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“At its core, organizational health is  
about integrity.” 
             – Patrick Lencioni, “The Advantage”

When an organization is run-
down, lethargic and on the brink of cata-
strophic heart failure, it is rarely referred to as 
ailing or unhealthy; yet that is exactly what it 
is. Ocean View, a once vibrant, heralded pre-
school through grade 8 school district located 
in the surf city of Huntington Beach, devel-
oped all the symptoms of a sick patient by the 
fall of 2014. We faced a dire prognosis – three 
schools closed for asbestos abatement, a fiscal 
outlook on the brink of insolvency, and a dis-
trict and school climate suffering from post-
traumatic stress disorder. By the middle of 
2015, the majority of our leadership positions 
were empty. Any health professional would 
have declared an emergency.

Our Board of Trustees hired an outside 
firm to bring in new leadership. After a rig-
orous search process, the board announced 
in July 2015 that Carol Hansen, assistant su-
perintendent of Human Resources in nearby 
ABC Unified School District and a 30-plus 
year education professional, would take the 
lead, joining assistant superintendent of 
Human Resources Felix Avila. The board 
also hired Michael Conroy to lead Admin-
istrative Services as deputy superintendent, 
and soon after, Jodee Brentlinger as assistant 
superintendent for Educational Services. A 
new Executive Cabinet was born.

“Ocean View was at a turning point,” said 

Board President Gina Clayton-Tarvin. “We 
needed new leadership that could collaborate 
with all of our stakeholders and rebuild trust 
and stability in our governing institution. The 
possibilities came to fruition with Dr. Han-
sen and the new team she helped assemble.”

It was clear from the beginning that the 
team – with support of and guidance from 
the board – was intent on bringing a healthy 
climate back to the families and employees 
of Ocean View. After a swift initial assess-
ment, it was determined that significant sys-
temic change was needed – a lifestyle over-
haul of sorts, one that would take time, but 
time was not on our side.

Redefining ‘team’
Author and management consultant Pat-

rick Lencioni tackles this topic in his book, 
“The Advantage.” His recommended first 
steps? Assemble a cohesive leadership team, 
find clarity, and ask the following question: 
Why do we exist as an organization? 

In the fall of 2015, we kicked off a new 
series of leadership meetings for district 
and school administrators. We studied the 
transformative tenets of “The Advantage” 
over the course of the 2015-16 school year. 
The prescription: Leaders would meet 
monthly to develop and practice a new cul-
ture of communication, consistency and 
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stability that would spread throughout the 
district’s weakened vascular system to nour-
ish students, employees, families and com-
munity members. 

Working closely with the superintendent 
to plan the meetings, Assistant Superinten-
dent Brentlinger noted, “We intentionally 
planned sessions that followed along with 
Lencioni’s book. Trust, conflict, commit-
ment, accountability and results, with abso-
lute clarity, were key.”

Table talks and group activities soon re-
vealed recurring, detrimental themes from 
the past: a lack of trust and communication, 
a fear of speaking out or making mistakes, 
and an attitude of “we’ve heard this before.” 
It grew from a complicated mixture of turn-
over, differing leadership styles, and a lack 
of intention and clear, sustainable goals. The 
book’s first chapter, which tackles building 
trust among leaders through honesty, vul-
nerability and accountability, felt apropos.

Rebuilding trust through action
In order to stop the bleeding, our Ex-

ecutive Cabinet made quick, visible deci-
sions and ensured that several key objec-
tives were completed on schedule. Like a 
shot of adrenaline, Hope View Elementary 
School in Huntington Beach, the first of 
three schools closed for asbestos abatement, 
opened its freshly painted doors on Sept. 2, 
2015. A festive celebration attended by our 
Board of Trustees, state and city officials, 
families, children and the local Girl Scout 
troop marked a new way of doing business 
in Ocean View.

That fall, the fiscal insolvency once pre-
dicted for Ocean View was replaced with 
positive news. By October of 2016, Dr. 
Conroy and his f inancial team reported 
that our financials were now stable and that 
remaining construction projects, stalled 
after the discovery of asbestos, were back 
on track. By maximizing our capital and fi-
nancial resources, Ocean View was now in a 
position to plan for the future.

