 

us a report on what your digital instruction committee decided about the new learning 

management system (LMS) we will use this school year.” Dr. Chad Gibson, the River 

Road Technology Director, nervously said, “Well, sir, our committee decided against a 

new LMS. Instead, they would like to continue using Google Classroom like we did in 

the Spring. Superintendent Chapman was visibly rattled by this news but knew that 

addressing it in front of the group would be unprofessional. Dr. Johnson jumped in and 
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said, “Our curriculum department researched several LMS and narrowed it down to two – 

Canvas and SmartLearner.” She continued to present the pros and cons of each system. 

Don thanked Vicki for her research and information but noted that they would table this 

discussion until the next meeting on August 3rd to give everyone on the team time to look 

into the respective systems in comparison to Google Classroom. After the meeting 

adjourned, Don asked to speak with Chad in his office about the digital instruction 

committee and the LMS issue.  

As the principals and assistant principals busily scurried to their campuses to 

begin implementing the details of the Return to Learn Plan, Don and Chad made their 

way down the hall to begin their meeting. Once they were in Don’s office, the 

conversation got heated very quickly. “Tell me about the LMS you and your committee 

considered, Chad.” Uneasily, Chad replied, “Well, sir, the committee decided early on 

that they only wanted to use what they already knew – Google Classroom.”   

Don’s face became red, and he said, “But, that’s NOT what I asked you to do! 

How many times did we discuss this? Our LMS needs to be different and much more 

capable of all that digital learning encompasses. Google Classroom doesn’t cut it!” Chad 

expressed concern about the quick timeline and how it would be impossible for his 

department to learn an entirely new system and provide training to teachers before the 

first day of school on August 17th. “Well, I’ll turn the task over to our capable curriculum 

department. They will get it done! YOU just make sure the network can handle it.”   

Chad walked out in a huff and slammed the door a little too hard on his way out. 

Don sat at his desk, frustrated with himself that he didn’t touch base with Chad on the 

results of his committee meetings before the administrative leadership meeting. He took a 
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big cleansing breath and called his wife to share about his interview opportunity at Hill 

Country ISD.  

Calming the Community and Stakeholders 

 Superintendent Chapman knew that the next step was to set up community and 

stakeholder meetings to review the protocols set forth in the Return to Learn Plan. He 

scheduled three Zoom meetings for the week of August 3rd. However, he had an interview 

to attend before those meetings started.  Without informing anyone in the district, Don 

traveled to Hill Country ISD on Friday, July 31st for his first interview. He felt good 

about the interaction he had with the Hill Country School Board, but immediately turned 

his focus to carrying out the Community/Stakeholder Zoom meetings to build confidence 

in the River Road ISD plans to return to school. The first Zoom meeting went well and 

due to the comprehensive Return to Learn Plan, Don was able to answer most questions 

brought up during the Zoom meeting. Many of the teachers were apprehensive about 

what virtual learning would look like and how we would support all learners, whether 

face-to-face or virtual. Don assured everyone that they would have a solid LMS that 

would meet their needs. Right after the Zoom meeting, Don answered a call. “Yes, I 

loved our time together as well. I feel that we could do great things together in Hill 

Country ISD.  I’d be happy to come to an interview on August 5th!” Don went home to 

share the good news with his wife.   

 The rest of the week was busy with two more community and stakeholder Zooms. 

Also, the administrative team met again and decided to use SmartLearner as the District’s 

LMS, much to the dissatisfaction of Chad, the Technology Director. Don again charged 

the group with ensuring digital learning was much more streamlined, student and parent 
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friendly, and organized than it had been in the Spring. “We want to be the premier district 

in North Texas!  Our digital learning needs to be top-notch so we don’t lose our students 

to other districts or to homeschool.” Besides, he also knew that TEA would be more 

likely to approve the Return to Learn Plan with a robust system to track learning and 

engagement.  

Changes Ahead 

 Don and his wife left on the morning of August 5th to head to Hill Country ISD 

for the  

second round of interviews. They drove around the town, looked at potential homes, and 

stopped in a local café for lunch. They were both brimming with excitement at the 

thought of being just an hour away from both of their daughters, who were in the first 

stages of marriage and family life. They talked about future grandchildren and how 

wonderful it would be to be close to them and get to go to soccer and t-ball games.   

 The interview with the Hill Country ISD Board went well again, and they enjoyed 

meeting Don’s wife. They left late that night and drove back to River Road so that Don 

could again jump back into the work of preparing to open school, which was just 18 days 

away. On Thursday, August 6th, Don, Vickie, and her Curriculum Department team met 

with SmartLearner representatives via Zoom to discuss the contract, pricing, and logistics 

of rolling out the new LMS for virtual learning in River Road ISD. Don took detailed 

notes that he would share with Chad and the Technology Department later that afternoon. 

He didn’t want Chad and his team bringing negativity to the first meeting with 

SmartLearner. The biggest shock of the meeting was the price for SmartLearner; 
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$105,000 for all the licenses needed to roll out the LMS platform for the district. Where 

would we find the money?   

 Later that day, Don met with the technology department about the implementation 

plan for SmartLearner. They would need to ensure the network could handle and allow 

the platform and he charged the department with working with the company to iron out 

all technology logistics. Chad was quiet throughout the meeting, but his department 

stepped up and ensured Don that they would work hard to make it happen. One of the 

longest-employed techs suggested a streamlined help desk line and a dedicated e-mail 

address for parents and students to allow them immediate assistance with the virtual 

platform. Don loved that idea and left the meeting feeling confident in the rollout plan.  

 Just before Don was going to head home, he received yet another call from Hill 

Country ISD’s Board President. Don stated:   

Wow, I am so honored! Yes, I would be happy to come to the Board meeting on  

Tuesday evening to be named the lone finalist for the Superintendent of Schools  

in Hill Country ISD. I look forward to working with you and the Board!  I am  

forever grateful for this opportunity!   

Don immediately called Danny Smith, Board President of River Road ISD, and 

scheduled an impromptu meeting so he could share the news. Danny came to the office 

immediately and Don filled him in on the happenings of the last few weeks. Danny was 

of course disappointed but wished Don well. The conversation then took an unexpected 

turn. The board president stated: 

Don, when the board non-renewed Vicki’s contract, we all assumed the changes  

in the central administration would take place in January as she transitioned out.  
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However, now that you are leaving, I expect you to take care of this situation now 

before you leave. Her track record of belittling and treating our teachers in a 

condescending way must stop now. Do whatever you have to do but make the 

necessary changes before you leave us.  

Don’s heart sank. He knew Vicki had done the heavy lifting in both creating the Return 

to Learn Plan and also negotiating with SmartLearner. How would she take the news? 

Don asked Danny for a special called board meeting to have a closed session to allow 

them to approve the plan to shake up the central office. He agreed that the meeting could 

be held on Thursday, August 13th at 6:00 p.m.  

More Changes Yet 

 On the way down to Hill Country ISD to accept the lone finalist recognition, Don 

reached out to his executive leadership team by text: 

          I didn’t want you to find out this way, but I am being named the lone finalist for  

          Superintendent of Schools at Hill Country ISD. I know it will be all over social 

          Media tonight, and wanted you to hear it from me first. I will call you all later and 

          we can discuss everything in person when I get back on Thursday.  

The team was shocked, they all wished him congratulations, but wondered what this 

would mean for River Road ISD. What a horrible time for a transition like this. Starting 

school in a pandemic, a new superintendent, and all the changes that come with that. 

Even more unanswered questions would arise in the coming days.   

 Don got back and met with his executive leadership team on Thursday morning. 

He told them that more changes would be coming, but he was unsure of what that might 

be until after the board meeting closed session. “I’m sorry this is all happening so fast. 
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You are all a great team and can make it through anything.” The team left the meeting 

more shocked and stressed.  

 During the closed session of the River Road ISD Board meeting, the board 

president again charged Don with making the necessary changes to expedite the exit of 

Vicki from the district. Don suggested that Vicki transition to the Director of Grants and 

work from home. He would shift, Dr. Cindy Massey, current Special Education Director, 

to be the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction. Then, move the current 

Director of Grants, Claudia Taylor, to be the Director of Special Education. Don assured 

the Board that Dr. Cindy Massey could lead the department with a positive culture and 

implement the new LMS and the Return to Learn Plan. The Board agreed and they 

decided the changes would be announced the next day, Friday. Then, everyone would 

assume their new roles on Monday, August 17th. “We don’t have time to waste. School 

starts on August 24th. These changes must be implemented swiftly so our district can 

carry on with more positive leadership from the curriculum department,” stated Danny.   

