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Oversight: A Review of Changes to the School Busing Plan: 

Are Children Being Left Out on the Curb?
On February 13, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, and the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will hold a joint oversight hearing to review the recent changes to school bus routes throughout the City.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Department of Education (“DOE”), as well as interested advocates and parents.

Background


On January 29, 2007, the Department of Education implemented a series of changes to school bus routes throughout the City, which it claimed would eliminate waste and direct additional funds into schools.  According to the DOE, transportation needs and preferences of students were not being met, resulting in the underutilization of some school bus routes.
  In addition, the DOE has noted that students who may not be eligible for school bus service have been riding the bus to and from school.
  It was estimated that such changes would result in approximately $20 million a year in savings.
   

Eligibility Requirements: Student Transportation


Pursuant to State Education Law, city school districts are not required to provide transportation for students residing within that school district.
  However, if a city school district decides to provide transportation, it must be “offered equally to such children in like circumstances.”

Eligibility requirements for transportation for general education students in New York City are put forth in the Chancellor’s Regulations, and are as follows:

· Grades K-2:  Students are eligible for free transportation if they reside ½ mile or more from their school.  Students residing less than ½ mile from their school are eligible for half fare transportation; 

· Grades 3-6: Students are eligible for free transportation if they reside one mile or more from their school.  Students residing between one half mile and less than one mile from their school are eligible for half fare; and 

· Grades 7-12:  Students are eligible for free fare privileges on public transit facilities if they reside 1 ½ miles or more from school.  Students residing one half mile and less than one and one half miles from their school are eligible for half fare surface (bus only) transportation.

Chancellor’s Regulations also mandate that where contract school bus service
 is provided, the bus route should not exceed a total one-way route length of 5 miles through all stop points.
  Further, contract bus service must meet the following minimum criteria: 

· A route for kindergarten students must serve at least 11 students; 

· A route for students- mixed grades must serve at least 11 students; 

· A route shall not operate across borough or county lines; and 

· Students who have been issued a Metrocard are not eligible for contract bus service.

New School Bus Routes: Development of New Routes and Implementation 

In order to gather an accurate count of students who use school bus service, the DOE launched a registration process requesting parents to register their children for busing or Metrocards in June 2006.
  This marked the first time the DOE has requested parents to register their children for school bus service.  The registration period was extended to October 6, 2006 in order to give parents additional time to respond. Parents were notified of the new school bus registration requirement through letters sent home with students, reminder emails to principals and press releases.
  

According to the DOE, approximately 99,000 public school students were eligible for free transportation, with 80,700 students responding to the registration request.
  Of the respondents, 54,000 retained school bus service.
  DOE officials have also noted that approximately 7,000 students were denied school bus service and given Metrocards.
  In addition, it was reported that approximately 28,000 nonpublic school students were given school bus service, while 3,000 nonpublic school students received Metrocards.
  

As a result of the changes, approximately 4% of the 16,300 general education school bus stops were eliminated, as well as 116
 of the 2,156 daily school bus routes.
  It should be noted that the planning of school bus routes and scheduling were duties previously done by the bus companies, not by the DOE.
  

Implementation: Issues and Concerns 

The implementation of new school bus routes has resulted in much frustration and confusion.  Many parents and students reported late notification of changes to their route, extended travel times and loss of bus service altogether.  Specific examples of routing problems include:

· Queens mother notified on Friday, January 26th that her second grader would continue to ride the school bus while her kindergartner was expected to take public transportation to the same school; 

· Bronx first grader lost his school bus service and was given a Metrocard.  His commute to school involves three bus transfers.

· Staten Island kindergartner’s new school bus pick-up time is 2 minutes before the start of his school day.
 

· Washington Heights fifth grader arrives 30-45 minutes late for school due to her new school bus route.  However, because so many other students are experiencing the same problem, lessons are being delayed.

· Brooklyn fourth grader may have to leave her gifted program because she was denied school bus service and her parents are unable to find another way to get her to school.

While the above examples represent some of the extreme results of the changes in service, it should be noted that the DOE’s pupil transportation hotline received more than 21,000 calls over three days from parents concerned about the changes.
  It is unclear whether this hotline has been a useful tool for parents and provided them with the assistance they were seeking.  The Daily News has reported that as of February 2, 2007, only 37 variances were granted for school bus service.
  In addition, Council staff has heard from various parents that in many ways the hotline has not been helpful, because operators are not able to answer specific questions and are not returning phone calls. 

Critics of the new school bus routes charge that the DOE did not aggressively inform parents of changes to the bus routes.  The New York Times reported that many parents received information regarding new bus routes/stops and pick-up times just the previous week.
  In fact, several parents have shared with Council staff that they were informed of route or bus stop changes the Friday before scheduled implementation.  School bus companies have also reported receiving new routes as late as the night before implementation, not allowing for practice runs.
 

In addition, many parents and officials have questioned the DOE’s decision to implement such a change in the middle of winter.  The DOE has responded that implementation had been postponed in order to provide more time to notify parents, and because of a court order blocking the implementation of new bus routes after private bus companies with City contracts sued over the changes.
  In addition, Chancellor Klein has stated that the January date was imperative in order to funnel additional money into the schools as soon as possible.

The amount of money redirected to schools has also caused concern among critics of the school bus route changes.  The initial projection of $20 million in savings has now diminished to $5 million.
   This reduction in total savings is in part due to poor projections, as DOE officials have stated that initial savings did not take into account State reimbursements.
  

It should be noted that the reorganization of school bus routes was a plan put forth by Alvarez & Marsal Public Sector Services, LLC (A&M), a consulting firm hired through a no-bid contract with the DOE for the sum of approximately $15.7 million (to be paid for exclusively with City tax levy) “to furnish financial and restructuring advisory services to support the [Board of Education] in its system-wide reform efforts.
   A&M had previously attempted to reorganize bus routes in St. Louis, Missouri in 2002.  News accounts show that St. Louis parents and school children experienced problems similar to those in New York City.  St. Louis school officials called the bus route reorganization an “unmitigated disaster” that did not take into account street closings, students having to cross highways or having to walk up to a mile to a new bus stop.

Finally, the basis by which students are being denied school bus service have also been questioned by parents and elected officials.  DOE officials have justified decisions based on requirements that a student must live within a quarter mile of a bus stop, despite the fact that such a requirement does not appear to be included in the Chancellor’s Regulations.
  

Today’s hearing will examine how DOE decided which bus stops and routes would be eliminated or changed and how those decisions were implemented.  The Committees hope that this hearing will help shed light on the problems that have arisen and lead to an efficient and accessible school transportation system.  
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