Asbestos had knocked the wind out of us at 
the end of 2014. Yet, by early 2016, asbestos 
inspections at all school sites were complete; 
two of three schools closed for abatement and 
reconstruction had reopened, and number 
three was nearing completion. An environ-
mental consultant was hired, and our Asbestos 

Hazard Emergency Response Act (AHERA) 
Management Plan was updated. Today, we are 
in full compliance with AHERA and the En-
vironmental Protection Agency. 

Simultaneously, Ocean View needed ef-
ficiency in facility improvements and capital 
investments; thus began the move toward a 
districtwide Facilities Master Plan (FMP). 
As with a sick patient, a doctor creates a 
health plan to detail remedies, therapies 
and ongoing maintenance once health is 
achieved. Conroy worked closely with the 
district’s Facilities, Maintenance and Op-
erations team to establish a core planning 
committee and to hire an award-winning 
architectural firm to assist in the creation of 
a long-range FMP. 

“We wanted to maintain a commitment 
and focus on public engagement in the fa-
cilities planning process,” said Conroy. 
“We reached out to all stakeholders at every 
school site and leaders in the community.” 
Four public forums, structured by the ar-
chitectural firm DLR Group were held in 
the spring of 2016. The goal was to create a 
priority list for each school, a “wish list” of 
modernization projects.

We called on parents, students, staff 
and community members, and our school 
principals helped spread the word. Middle 
school forums sought attendance from in-
coming elementary families. Following 
the month-long forum process and an on-
line survey to several hundred Ocean View 
families and community members, the DLR 
Group launched a revolutionary Ocean 
View FMP website, a first-of-its-kind on-
line facilities planning tool, in June of 2016. 
Our FMP reflected common priority needs 
across the district’s schools, including safety 
structures, learning spaces, heating and air 
conditioning, parking and playgrounds.

“Our approach to developing the Facili-
ties Master Plan was to be as transparent 
and inclusive as possible to build consensus 
and understanding,” said Kevin Fleming, 
senior associate and architect with DLR 
Group. “We decided to create a web-based 
planning process, allowing people to par-
ticipate either in-person or online. Ocean 
View felt it was imperative that we use 21st 
century tools to share the plan.”

Throughout these multi-layered, com-

Quick Guide  
on support side
A U.S. Department of Education “Quick 
Guide on Making School Climate Improve-
ments” says school climate reflects how 
members of the school community experi-
ence the school, including interpersonal 
relationships, teacher and other staff prac-
tices, and organizational arrangements. 
School climate includes factors that serve 
as conditions for learning, supporting 
physical and emotional safety, connection 
and support, and engagement. 

The Quick Guide provides strategies on 
how to effectively implement five sets of 
activities for improving school climate:

• Planning for school climate  
improvements.

• Engaging stakeholders in the  
improvements.

• Collecting and reporting data.

• Choosing and implementing school 
climate interventions.

• Monitoring and evaluating the  
improvements.

The ways in which students and teach-
ers experience the climate of the school 
impact their learning, behavior, stress and 
burnout. The federal Every Student Suc-
ceeds Act (ESSA) and California School 
Dashboard also reference school climate 
as an additional indicator of a school’s suc-
cess for accountability purposes. 

School climate improvements are doable 
and inexpensive, according to the Quick 
Guide, which includes access to addi-
tional resources. Any school or district can 
partake in efforts to improve conditions 
for learning for students and staff. In fact, 
you may already be conducting activities 
aimed at improving school climate. For 
example, many schools are implement-
ing Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports to improve school climate and 
reduce suspensions. 

Find the guide at http://safesupportive-
learning.ed.gov/SCIRP/Quick-Guide.
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plex projects, our focus on communications, 
consistency and stability took precedent. We 
worked to expand media relations and com-
munication vehicles, from tried-and-true 
face-to-face meetings with staff, families and 
community organizations to social media, 
newsletter, website and email tools. 

Information about the projects, as well as 
positive stories and photos from within our 
schools, appeared in newspapers, online 
and via email. Repeatedly, feedback from 
our monthly Leadership Team meetings re-
vealed a subtle, ongoing change in the cli-
mate. Communication and engagement no-
ticeably increased. Administrators revealed 
vulnerabilities. Laughter grew louder dur-
ing meetings. School climates take years to 
change, but it was happening. 