 The next day, Don met with Vicki first. She was totally disappointed but said she 

would be supportive of Cindy during her transition to her new role in curriculum and 

instruction. Don thanked Vicki for all her efforts in planning for returning to school and 

for the courage to get a real LMS for the district. He then met with Cindy, who was 

shocked and became immediately stressed at the thought of rolling out all the new 

initiatives while learning an entirely new department. “I’ll do whatever it takes though, 

we are in this for the students.” Next, Don met with Claudia, and she was happy with the 

changes, as it would be a promotion for her in the district. Finally, Don sat down to write 
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an e-mail to the entire district sharing all the news that had transpired.  How would he 

ever find the words? 

 Dear RRISD Staff, 

      First, let me commend you on all the preparation you have taken on to make 

           The start of school this year smooth and seamless! I know your efforts will pay off  

          in one week when we see our students and their faces, even though we will have  

          masks on.   

                 I have news to share that I know will be unexpected. I have been named the  

          Lone finalist at Hill Country ISD for Superintendent of Schools. This move is very 

          Bittersweet for me, as I have loved my time here in River Road. You have all helped 

          me to grow as a leader and we have done great work together. The school board  

          will begin the process very soon of hiring a new Superintendent, and I assure you 

          they will seek out the best person for the job. Board President, Danny Smith, will  

          keep you posted on the process and timeline along the way.  

        I do have more news to share. Dr. Vicki Johnson, who is planning her  

          retirement for the end of the year, will transition to the Director of Grants and will  

          work from home. Our new Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction  

          will be Dr. Cindy Massey. I am certain that her leadership will be great for our  

          Curriculum &Instruction Department, and they will continue with the Return to 

          Learn Plan, which includes implementing SmartLearner, our new LMS. This means 

          that Claudia Taylor will transition to the Director of Special Education. She has a  

          wealth of experience in this area and can confidently lead this department.   

      I am aware that is a lot of change to process. However, the school board and I  
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          felt that the Curriculum & Instruction Department needed consistency from the 

          beginning of the year throughout the school year in order to effectively roll out the 

          massive changes connected to teaching and learning that we are experiencing this 

          year. We will have students both face-to-face and virtually. So, it is essential that 

          the C&I team is consistent from the start as they will have a heavy lift all year.   

                  I will still be here in River Road until September 4th. I look forward to getting 

          school started and I wish you all a happy first day back in your classrooms. There 

          has never been a time that our students have needed us more! Be the light for them! 

          Thank you for your support, 

          Dr. Don Chandler 

Don read the message over three times, wondering how the news would be received. He 

took a deep breath, then hit send.  

No Time to Waste 

 The next week was a whirlwind preparing for the first day of school. Ripples from 

the big e-mail announcement were sweeping through the district. Some had tears for the 

loss of department directors they had built relationships with. Others looked forward to 

new beginnings.  There wasn’t time to dwell on all the changes, because the first day of 

school was coming, ready or not!  

The contract with SmartLearner was signed. Then, the curriculum and instruction 

department trained all the virtual teachers on the new LMS platform. Class rosters were 

built in the system, the course content was added, and communication was sent to the 

parents of virtual learners. It felt like the plane was being built as it flew high in the air. 

The stress levels were high across the district, but all were anticipating the students to be 
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back in our hallways and classrooms again. The last 5 months seemed to drag on forever 

without the sense of normalcy schools bring to the community.  

 The first day of school arrived and there were many hiccups, mostly technology 

related.  The Wi-Fi had struggles handling all the devices. Zoom didn’t work right for the 

virtual students.  There were log-in issues, glitches in the new LMS with class rosters, 

and the list of struggles went on and on. Even with the multiple hurdles, River Road 

continued to forge on in an effort to simultaneously provide both face-to-face and virtual 

learning for the students.  

    Teaching Notes Embedded in Literature Review 
 
Teaching Notes 

Superintendents have a unique role in implementing instructional change that 

positively impacts student learning. Abrego and Pankake (2011) studied the 

implementation of sweeping change and their findings were “consistent with the 

literature which indicates that there is a growing body of research concerning the role of 

central office staff in developing capacity in order to implement and sustain school 

reforms” (p. 17).  When successfully transforming learning in a school district, “the 

superintendent must be a highly visible entity in the process of change and must be 

decidedly engaged in the majority of visioning and mission setting activities” (Horton & 

Martin, 2013, p. 68).   

Don Chandler was distracted by his impending career move, which created a 

disconnect in the process of selecting the new LMS, a huge part of the River Road ISD 

Return to Learn Plan. This caused the committee to choose a direction that was not in line 

with Don’s vision for how virtual learning would be rolled out, putting the district on a 
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quick timeline to find and implement a true LMS to support virtual learners. He had to 

speed up the process to ensure “members of the organization [were] moved from an 

existing and deficient situation to a new situation that transcends the status quo” (Sullivan 

& Shulman, 2005, p. 139). In order for superintendents to be the main change agents for a 

school system, they have to direct the instructional implementation for all students, 

especially underserved students (Sherman, 2008).  Don wanted the new LMS to serve all 

students and provide equity for virtual learners amidst the global pandemic.  

Stop and Think 

What could Don have done differently when guiding the process to select the LMS, 

especially with Chad, the Technology Director? 

 

Communicating Decisions for Instructional Change 

After the Return to Learn Plan and the new LMS were solidified, Don took time 

to hold multiple Zoom conferences with stakeholders to communicate the instructional 

changes about to take place. Don knew from research that he “must be proactive in 

communicating with the larger school community regarding the focus and intent” (Filippi 

& Hackmann, 2019, p. 146) of the necessary changes involved in the Return to Learn 

Plan. School would look different for both face-to-face and virtual students and this 

proved to be a scary thought for many. Danna and Spatt (2013) cited Bridges (2009) 

stating that “communicating clearly what is occurring, giving people roles to play during 

the planning and implementation, and honoring and sympathizing with people for their 

losses” helps with the change process (p.183).   
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Kowalski et al. (2010) discovered that the role of the communicator as a 

superintendent was the most important role for effective educational reform. Throughout 

the communication process, stakeholders should always be made aware of “the 

importance of decisions made through the lens of how those decisions will impact 

students and meet their needs” (Decman et al., 2017, p. 1009). Through the zoom 

meetings, Don was able to offer collaborative discussions among stakeholders which is in 

line with research that “equity-minded district leaders who communicate more than 

present policy expectations” (Truijillo, 2012, p. 553) can more effectively facilitate 

equitable instructional policies and change to occur.  

Stop and Think 

How do you think holding the stakeholder Zoom meetings impacted the 

implementation of the Return to Learn Plan and the new LMS, SmartLearner? 

 

Organizational Decisions for Implementation of Change 

As Don met with the Board about his impending departure from the district, he 

became aware that they wanted him to restructure the organization of his executive 

leadership in order to set the stage for a positive implementation of the Return to Learn 

plan and the new LMS. Don struggled with this but knew the board was right.  So, he 

made “the best and most just decision” to result in “the greatest benefit for the most 

people” (Strike et al., 2005, p. 17). He knew that the implementation of such a sweeping 

change would require that staff trusted the leaders, which meant that Vickie had to go and 

that Cindy needed to lead the changes ahead while creating a positive culture. Don knew 

that “districts need to change at all times, both administratively and instructionally” 
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(Palandra, 2010, p. 232) in order to “maintain serenity and harmony in the district to 

ensure that all efforts are directed towards the enhancement of teaching and learning” 

(Palandra, 2010, p. 232). He also knew that shifting the roles of central office leaders 

would contribute to a more hands-on support role rather than just monitoring and 

management, which is found to facilitate changes moving forward (Honig, 2012). As 

Don made those district-level changes and communicated them to the district, he was 

careful to honor all staff members and present clear reasoning for why the leadership 

changes were occurring.  

Don also had to shift the management of the LMS from the technology 

department to the curriculum and instruction department because they would be able to 

communicate with all staff more effectively and positively impact the roll-out of the new 

LMS.  Don saw the technology department as unmovable and remembered that 

“traditional schools [or departments] are notorious for being isolated, inflexible, and 

reluctant to change” (Williams, et al., 2008, p. 294) and that a “lack of professional 

dialogue among educators remains a significant barrier to successful school 

improvement” (Williams, et al., 2008, p. 294). He knew the curriculum & instruction 

department would be more supportive through constant communication with the teachers, 

students, and parents. Even though the leadership shake up left many with questions, Don 

had to look at the bigger picture, the mandates from the Board, and the strengths of his 

executive leadership team to effectively make the best decisions to ensure success going 

forward. 
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Stop and Think 

What are your thoughts on Don making the leadership changes right before school 

started and just before his exiting the district to start his new role in Hill Country ISD?   