Finding clarity: The OVSD Edge
“Within the context of making an organiza-

tion healthy, alignment is about creating so much 
clarity that there is as little room as possible for 
confusion, disorder and infighting to set in.” 

                   – Patrick Lencioni, “The Advantage”
The majority of school districts create 

annual or long-term strategic plans. Ocean 
View is no exception. “The OVSD Edge, 
Encouraging a Deliberate and Global Edu-
cation,” is our five-year strategic plan. For-
tunately, many aspects of our strategic plan 
and Local Control and Accountability Plan 
(LCAP) were aligned around the state’s ex-
isting education priority areas. Ultimately, 
we asked what this meant for our new team 
and the students of Ocean View.

The intentional work of our first Leader-
ship Team centered on taking its own tem-
perature. What were our members’ priori-
ties? Were those priorities conflicting? How 
would members resolve conflicts over priori-
ties? Which ones did we share? The process 
of discovery and alignment was an incredibly 
productive exercise, and the finished product 
became our “Thematic Goal,” or “rallying 
cry,” according to Lencioni.

It was not a rehashing of the Ocean View 
mission statement. It was not even the goal 
that most educators would select – student 
achievement. For our team, at this moment, 
the Thematic Goal that organically rose from 
our leadership Petri dish involved “rebuild-

ing a credible and stable school district for 
families, employees and the community.” 
Without first focusing on this considerable 
goal, it seemed nothing else could be fully 
accomplished, not even a focus on student 
achievement. Not yet.

With a clear goal for the 2015-16 school 
year in place, it was time to establish objec-
tives, both broad “Defining Objectives” and 
more specific “Standard Operating Objec-
tives.” Our team identified its first broad ob-
jective as a “renewed focus on student learn-
ing.” Second in line became the creation of 
a communications plan that would focus 
attention on the positive work taking place 
daily in Ocean View, something that had 
been overshadowed for too long by crisis and 
a lack of control. 

Lastly, our team agreed to redefine its inter-
divisional communication structures. Our goal 
was to become organizationally effective. Years 
of unhealthy living had left our structures 
plugged up with bureaucratic cholesterol and 
plaque. A wellness check was long overdue. 

The final five Standard Operating Objec-
tives further defined our district’s work in the 
coming year: revamped employee recruit-
ment and retention, updated communication 
tools, boosted enrollment, revitalized Board 
Policies, and maximized human and mate-
rial resources.

Engaging with all stakeholders
To create an overall climate shift, our 

stakeholders had to feel a part of our shift, as 
valued members of the organization. In the 
beginning, our Executive Cabinet quickly 
identified internal and external audiences. 
Positive school news began immediately. 
Broader communication from our district 
office and an “over-communication” pro-
cess got under way during the fall. Again, 
we used traditional and digital approaches, 
face-to-face meetings and emailed letters, 
but also social media and websites. We is-
sued the same messages across all mediums 
to reinforce a new atmosphere of transpar-
ency, stability and consistency. 

Face-to-face meetings were a high priority 
and included families, parent organization 
members, community leaders, service orga-
nizations and business groups. They brought 
stakeholders into the internal decision-mak-
ing processes of Ocean View. It provides a 
wonderful opportunity to truly engage, gather 



 September | October 2017 37

data and get feedback from a variety of people. 
As we end our second round of LCAP cre-
ation in 2017, the process continues to grow 
and evolve, building an even greater founda-
tion for continued transparency.

“It’s refreshing to engage directly with 
our superintendent and Executive Cabinet 
to discuss matters that affect all parents and 
students,” said Ocean View Parent Round-
table President Patricia Singer. “This ‘open 
door’ philosophy has allowed for growth and 
honest conversations.”

We now say, look no further than inside 
your own walls for one of the most impor-
tant audiences in any organization – your 
staff. How do most organizations com-
municate with staff? In a word, meetings. 
Lencioni writes, “…there is no better way 
to have a fundamental impact on an orga-
nization than by changing the way it does 
meetings.” This is one of the best measures 
of health, according to Lencioni.

It also applies to negotiations and manage-
ment-union relations. The California Labor-
Management Initiative promotes the power 
of collaborative relationships among employ-

ees and administration. A local model known 
as Partnership: Administration and Labor 
(PAL), which was developed in neighboring 
ABC Unified, soon became the model for the 
relationship between Ocean View’s admin-
istration, teachers association and classified 
employees association. 

In the spring of 2016, the PAL program 
began in earnest at Ocean View. Our new 
PAL team, which included all three unions, 
issued joint communications and held an 
inaugural PAL Leadership event. This sig-
naled a new way of doing business. By the 
end of the school year, we were able to agree 
upon and adopt PAL Guiding Principles, 
and in 2017, we started spreading the PAL 
partnership model into our school sites with 
the goal of positively impacting student lit-
eracy and engagement.

As chief negotiator for Ocean View, As-
sistant Superintendent of Human Resources 
Felix Avila experienced a significant change 
in the tone and environment of the negotia-
tions process before and after the PAL work 
began. “PAL helped to formalize and put 
into practice our collective efforts to unite 

the district in a trusting relationship,” Avila 
said. “Negotiation sessions have changed 
dramatically in that they involve open and 
honest discussions that address issues to en-
sure districtwide success.”

A bond election – now?
Like a comprehensive patient care plan, 

there were many symptoms and treatments 
for Ocean View, but there was one goal: to 
heal our patient. We were on the right path 
now, and it was time to look to the future. 
By spring 2016, we anticipated that we could 
refocus our energies on student learning and 
achievement for the 2016-17 school year. It 
meant that the physical status of our school 
facilities was next. Learning was not going 
to be at its highest levels if our 50-year-old 
structures were not safe, functional and 
comfortable for all students. 

Dr. Conroy and Jim Choate, OVSD di-
rector of facilities, maintenance and opera-
tions, knew that a statewide school facilities 
bond was slated for the next general elec-
tion and school districts had to be in line for 
funding. Without passage of a general ob-
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ligation bond, Ocean View would not have 
access to vital state funds.

Passing a school facilities bond is not 
a simple task, even in the best of circum-
stances. Was all of the hard work of the 
past year enough to regain the confidence 
and support of our constituents? On Nov. 
8, 2016, we received a resounding “yes” as 
Ocean View successfully passed its f irst 
bond measure in the amount of $169 mil-

lion, with more than 59 percent of the vote. 
The engagement, consistency, over-commu-
nication and actions had connected all of us. 
People inside and outside of the organiza-
tion stepped up and wanted to be a part of 
our healthy organization and its future.

“For me, I was honored to be part of what 
I call, the ‘Ocean View Renaissance,’” said 
veteran Principal Katherine Smith, Measure 
R bond campaign co-chair.

This was concrete evidence that the cli-
mate was changing. It was another shot of 
adrenaline for all of us. It provided an im-
petus to continue our work and fight even 
harder for our integrity.

Continued diet and exercise
Like a patient on the road to wellness, the 

Ocean View School District has to sustain 
its newfound vibrancy with attention to diet 
and exercise. Our plan includes continued 
communication, consistency and stability, 
with a good dose of action and engagement. 
With that, we can be confident in our ongo-
ing health and find ways to push ourselves to 
loftier goals. 

Today, our Leadership Team has adjusted 
the district’s thematic goal to emphasize 
sustaining and strengthening our credibility 
and stability. Our objectives include closing 
the achievement gap, providing our families 
with a choice of innovative and traditional 
programs, actively engaging our learners, 
and boosting literacy among all students. 
We could not even consider these objectives 
just one year ago, not without a more trust-
ing, open and positive climate. This past 
year, we reopened our last abated elementary 
school. Lake View Elementary launched as 
our first STEAM School, with increased 
enrollment and partnerships with local busi-
ness and community members.

It does not end here. We strive to be an 
even healthier organization. For those con-
sidering our story, Lencioni writes, “Once 
the leaders get through these steps, they will 
have created so much momentum that it will 
be hard for them to grow complacent and let 
the process atrophy.” 

We agree!
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