 

Discussion Questions  

 This narrative combined with the teaching notes grounded in theory are meant to 

guide practicing superintendents, central office administrators, and educational leadership 

scholars to consider issues surrounding decision-making when implementing 

instructional changes. The discussion questions below can help lead discussions about 

River Road ISD and the bumpy road that led to implementing the Return to Learn Plan 

and new LMS for the district.  

Discussion Questions 

1.  Do you think Don was visible enough in the decision-making process to choose 

an LMS for the implementation of virtual learning for River Road ISD?   

2. Why do you think Don didn’t want to go with the “status quo” and just utilize 

Google Classroom like the district had done in the Spring when the pandemic first 

hit? Do you think he communicated this to his team effectively? Why or why not?  

3. Could Don have handled the central office leadership change differently? If so, 

what would you change about that process?   

4. What do you predict might happen next with the Technology Department and the 

curriculum and instruction department?  

5. What should the priority be for the new River Road ISD Superintendent upon 

assuming the role? 
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Abstract 

Purpose: The decision-making of K-12 central office administrators has been widely 

studied to glean information about the educational leadership decision-making process. 

Since the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, there have been unprecedented problems for K-

12 education resulting in many decisions regarding virtual learning. This study sought to 

determine what decision-making practices were utilized when implementing, improving 

upon, and discontinuing virtual learning. Research Methods: This non-experimental 

study focused on superintendents and central office administrators in small and middle-

sized school districts and their decision-making regarding virtual learning. Fifteen central 

office decision-makers responded to the survey sent out to thirty-seven small and middle-

sized districts in northern Texas. Data were collected from surveys and four follow-up 

interviews were conducted to gain insight into decisions made concerning virtual learning 

at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and during the following 2020-21 school year. 

Findings: Through the survey and interview, common themes influencing decision-

making emerged, which were clustered into three categories; teacher-related factors, 

student-related factors, and administrative-related factors.  Conclusion: Experiencing a 

global pandemic and continuing to educate K-12 students presented many opportunities 

for decisions to be made. 

Studying the decision-making process regarding K-12 virtual education could help in 

future situations that require short- or long-term virtual learning for students.  

Keywords: decision-making, superintendents, central office administrators, virtual 

learning  
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Introduction 

A large body of research focuses on decision-making by central office administrators in 

the K-12 setting with leaders reporting that an average of 46 decisions are made daily 

(Kichington, 2020). The research includes data-driven, research-based, and collaborative 

decision-making, just to name a few (Farley-Ripple, 2012; Honig, 2006; Owen, 2015). 

There is also some research on administrative decision-making in crisis situations, 

specifically about K-12 virtual learning (Hyder et al., 2021; Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021). 

Beard (2012) and Huguet et al. (2021) recognized the complexity of central office 

decision-making due to the diverse, sometimes opposing, perspectives of the various 

stakeholders impacted by the decisions. District leaders must navigate the varying 

perspectives of stakeholders, regulatory school policies, and balance those with the 

situational practical reality (Huguet et al., 2021). With all the complexity surrounding 

decisions, Beard (2012) pointed out that decisions should be value-based and focused on 

both equity and academic excellence to positively impact all students.  

District leaders rely on their knowledge and experience to find solutions that align 

with their core values (Huguet et al., 2021). Leithwood et al. (2020) suggested that school 

leaders should mainly be concerned with the question, “under these conditions, what 

should I do?” (p. 10). Communities across the nation held different values during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which created division surrounding the decisions made about K-12 

virtual learning and transitioning from virtual to face-to-face learning (Hyder et al., 

2021). The varying beliefs about educational best practices and the health and safety of 

students made decision-making even more complex (Lochmiller, 2021).  
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The research on K-12 virtual learning decisions is limited because there hasn’t 

been ample time to explore the topic as we are still entrenched in the COVID-19 

pandemic and the impact it has had on student learning (Lochmiller, 2021). Central office 

administrators had to make decisions to adjust instruction practically overnight when 

schools were closed due to COVID-19 (Staar, 2020), and the initial decisions focused on 

the “immediate educational and nutritional needs of their schools” (Lochmiller, 2021, p. 

2). Through surveys and interviews, data was collected and analyzed. Through qualitative 

data analysis, discoveries were made about decision-making practices regarding virtual 

learning from implementation to discontinuation. This research process and discoveries 

made will hopefully shed light on how and why decisions were made and help prepare 

administrators for future instances where rapid instructional change is necessary. 

Problem Statement 

The problem this study addressed is the lack of guidance on decision-making 

concerning K-12 education during the COVID-19 pandemic. Superintendents and central 

office administrators “faced inconsistent state and federal leadership” (Lochmiller, 2021, 

p. 2) as they navigated making decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic. With no 

guidebook for educational-related decision-making during a pandemic, superintendents 

and central office leaders had to analyze every angle, consider community values, the 

health and safety of students, fluctuating state funding and attendance rules, and many 

more issues that often polarized the community (Lochmiller, 2021). School districts also 

had to pay special attention to data tracking of COVID-19 cases as they made decisions 

(Hyder et al., 2021). The decision-making practices utilized during the COVID-19 

pandemic are important to learn from because they shifted the traditional superintendent 
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role to be more focused on health issues while balancing remote instruction in response to 

forced school closures (Lochmiller, 2021).   

Purpose of Study 

 The goal of this study was to explore the decision-making practices of central 

office administration concerning virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

March 2020, the whole world was turned upside down, and that impacted K-12 education 

in many ways (Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021). This study sought to determine what 

decision-making practices were important when implementing virtual learning, as well as 

explore the decisions behind discontinuing virtual learning in small and middle-sized 

school districts in Texas. This topic is important because we will probably experience 

another crisis in the future that necessitates short- or long-term school closures (Ahmed et 

al., 2020). As educational organizations, we need to be better prepared to switch to a 

virtual learning platform to ensure student success, whether they are learning face-to-face 

or virtually (Ahmed et al., 2020 & Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021).   

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study were: 

1.  What decision-making practices were utilized when implementing K-12 

virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

2. What decision-making practices were utilized during virtual learning to 

improve the quality of virtual learning? 

3. What decision-making practices were utilized when discontinuing K-12 

virtual learning? 
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The decision-making practices this study focused on were collaborative, data-driven, 

research-based, and crisis decision-making specific to virtual learning due to COVID-19. 

The information regarding K-12 virtual learning decision-making was gathered from 

these sources: 

• Superintendents of small and middle-sized school districts in Texas 

• Other central office administrators involved in the decisions regarding virtual 

learning in small and middle-sized school districts in Texas 

The survey and interview questions identified the decision-making practices used as 

districts implemented, improved upon, and discontinued virtual learning for K-12 

students.  

Definition of Terms 

 Collaborative decision-making – Collaborative decision-making values multiple 

perspectives within a group and leads to greater understanding based on varying 

viewpoints (Owen, 2015).  

 Data-driven decision-making – This practice utilizes data to support instructional 

decisions and improvement (Park & Datnow, 2009). 

 Research-based decision-making – This practice utilizes research to impact day-

to-day instruction in the classroom through the implementation of best practices (Farley-

Ripple, 2012).  

 Virtual/Distance learning – This type of learning occurs online and away from the 

physical school building and can be synchronous or asynchronous (Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 

2021). 
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Review of Literature 

Over the years, central office leaders have become more connected to 

instructional decision-making (Wong et al., 2020). Wong et al. (2020) stated that districts 

have “granted central office leaders a great deal of influence over instructional decision-

making in areas where they had limited formal authority” (p. 404) in previous years. 

According to a case study of two districts, central office administrators utilized 

persuasive methods with school personnel to influence decisions. Even though persuasion 

was used to implement decisions related to legislation and policy, this left school-based 

staff feeling less autonomous than when they had more control over instructional 

decisions (Wong et al., 2020). District leaders should consider “practical and logistical 

constraints like time, resources, and whether deliberators were in a position to make a 

given decision” (Huguet et al., 2021, p. 725).     

Superintendents and central office leaders should also take into consideration the 

values and priorities of the community when making decisions (Jenkins, 2007). A case 

study by Jenkins (2007) explored a rural superintendent who demonstrates “his 

leadership every day by integrating his personal values, his professional values and the 

values of the community into his decision-making” (p. 32). When keeping with the 

values of the community and oneself, considering instructional decisions should be 

grounded in the specific needs of the students served by the district (Leithwood et al., 

2020).   

Collaborative Decision-Making 

Research on collaborative decision-making in the K-12 setting has grown over the 

years due to a society drowning in information from many sources. For districts to 



 
 

 

 

27 

navigate the sea of information, central office leaders should realize the “unyielding 

reality of the need to work collaboratively” (Bjork et al., 2014, p. 456). Collaborative 

decision-making values varying viewpoints and fosters groups “having a greater 

understanding than any individual in the group” (Owen, 2015, p. 44). This leads to 

multiple perspectives being considered in the decision-making process (Owen, 2015). 

District leaders are challenged to engage with a vast array of stakeholders in almost all 

aspects of decision-making due to both policies and legislative reforms (Honig, 2008).     

Honig (2003) emphasized the need for central office administrators to know the 

practices of individual campuses to collaboratively make decisions. This idea is further 

emphasized by Hallinger and Heck (2010a) as they described collaborative culture as “a 

set of systemic relationships” (p. 107). When central office administrators demonstrate 

that they too are learning through collaboration, the organization is more apt to follow 

with meaningful collaboration as well (Honig, 2008). The superintendent should be 

involved and open to leading change through collaborative behaviors (Horton & Martin, 

2013). It is important for the superintendent to be “highly visible, not only at the planning 

table but in the training sessions as well” (Horton & Martin, 2013, p. 69).    

District leaders should act as drivers in the collaborative process to assist in 

pinpointing needs and developing practices to impact academic success across the district 

(Hallinger & Heck, 2010b). In fact, the “superintendent creates and supports the sense of 

urgency for change” (Horton & Martin, 2013, p. 68). When making decisions that drive 

instructional change, leaders that involve a cross-section of stakeholders in making 

collaborative decisions can often avoid some pushback regarding the changes. 

Superintendents should openly address that change can be uncomfortable and show 
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understanding throughout the change process (Decman et al., 2018). When 

superintendents “do work on the front end of change” by inviting stakeholders to share in 

“making collaborative decisions related to the direction of a district” (p. 1007) the change 

process is typically less contentious.      

Collaborative decision-making can increase trust within an organization through 

shared power and improved communication (Abrego & Pankake, 2011). Implementing 

collaborative decision-making often necessitates the restructuring of district culture, 

which can be a large-scale undertaking (Bjork et al., 2014). When district leaders make 

efforts to involve teaching staff in the decision-making process “the quality of decisions 

rises” (Gurbuzer et al., 2017, p. 1072). Teachers want to contribute to decision-making 

(Gurbuzer et al., 2017) and technology tools like video conferencing and e-mail have 

even made collaboration more convenient and readily available (Williams et al., 2008). 

Most significantly, “superintendents should play the role of vision caster to ensure all 

represented groups remember the paramount importance of meeting student needs” 

(Decman et al., 2018, p. 1009) within the collaborative decision-making process.      

Even with the increase in collaborative decision-making, district leaders face the 

reality that some decisions cannot be put through the collaborative process (Decman et 

al., 2018). Policy mandates, federal regulations, time limitations, and budget constraints 

can get in the way of all decisions being made collaboratively (Hallinger & Heck, 2010a). 

When decisions must be made urgently without collaboration, the superintendent should 

exercise “transparency, accessibility, and honest communication” (Decman et al., 2018, 

p. 1009) about why the decision was necessary to make. Even after non-collaborative 
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decisions, effective superintendents still communicate with the stakeholders involved so 

that they feel their voice is important (Decman et al., 2018).     

Decman et al. (2018) found that district leaders recognized that financial 

constraints often prevent some collaborative decisions from being implemented. In fact, a 

study by Janke (1974) found that superintendents would choose the lowest-priced 

instructional program even if the higher-priced program yielded better academic results. 

Janke (1974) discovered that superintendents “considered the cost per pupil” (p. 324) to 

be of utmost importance. So, unfortunately, the almighty dollar can hinder both 

collaboration and purchases of programs that show evidenced student growth. Some 

superintendents even admit that finances are often the top priority over other 

considerations, even though they don’t want that to be the case (Decman et al., 2018).       

Superintendents should also collaborate with the school board to implement their 

vision before implementing decisions made by campus or district-based collaborative 

teams (Decman et al., 2018). Horton and Martin (2013) recommended that school boards 

be trained and participate in learning before changes are rolled out to the rest of the staff 

in a district. School board members and their support of shared leadership with an 

emphasis on the district’s vision and values flow through the superintendent and central 

office administrators to principals and campus staff (Abrego & Pankake, 2011). 

Involving the board in collaboration and open conversation “can cultivate a relationship 

of trust between a school board and a district’s superintendent” (Decman et al., 2018, p. 

1005), which is imperative for the district’s overall success. Even with the most willing 

district leaders, the collaborative process “hinges in part on the readiness of school and 

community leaders to participate in learning partnerships” (Honig, 2008, p. 655).   
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Collaborative decisions are ideal for increasing involvement and buy-in from the 

community, parents, staff, and other stakeholders. Effective use of collaboration by 

superintendents requires them to create and manage a culture conducive to collaboration 

rather than having “the culture manage them” (Bjork et al., 2014, p. 459). The use of 

collaborative leadership and decision-making “may offer a path towards more sustainable 

school improvement” (Hallinger & Heck, 2010, p. 107a) instead of just surface-level 

improvement. Most importantly, the superintendent should foster leadership capacity 

“where leadership is distributed and shared throughout the organization through teams of 

teachers” (Horton & Martin, 2013, p. 69) to positively impact student success.     

Data-Driven Decision-Making 

With heightened federal accountability efforts directed toward K-12 public 

education, the focus on data-driven decision-making has increased over the years. 

Specifically, the shift in focus to student learning outcomes has forced district leaders to 

analyze student achievement data critically rather than ground practice in “lofty goal 

statements” (Bredson & Kose, 2007, p. 17). However, data utilization by educators for 

policy compliance is not as effective as intrinsically motivated data usage for true 

instructional improvement (Sutherland, 2004). In fact, until educators “shift their 

motivation orientations from extrinsic to intrinsic [so] that school reform benefits can be 

realized” meaningful instructional decisions will not be impactful to students (Sutherland, 

2004, p.290). 

Effective data-based decision-making is led by district central office leaders that 

are on the front lines participating in the work, rather than mandating data use in a top-

down approach (Honig, 2006). School staff are more likely to use data for instructional 
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decision-making if district leaders set the example and model data use themselves (Honig 

& Venkateswaran, 2012). Cousins et al. (2006) found that school-level staff committed to 

the changes related to data-driven decisions when district leaders facilitated the process 

and gave “concrete examples” (p. 172) of effective data use and its impact in the 

classroom. Positive outcomes were more likely “when central office administrators not 

only demonstrated evidence-based practice but also explicitly articulated what they were 

doing and why” (Honig & Venkateswaran, 2012, p. 215).       

Productive data-based decisions also involve district leaders developing capacity 

and supporting campuses through the instructional improvement process (Park & 

Datnow, 2009). District-level support of individual campuses hinges on the willingness 

of school staff to participate in “critical conversations with central office staff” (Honig & 

Venkateswaran, 2012, p. 216) to determine what to implement in response to the data. In 

addition to these more formal critical conversations, leaders should attend to “informal 

interactions that are often critical to understanding how work gets done in organizations” 

(Spillane, 2012, p. 137). When informal conversations are ignored, leaders can easily 

become disconnected from the progress of change implementation (Spillane, 2012). It is 

essential for district leaders not to let office-based administrative duties thwart the hands-

on involvement needed to focus on “curriculum, instruction, and student learning 

outcomes” (Bredson & Kose, 2007, p. 17).         

 The data-driven instructional decision-making process can be difficult to 

implement in the K-12 setting. However, the heightened focus on student learning 

outcomes is not going away, and “the expectation to use data is likely to persist for years 

to come” (Marsh & Farrell, 2015, p. 283). Central office leadership will need to continue 
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the support and capacity building of campus-level staff and partner with staff in making 

data-based instructional decisions for the efforts to be sustainable (Park & Datnow, 

2009). Merely implementing data-driven decision-making is not enough if schools want 

the practice to make a lasting change over time (Spillane, 2012). For data-driven 

decisions to be effective, leaders should aspire to be astute in “assisting teachers to select 

instructional responses to data” (Marsh & Farrell, 2015, p. 282).   

District-level leaders who value continuous improvement have successfully 

“framed the use of data-driven decision-making in a manner that allowed room for 

principals and teachers to learn from their mistakes” (Park & Datnow, 2009, p. 483). 

Creating a culture that rewards risk-taking and transparency rather than an evaluative 

culture promotes “buy-in from different staff members” (Park & Datnow, 2009, p. 483). 

Increased buy-in improves even more once the staff members see the positive impact 

achieved from the decisions to adjust practice based on data (Cousins et al., 2006).      

Research-Based Decision-Making  

School districts often tout the use of research-based decision-making, especially 

for instructional practices. Although evidence shows districts may only be utilizing 

research at the surface level rather than implementing change based on research (Honig 

& Coburn, 2008). This common practice is problematic and can produce uninformed 

decisions that can negatively impact students (Farley-Ripple, 2012). In fact, sometimes 

“decision-makers find supporting evidence after the decision has been made” (Farley-

Ripple, 2012, p. 801) because it saves time researching upfront ahead of the decision. 

Lack of time during the decision-making process is one of the biggest factors for district 

leaders not routinely utilizing research findings (Honig & Coburn, 2008). However, 
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district leaders spend a substantial amount of time attempting to find solutions (Farley-

Ripple, 2012). If central office leaders and decision-makers neglect research use for 

student benefit, “an opportunity for meaningful change is passed over” (Farley-Ripple, 

2012, p. 802).   

Honig and Coburn (2008) and Farley-Ripple (2012) claimed that research-based 

decision-making is lacking due to overwhelming job responsibilities and administrators 

being stretched for time to complete their complex tasks and responsibilities within a 

school day. With this in mind, “it is no surprise that few decision-makers are able to 

search, read, and employ education research in their day-to-day work” (Farley-Ripple, 

2012, p. 799). Just like with data-driven decision-making, it is essential for district-level 

leaders to model research-based decision-making if they expect principals and campus-

level staff to do the same (Honig et al., 2017). Superintendents and central office 

administrators should engage with campuses as lead learners to help with “sustaining the 

learning of other staff” (Honig et al., 2017, p. 966).   

Often success through research-based decision-making at one school site is not 

replicated at other campuses due to the defensiveness of school staff (Rusch, 2005). 

Defensive behaviors such as this “thwart organizational learning in school districts” 

(Rusch, 2005, p. 100). With these factors in mind, there are many limitations to research 

impacting educational learning in the field (Rusch, 2005). If the practice of underutilizing 

research for decision-making continues, educational leaders are “likely to reinvent the 

wheel each time they address a problem” (Farley-Ripple, 2012, p. 801). Hartman (2017) 

presented a possible solution to increase research use in school districts. She suggested 

that K-12 school districts partner with universities to work in collaboration on research to 
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positively impact student learning outcomes. With this approach, research is not 

something done to the K-12 educator, but something that is done with them. Educational 

leaders and classroom-level staff would need to be both willing and transparent for a 

process like this to be effective (Hartman, 2017).   

When participating in research on their schools, administrators often share 

“politically guarded responses” (Datnow & Sutherland, 2002, p. 180) in comparison to 

the more genuine responses from teachers. Researchers, especially qualitative ones, also 

must navigate politics and gain the trust of the participants to generate accurate findings 

(Datnow & Sutherland, 2002). For research-based decision-making to truly impact 

outcomes for students, K-12 educators should participate openly in the research process 

and utilize research for decision-making in practice (Hartman, 2017). With 

communication as the key to meaningful research, administrators should leverage 

transparent discussions to produce “mutual understandings, mutual influence, 

negotiation, openness, credibility, and trust” (Kowalski, 2005, p. 108) to ensure team 

success in the research process.    

District policy and funding allocated to both the research process at the district 

level and staff level professional development on research-based practices could also 

promote evidence use (Honig & Coburn, 2008). Additionally, central administration 

mentors that model “evidence use in daily practice” (Honig & Coburn, 2008, p. 602) 

could lead to true research-based practice in action. Superintendents that actively 

participate with their staff through research-based decision-making are far more effective 

than coaches from the outside asking staff to do the same. When district-level leaders act 
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as the lead learner other staff members realize the importance of the work (Honig et al., 

2017).  

Crisis Decision-Making and Decisions about COVID-19 Virtual Learning 

 While all the decision-making frameworks discussed so far are important for 

leaders to practice, the ability to use even one of the frameworks during a crisis is 

challenging (Kapucu & Garayev, 2011). COVID-19 and the need to switch to virtual 

learning presented many obstacles to education and decisions had to be made rapidly 

(Staar, 2020). “Unlike normal circumstances, a crisis situation involves urgency” 

(Naglewski, 2006, p. 47). Leaders did not have prior situations with the magnitude of a 

global pandemic to rely upon as they made decisions. Kinchington (2020) found that 

“decision-making in complex contexts, novel situations and related to critical incidents 

requires experience-informed confidence” (p.15). The ability to gain confidence based on 

data was not an option for school leaders. “Data-informed decision-making during 

pandemics and disasters can be challenging because of a lack of infrastructure to share 

and analyze data” (Hyder et al., 2021, p. 410). Situations like this emphasize the 

importance of the leader’s ability “to respond appropriately to the pressure of time and 

context whilst making decisions” (Kinchington, 2020, p. 15).   

 When school leaders are presented with ethical and complex decision-making 

scenarios, they often ground their decisions in thinking about the best interests of students 

(Stefkovich & Begley, 2007). Having to make decisions under pressure can be difficult, 

but it is a part of the daily life of school leaders. When under pressure, making decisions 

for students that is aligned with the vision of the school and making sure the vision is 

“clear and articulated” (Muijs et al., 2010, p. 156) is of utmost importance. Operating 
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under a clear vision can be helpful when involved in quick decision-making because the 

process “involves rapid strategic, operational, and tactical assessments and identification 

of numerous options” (Naglewski, 2006, p. 47). Then, after decisions are made, “having 

frank conversations about the various possibilities will help stakeholders accept the 

ultimate decision when it has to be made” (Starr, 2020, p. 60).      

When dealing with a crisis, it is natural for leaders to feel “overwhelmed and 

unprepared” (McHenry-Sorber & Provinzano, 2017) while responding to rapid changes. 

Due to the quick-changing nature of crisis situations, district leaders may find themselves 

having to be more directive and less collaborative in pressurized decision-making 

scenarios (Hurt & Abebe, 2015). Decision-making amidst a crisis “alters the established, 

routine relationship among team members” (Hurt & Abebe, 2015, p. 350). So, going 

about the decision-making in different than normal ways is to be expected. With rapid 

decision-making, “it is crucial for organizations to have a fast though smooth and 

effective decision-making process” (Kapucu & Garayev, 2011, p. 367). Often, the focus 

is on avoiding negative impacts on the organization (Hurt & Abebe, 2015). During 

quickly evolving crisis situations, school district leaders can also find it difficult to call 

upon community networks to assist in school operations because they too are “maxed 

out” (McHenry-Sorber & Provnzano, 2017, p. 623).  

Specifically, regarding COVID-19, school leaders were pivoting “to meet the 

immediate needs of students, families, teachers, and staff” (Staar, 2020, p. 60) while also 

planning for an unknown future due to school closures. Even though schools regularly 

practice what to do during emergency events, “not all schools were ready for such an 

immediate change and therefore found it difficult to adjust” (Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021, 
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p. 8) to virtual learning. During the pandemic, teachers shared concerns about student 

engagement and lack of communication as the main problems to overcome (Boltz et al., 

2021). They were also extremely worried about “equity and access” (Boltz et al., 2021, p. 

1387) due to families having “limited or no internet access” (Boltz et al., 2021, p. 1387). 

Both constraints were difficult for administrators to address on short notice, especially 

with limited available technology (Boltz et al., 2021). Ahmed et al. (2020) also found 

student engagement to be difficult to navigate during remote learning along with too 

much independent learning time. In fact, it is easy for “learners [to] be lost when there is 

too much emphasis on self-directed learning” (Ahmed et al., 2020, p. 8). However, 

regarding virtual teaching, Ahmed et al. (2020) discovered the “prominent downside 

[was] limited opportunities to make meaningful connections with students” (p. 4). Even 

with the various struggles of teaching virtually, teachers continued to think positively 

about the experience and shared that “they acquired new teaching methods and were 

introduced to a range of innovative technological tools” (Sharmi-Inbal & Blau, 2021, p. 

8). 

Superintendents and district leadership did not seem to focus as much on 

instructional practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, district-level leaders 

were required to “employ knowledge and skills that are distinctly different from those 

utilized in routine work” (Lochmiller, 2021, p. 12). Leaders became much more involved 

in decisions related to nursing, covering teacher absences, contact tracing, quarantine 

orders, and setting policies never before imagined related to masking and social 

distancing. The COVID-19 crisis also required superintendents to welcome many new 

individuals into their decision-making processes such as medical personnel, public health 
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officials, and governmental agencies (Lochmiller, 2021). This “involvement of several 

organizations from different sectors and jurisdictions may be problematic if they are not 

coordinated effectively” (Kapucu, & Garayev, 2011, p. 367). Overall, the pandemic 

completely changed leadership decisions and practices (Lochmiller, 2011, p. 12) for 

school district leaders. During a worldwide crisis like COVID-19, district-level school 

leaders and the people they collaborate with should continue to focus on addressing “the 

academic, social/emotional, and health needs of school-aged children” (Hyder et al., 

2021, p. 411). 

Methodology 

The research method was qualitative in nature. A non-experimental survey was 

utilized with responses gathered through Qualtrics. A purposeful sampling, as discussed 

by Maxwell (2013), of superintendents and central office administrators in northern 

Texas was targeted for this study. Purposeful sampling was used to achieve an accurate 

representation of the participants surveyed. Of the 37 superintendents surveyed, 15 

completed the survey or had another central office administrator complete the survey. 

The survey consisted of 13 open-ended questions and inquired about the types of 

decision-making used when central office administrators were planning for, 

implementing, and discontinuing virtual learning (see Appendix A). Survey respondents 

were also asked to participate in a more in-depth interview about their decision-making 

about virtual learning. Four survey participants opted into a follow-up interview and were 

asked a pre-determined set of open-ended questions presented with a structured approach. 

Maxwell (2013) recommended a structured interview approach when aiming to compare 

data from multiple respondents more effectively. The follow-up interview consisted of 
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eight open-ended questions (see Appendix B) which asked about decision-making 

practices when implementing and discontinuing virtual learning. During each interview, 

clarifying questions were asked when needed to gain a better understanding of the 

participants’ responses.   

The interviews were conducted using Microsoft Teams at pre-arranged times 

convenient for each participant. The interviews were recorded and transcribed via 

Microsoft Teams. The interview transcripts were checked against the interview 

recordings for accuracy and were then uploaded into Atlas.ti. Open-ended survey 

responses were also uploaded to Atlas.ti. The transcripts and open-ended survey 

responses were analyzed through multiple rounds of coding utilizing Atlas.ti and 16 main 

codes were found through the initial analysis. The interview transcripts and survey 

responses were analyzed again, and common categories were identified by finding 

relationships between the codes, and three broader categories were discovered.  

Rationale for Research Design 

Decision-making regarding K-12 virtual learning has been brought to the 

forefront of educational administrators since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

decisions made by superintendents and central office leaders have had a direct impact on 

student health, safety, and academic learning. District leaders have widened their scope 

of stakeholders to include medical personnel, public health officials, and governmental 

agencies to make the most informed decisions for their students, staff, and community 

(Lochmiller, 2021). The knowledge gained through the research process could better 

prepare leaders to face similar crisis situations especially when there is no guidance or 

rule book for making educational decisions during a pandemic.   
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This qualitative research based on both a non-experimental survey and interview 

data provided insight into the decision-making processes while superintendents and 

central office administrators were faced with a multitude of problems associated with 

educating K-12 students virtually. Having open-ending questions on both the initial 

survey and the follow-up interviews gave opportunities for participants to expand upon 

their responses and allowed for greater insight into the decision-making processes. 

Utilizing a survey with Likert responses to questions would not have provided the same 

depth of understanding about virtual learning decision-making. The research discovered 

reasons for discontinuing virtual learning and the decisions involved in bringing students 

back face-to-face. Further exploration of decision reasoning to discontinue virtual 

learning could bring about reflection and help educational administrators become more 

prepared for future events that lead to school closures that necessitate virtual learning.  

Participants 

 This study sought information from superintendents and central office staff in 

northern Texas that made instructional decisions regarding virtual learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Thirty-seven superintendents were asked to participate in the 

survey and were also asked to opt into a more in-depth interview about decision-making 

and virtual learning. This study focused on public schools, so private school 

administrators were excluded from participation. The superintendents were encouraged to 

ask other central office leaders that had a role in virtual learning decision-making to 

participate in the survey as well.  

Participants were recruited by email invitation and through a presentation at the 

Red River Superintendent Association meeting in August 2022. After three rounds of 
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email invitations and the presentation, 19 superintendents and or central office 

administrators responded to the survey, as well as one principal. Since the principal was 

not in the targeted participant group for this survey, that survey was omitted from the 

results. Additionally, of the 19 superintendents, four of them did not answer all the 

survey questions. Those surveys were omitted from the results used for data analysis. Of 

the 15 participants with complete surveys, four of them opted into the follow-up 

interview, and those were conducted within three weeks of the survey closing. Of the 15 

participants, seven individuals responded anonymously, and eight individuals provided 

their e-mail addresses, revealing their identity.  

Table 1 details the interview participants’ demographics and the districts’ student 

enrollment organized from the smallest to the largest district. All interview participants 

were white males. The survey respondents were mostly white males as well, which was 

representative of the demographics of the Red River Superintendent Association 

members, which had 32 white males and five white females. However, the results of the 

survey could not be generalized to the greater educational environment across Texas due 

to this limitation.  

Table 1 

Interview Participant Demographics & District Student Enrollment Information 
 
Participant Race         Participant Gender            Position          School District Enrollment 

     white   male   Superintendent              1,023 students 

     white   male   Superintendent     1,065 students 

     white   male   Curriculum Director     2,275 students 

     white   male              Superintendent     3,195 students 
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Data Collection Procedures 

 Information about the research study was shared at the Red River Superintendent 

Association meeting held at the Region 9 Education Service Center in early August of 

2022. The attendees were both superintendents and central office staff from small and 

middle-sized K-12 school districts in northern Texas. The initial survey was sent out to 

all superintendents invited to the regional meeting and survey results were collected 

through Qualtrics. The respondents were asked about their district’s implementation, 

improvement of, and discontinuation of virtual learning. They were also asked about 

barriers they had to overcome with their decisions about virtual learning. At the 

conclusion of the survey, respondents had the opportunity to opt into a follow-up 

interview which served as the second data point.  

The structured interviews helped to go deeper into the reasoning behind why 

decisions were made regarding virtual learning. Four interviews were conducted via 

Microsoft Teams and varied in length with the shortest one being 12.5 minutes and the 

longest being 35 minutes long. Participants were asked for permission to record the 

interviews to allow for accurate transcribing of the responses. Participants were also 

informed that no specific school districts or educational administrators would be named 

in the final research results paper.     

Data Analysis 

 The initial open-ended survey responses and interview transcripts were coded 

utilizing Atlas.ti to begin finding themes within the data. After each structured interview, 

memos were written which helped make connections and sparked thinking analytically 

about the responses while fresh on the researcher’s mind, as supported by Maxwell 
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(2013). Multiple coding sessions with the interview data occurred to ensure thoroughness 

and make sure the codes found were representative of the respondents’ ideas. Once initial 

codes were determined, the data sets were further analyzed to find common categories. 

The categorical results were placed into a table to continue developing the ideas and 

connect the themes to the original research questions, which is another method supported 

by Maxwell (2013). Interview participants were also assigned pseudonyms for both 

coding and reporting purposes. The pseudonyms were assigned using the letter S for 

superintendent and CD for curriculum director. A number was also assigned to further 

identify each interview participant. For example, the first superintendent was referred to 

as S1, the second superintendent was referred to as S2, and the third superintendent was 

named S3. Since only one curriculum director was interviewed, that participant was not 

assigned a number and was referred to as CD. 

Findings 

 The findings of this research study showed decision-making about virtual learning 

was influenced by three main themes: student-related, teacher-related, and 

administrative-related factors, as referenced in Table 2. These three categories were 

determined by gathering initial themes by coding the open-ended survey responses and 

the interview transcripts. The transcripts and open-ended interview responses were then 

evaluated further through the lens of the 16 initial codes and the three main categories 

emerged through that analysis. Within these categories, decision-making practices were 

referenced, which helped to answer the research questions of this study related to 

decision-making for implementation of, improvement of, and discontinuation of virtual 

learning. 
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Table 2 
 
Themes from Coding Interview Transcripts and Open-ended Survey Responses  
 
Main Themes                                  Initial Codes                             Supporting evidence 
from  
                                                                                                          individual responses 
Student-Related Factors                  Student Apathy                        Students not  
                                                                                                          completing work,  
                                                                                                          lack of quality 
                                                                                                          participation,  
                                                                                                          not consistent in 
                                                                                                          attendance 
                                                        Poor Student Performance        Virtual student failure 
                                                                                                          rates, lack of success  
                                                                                                          with self-monitoring, 
                                                                                                          falling behind their   
                                                                                                          peers 
                                                        Academic Fidelity                     Students taking 
                                                                                                          advantage,  
                                                                                                          using Google on  
                   testing, negative 
                                                                                                          impact on face-to- 
                                                                                                          face students 
                                                        Social-emotional Concerns       Lack of interaction,  

          teacher and peer 
                                                                                                          relationships, isolation  
                                                        In-person Learning is Ideal       Learning barriers for 

          virtual students, better 
                                                                                                          monitoring of 
                  learning progress, the 

          best way for students  
                                                                                                          to learn 
Teacher-Related Factors                 Health Concerns                       Quarantine disruptions, 

          germ control, masking,  
                                                                                                          risking life 
                                                        Teacher Workload                    Extra workload,  

          juggling both 
                                                                                                          virtual and face-to-face  
                                                                                                          students, time 
                   management, high   
                                                                                                          learning curve 
Administrator-Related Factors        Budget Concerns                      Losing funding due to 

          student absences, hurt  
                                                                                                          the budget 
             Logistical Decisions.               Staffing, virtual 
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                   learning set-up and 
                  management, planning 
                   for back to school  
                  transition 
             Reactive Planning           Response to a  

          pandemic, forced  
                  decision-making, hard  
                  to plan with unknown 

          factors 
             Lack of Time            Planning time cut  
                   short, no way to test 

          learning systems before 
                  systems before  
                  implementation, small 
                  preparation window 
             State Regulations           Executive orders, state 

          going back and forth  
                  on decisions,  
                  attendance regulations 

          and funding 
             Technology Barriers           Remote area internet  

          access, technology 
                  program glitches, 
                  learning to navigate 

          multiple tech  
                  resources (teachers,  
                  students, and parents) 
             Data-based Decisions           COVID infection rates,  
                  number of virtual  

          students, student  
                  performance data 
             Collaborative Decisions           Administrative team, 

          teacher and parent 
                  input, school 
                  board involvement,  
                  community feedback 
             Parent Communication           Unclear instructions,  

          lack of communication 
                  from school, confusion 
                  about learning options  
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Student-Related Factors 

 Through analyzing the interview transcripts and open-ended survey response data, 

many themes emerged related to students and partially answered Research Question 3: 

What decision-making practices were utilized when discontinuing K-12 virtual learning? 

Two interview participants referenced looking at student performance data when deciding 

to discontinue virtual learning, which proves that data-based decision-making was used. 

CD explained that the main deciding factor for discontinuing virtual learning was 

“disproportionate failures for virtual learners compared to their peers.” CD further 

explained that students were called back to return to school as soon as they experienced 

failure and stated, “That was a huge decision and had a huge impact on keeping our 

students on track during that time.” Similarly, S3 reported that “the kids’ failing rate” was 

their main reason for discontinuing virtual learning and why they only supported virtual 

learning for nine weeks. In addition, 11 of the 15 survey respondents cited poor student 

performance data as a reason for discontinuing virtual learning. 

 Three interview participants referenced looking at student participation rate data 

and collaborating with a team when deciding to discontinue virtual learning. This further 

supported the data-based decision-making being utilized and demonstrated that the 

leaders exercised collaborative decision-making as well. S2 reported that after starting the 

year with 35% of their students learning virtually, “by the second semester we were 

maybe down to that 15-percentage point range and 85% of our kids came back face-to-

face.” When making the decision to discontinue, S2 reported that the same committee 

collaborated, and they relied upon “a lot more teacher input” and “gathered parental and 

student input” through surveys. Like S2, S1 said the small number of kids participating 
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was the main reason virtual learning was discontinued and that the decision was made 

through collaboration with the administrative team and presenting the information to the 

school board. From the survey responses, 14 of 15 of the respondents mentioned using 

collaborative decision-making when discontinuing virtual learning.  

 All four interview participants agreed that face-to-face or in-person learning was 

the most ideal educational setting both for student achievement and social-emotional 

development. S2 stated that “while technology is great, it cannot ever take the place of 

human contact and human interaction.” S1 felt that the number one priority was for “kids 

to be in front of a professional teacher” because “it was in the best interest of the kids.” 

Participant S3 mentioned that in-person learning is superior to virtual learning because 

not all students are equipped to learn virtually. Coinciding with this idea, CD contributed 

that not all students can be successful with virtual learning because they are too young to 

have the “capacity to manage online learning” or the older students might not have the 

“strong initiative” to be successful. The importance of in-person learning was mentioned 

19 times by both interview participants and survey respondents, as referenced in Table 3 

detailing the frequency distribution of student-related factors. 

Table 3 

Student-Related Factors Frequency Distribution Results 
 
Student-Related Factors Frequency 

Poor Student Performance 29 

In-Person Learning is Ideal 19 

Academic Fidelity 15 

Student Apathy 10 

Social Emotional Concerns 9 
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Teacher-Related Factors 

 Within the data accumulated through interviews and survey responses, some 

teacher-related themes became evident concerning virtual learning and decision-making 

while virtual learning was occurring. This data can contribute to answering Research 

Question 2: What decision-making practices were utilized during virtual learning to 

improve the quality of virtual learning? At the onset of virtual learning, S2 expressed 

concerns about quality because there was “ a lack of the staff’s ability to modify and do 

things on the spot and really get across the teaching they were doing with their students 

face-to-face.” So, in collaboration with the teachers, many of whom were concerned 

about time management and Zooming late at night with students, they decided to begin 

teaching face-to-face and virtual students simultaneously. S3 also shared that 

synchronous, or simultaneous instruction was the only option offered to their students to 

prevent teachers from working “till 8:00 or 9:00 o’clock at night” accommodating the 

virtual students. In a different approach, CD shared that their teachers were asked to 

record lessons using a program called Screencastify and upload them into Google 

Classroom so the lessons would be available for both in-person students to review and for 

virtual students to access anytime. According to the survey, 13 of 15 respondents used 

collaborative decision-making to improve upon virtual learning and 3 of the 15 

specifically mentioned teacher workload in their open responses. Table 4 details the 

response frequency regarding teacher-related factors during virtual learning.  
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Table 4 

Teacher-Related Factors Frequency Distribution Results 
 
Teacher-Related Factors Frequency 

Teacher Workload 29 

Health Concerns 19 

 

Administration-Related Factors 

 Coding and analyzing the interview transcripts and survey data revealed multiple 

administration-related factors that impacted decision-making about virtual learning. One 

of the most frequent issues mentioned was the lack of time to make the best decisions for 

virtual learning implementation. However, all 18 times this was mentioned was by one 

interview participant, so it this was one perspective rather than a shared perspective.  

Technology barriers were next in the frequency distribution and all four interview 

participants mentioned issues with technology. The problems ranged in severity from not 

having internet connections at all to minor tech glitches with programs. S1 shared that 

their technology rollout was very smooth and the only problem they had to fix was 

students not being able to hear the teachers as they instructed. So, they purchased 

microphones, and the audio quality became much better for the students.  

A more severe issue was students not having internet access at all. S2 reported 

that they even drove buses equipped with wi-fi out to rural areas so that students could 

get to the bus and access the internet with their devices to complete online learning. 

Decisions like this were reactive in nature and could have been avoided with more time 

for implementation planning according to S2.  
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The sheer number of decisions really required a collaborative decision-making 

approach according to S3 who stated that their administrative team met weekly to address 

virtual learning concerns. At the onset of virtual learning implementation, decisions were 

rushed. But, as the year progressed, there was more opportunity for input from students, 

parents, and staff as reported by S2. Most reported team cohesiveness regarding virtual 

learning decisions. However, S3 reported that his team was split on the idea of 

discontinuing virtual learning after just 9 weeks. But, due to poor student performance 

data, they went with the discontinuation plan anyway. The frequency distribution chart 

about administrative issues related to virtual learning decision-making is detailed in 

Table 5. 

Table 5 

Administration--Related Factors Frequency Distribution Results 
 
Administration-Related Factors Frequency 

Technology Barriers 19 

Lack of Time 18 

Collaborative Decisions 16 

Logistical Decisions 14 

Reactive Planning 10 

Data-Based Decisions 10 

State Regulations 7 

Parent Communication 4 

Budget Concerns 3 

 

Discussion 

 This study explored the decision-making practices of superintendents and central 

administrators regarding virtual learning. The research questions aimed to determine 
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what types of decision-making practices were used when implementing and discontinuing 

virtual learning as well as what practices were utilized while virtual learning was 

occurring. Based on the coding of the open-ended survey responses and the interview 

transcripts, there was evidence of collaborative decision-making in all phases of virtual 

learning. In fact, all but one survey participant indicated that they relied on collaborative 

decision-making when implementing and discontinuing virtual learning, which supports 

the importance of the superintendent being visibly present throughout educational 

planning. This is supported by Horton and Martin (2013) when they emphasized the 

value of the superintendent being an active participant with planning processes. 

Additionally, all but two survey respondents referenced the use of collaborative decision-

making during virtual learning.  

The interview transcript data supported the survey results because all four 

interviewees gave specific examples of collaborative decision-making throughout the 

virtual learning process. They all convened an administrative team to make decisions 

about how virtual learning would be implemented and those collaborative decisions were 

influenced by multiple factors including technological barriers, time constraints, and 

making logistical decisions on how virtual learning would be structured. Other factors 

such as state regulations and budget constraints also impacted the collaborative decisions 

made. During virtual learning and when deciding to discontinue online learning, more 

individuals were brought into the collaborative process including staff, parents, and the 

school board. This discovery supports past research on the importance of collaborative 

decision-making when varying stakeholders are involved in school-based decisions 

(Owen, 2015). 
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In addition to collaborative decision-making, there was also evidence of data-

driven decision-making. Data were utilized less in the virtual learning implementation 

phase to drive decision-making as only 10 of the 15 survey respondents stated that data 

were used. However, when it came to discontinuing virtual learning, all but one survey 

respondent mentioned the use of data-driven decision-making. Thirteen of the 15 survey 

participants specifically mentioned data related to poor student performance was one of 

the biggest reasons the decision to discontinue virtual learning was made. This approach 

demonstrated modeling by central office leaders on the front lines interacting with the 

data to show the importance of data-responsive decisions. Honig (2006) came to this 

same conclusion in his research about superintendents setting the example for data use 

throughout decision-making.  

When examining the interview transcripts, lack of student progress or poor 

student performance was mentioned 22 times and was reported by 3 of the 4 interview 

participants. Another data point utilized was the declining number of students opting for 

virtual learning as the school year continued. S2 mentioned that even though 35% of their 

students started out as virtual for the 2020-21 school year, by the start of the second 

semester, that number had dropped, and 85% of the student population was back in 

school face-to-face.  

When examining both the survey and interview data, the use of research-based 

decision-making was not clearly supported by evidence. Even though 8 of the 15 survey 

respondents indicated that research-based decision-making was used both during and 

when discontinuing virtual learning, there was a lack of concrete examples to back this 

up in the data. This is not surprising because prior research indicates that administrators 
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often get overwhelmed and pressed for time to make decisions based on research (Farley-

Ripple, 2012).  

The only respondent that mentioned a specific example of research-based 

decision-making was S2. He referenced that the district’s own process of supporting 

virtual learning was “great research”. However, research-based decision-making is 

traditionally making decisions based on prior empirical research that informs the 

decision-making process moving forward (Honig & Coburn, 2008). It is possible that 

respondents misunderstood the question regarding research-based decision-making or due 

to the small presence of research regarding pandemic-required K-12 virtual learning at 

the time. These possibilities are only assumptions and could be explored further in future 

research.  

Limitations and Strengths  

While there is an abundance of literature related to K-12 central administrative 

decision-making, there is little research on decision-making specific to implementing and 

discontinuing virtual learning (Kinchington, 2020). This study only included 

superintendents and central office administrators of small and middle-sized districts in 

northern Texas. Also, due to the narrow demographics of the participants being mostly 

white males, the results are likely not representative of statewide or nationwide school 

leaders.  

Another limitation is the small number of participants in both the survey and the 

interviews. Out of the 37 superintendents and central office staff surveyed, there was a 

59% response rate for the initial survey. Also, only 27% of the survey respondents opted 

to participate in a more in-depth interview. Even with the lower-than-ideal participation 



 
 

 

 

54 

rates, the interviews were recorded so the research was based on exact transcripts, a 

method suggested by Maxwell (2013), which protected the accuracy of the data. Within 

the survey and interview data, the research questions were addressed with common 

themes discovered through the coding process.  

A strength of the research was that the results were not based on survey data 

alone. The researcher took the time to conduct four structured interviews with willing 

participants. The interviews gave the researcher an opportunity to explore the themes 

more in-depth so solid conclusions could be drawn.  

Implications 

 This study contributed to the increasing research base about K-12 virtual learning 

in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead of focusing on the results of virtual 

learning, this study explored the decision-making practices employed by district-level 

leaders when implementing, during, and when discontinuing virtual learning. As a central 

office leader, I experienced the decision-making process first-hand and felt the 

frustrations associated with virtual learning. Since many school districts were unprepared 

to adjust to virtual learning during COVID-19 (Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021), discovering 

the decision-making practices and the factors that contributed to those decisions could 

help administrators be more prepared if future situations arise that necessitate a rapid 

switch to virtual learning.    

Recommendations for Future Study 

 Through this research, common themes were discovered, and many factors 

contributing to the decision-making process were revealed. Future research could explore 

these factors and reasons behind the decisions made to gain more insight into the 
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complex and multi-faceted scenarios brought about by virtual learning. Additionally, it 

would be interesting to investigate if there was direct correlation between decisions made 

and the effectiveness, or lack thereof, on virtual learning. Lastly, this study could be 

replicated with a broader sample of school districts more representative of the diversity 

across the state and nation. Expanding upon these topics could further advance the body 

of research about K-12 virtual learning as a whole and the complex decision-making 

practices of district-level administrators brought about by the global pandemic.  
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Appendix A 

Superintendent/Central Office Leader Survey Questions 

This survey is designed to assess decision-making practices related to the 
implementation, improvement of, and cancellation of virtual learning during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The questions are open-ended and allow for free-response.  Please answer 
each question honestly based on your experience. 
 

1. Did your school district have barriers when implementing virtual learning? If so, 

what barriers were present? (ex: infrastructure, device availability, internet 

availability, etc.) 

2. If there were barriers to virtual learning, what decisions were made to overcome 

those barriers for virtual learning implementation? 

3. When implementing virtual learning, did you utilize collaborative decision-

making? 

4. When implementing virtual learning, did you utilize research-based decision-

making? 

5. When implementing virtual learning, did you utilize data-driven decision-

making? 

6. How long did your school district support virtual learning? 

7. What decisions were made to improve virtual learning while it was occurring?  

8. What factors went into deciding to cancel virtual learning? 

9. What student interests were considered when canceling virtual learning? 

10. What staff /teacher interests were considered when canceling virtual learning? 

11. When canceling virtual learning, did you utilize collaborative decision-making? 

12. When canceling virtual learning, did you utilize research-based decision-making? 
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13. When canceling virtual learning, did you utilize data-driven decision-making?   

14. How long have your served in your current position as a Superintendent or 

Central Office administrator? 

15. Would you be willing to participate in a short twenty-minute follow-up interview 

about decision-making regarding virtual learning? If answering yes, you will be 

contacted by email to set up an interview time convenient to your schedule.  
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Appendix B 

Superintendent/Central Office Leader Interview Questions 

What is your position with your school district? 

How long have you served in that role? 

What was the biggest barrier when implementing virtual learning? (device access, 

internet access, funding, etc.) 

During virtual learning, were there staff concerns?   

If so, what was the main concern? 

During virtual learning, were there parent/student concerns?   

If so, what was the main concern? 

What was the main deciding factor in canceling virtual learning? 

Who was involved in the decision to cancel virtual learning?  

Looking back on virtual learning, would you have made any decisions differently?   

  


