
Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team

8 communication strategies for alternative transportation services

The district and parent will enter into a written contract outlining the in-lieu 5.	
agreement that will not exceed a duration of one school year. The contract can be 
renewed each year if the district determines that it is still appropriate to do so. A 
sample contract is attached as Appendix A to this report.

The district retains the responsibility to provide transportation as a related service 6.	
for students with disabilities if parents do not agree or are unable to enter into an 
in-lieu contract with the district. 

If the district finds a more resourceful manner to transport the student, the 7.	
contract for in-lieu services can be eliminated.

Recommendations
The district should:

Develop effective communication strategies regarding in-lieu transportation such 1.	
as the following:

Developing administrative regulations to offer in-lieu transportation •	
reimbursement to parents as a possible solution to specific special education 
transportation needs.  Clear guidelines should be provided, detailing when in 
lieu transportation can be used.

Providing training for all district staff members to ensure an understanding of •	
the options available through in-lieu transportation.

Incorporating a section on transportation in the special education handbook •	
that provides guidance to the staff and IEP teams regarding the use of in-lieu 
transportation.

Providing IEP teams with training that includes collaboration and consensus-•	
building regarding transportation decisions among parents, educators and 
transportation personnel.

Including in-lieu transportation options and guidelines in the parent handbook •	
and district Web site.

Ensuring that resource parents, whose role provides direct support and •	
information for parents of students with disabilities, are trained to provide 
information about transportation as a related service on the IEP, including in-
lieu transportation services.
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District Bell Schedule
The district has nine schools and one alternative education program, Santee for Success. 
Daily home-to-school transportation services are offered at five schools for regular 
education transportation and all sites for special education transportation. Five schools, 
including Santee for Success, have no home-to-school regular education transportation 
service. Eight schools serve kindergarten through eighth-grade students, and one site 
serves students in kindergarten through sixth grade. 

District data on daily one-way student ride counts shows that approximately 307 regular 
educations students receive home-to-school transportation, and an additional 157 students 
receive transportation as a related support service identified through their Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) for special education.

The district bell schedule is difficult for the transportation program to support efficiently. 
All nine schools, including the alternative education program, start within 55 minutes of 
each other. The district has the following four tiers of start times:

Tier I
CHET F. HARRITT SCHOOL (k-8) Start   End  
Kindergarten - Grade 3 7:45   1:50  
Grades 4 - 8     2:30  
Modified Day     12:30  
Minimum Day     12:30  
HILL CREEK SCHOOL (k-8) Start   End  
Kindergarten - Grade 3 7:45   1:36  
Grades 4 - 6     2:01  
Grades 7 - 8     2:06  
Minimum Day     11:45  
CARLTON HILLS SCHOOL (k-8) Start   End  
Kindergarten - Grade 3 7:50   1:35  
Grades 4 - 6     2:00  
Grades 7 - 8     2:11  
Minimum Day     12:05  

Tier II
PROSPECT AVENUE SCHOOL (k-8 SP) Start   End
Kindergarten - Grade 3 8:00 2:00
Grades 4 - 8 2:30
Modified Day 1:00
Minimum Day 11:45
CAJON PARK SCHOOL (K-8) Start   End
Kindergarten 8:00 1:40
Grades 1 - 3 1:45
Grades 4 - 8 2:10
Minimum Day 11:45
Modified Day (Kindergarten Only) 12:00
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Tier III
PEPPER DRIVE SCHOOL K-8 (SP) Start   End
Kindergarten 8:30 1:30
Grades 1 - 3 & Grades 6 - 8 2:35
Grades 4 - 5 3:05
Modified Day & Minimum Day
Kindergarten 12:20
Grades 1 - 3 12:50
Grades 4 - 5 12:55
Grades 6 - 8 (No Modified Day) 1:00
RIO SECO SCHOOL (k-8) Start   End
Kindergarten 8:30 2:00
Grades 1 - 3 2:35
Grades 4 - 8 3:05
Modified Day 12:45
Minimum Day 12:45

SANTEE SUCCESS PROGRAM (5-8) Start   End
Grades 5 - 8 8:30 3:00
Minimum Day 1:00
CARLTON OAKS SCHOOL (K-8) Start   End
Kindergarten - Grade 3 8:32 2:35
Grades 4 - 6 3:05
Grades 7 - 8 3:10
Modified Day     Grades 7 - 8 End at 12:40 12:35
Minimum Day    Grades 7 - 8 End at 12:40 12:35

Tier IV
SYCAMORE CANYON SCHOOL (K-6) Start   End
Kindergarten 8:40 2:00
Grades 1 - 3 2:20
Grades 4 - 8 2:45
Minimum Day    Grades 4 - 6 End at 12:35 12:30

Individual school modified days, defined as days with reduced instructional minutes to 
allow for staff collaboration and in-service, are unique to each school site. A review of 
school calendars indicates that schedules may even be unique between grade groupings 
at the same school. There is no systematic approach to scheduling modified days in 
coordination with all district school sites. The collective bargaining unit contract allows 
teachers to establish instructional minutes that allow for a modified day calendar at 
each site. Grade groupings within a school site may choose independent modified day 
calendars specific to their groupings. As a result, school sites independently select 
modified day calendars to meet the individual needs of school site teaching staffs. This 
prohibits any type of district-driven coordination as well as districtwide grade groupings. 
The district should consider developing a standard districtwide modified day calendar. 
This could help reduce the number of transportation routes required and enhance bus 
scheduling, allowing for more timely service.
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The district’s regular education and special education school bus routing could be made 
more efficient with the implementation of a sufficiently staggered or multitiered master 
bell schedule. The transportation program uses five buses to provide daily transportation 
service for approximately 307 regular education students and 13 buses to transport 
approximately 157 special education students. It is evident that full passenger capacity is 
not being utilized because insufficient route time (the time needed to operate a single bus 
run to pick up students in a timely manner) exists between individual school start times. 

The greatest transportation routing efficiency occurs when transportation services for 
both regular education and special education home-to-school support are scheduled to 
meet the transportation demands of students attending schools on a multitiered master 
bell schedule. This type of schedule allows for the fewest number of buses to perform 
two or three bus runs or routes in the morning and afternoon. Individual schools would 
stagger their start and dismissal times.  

The district is approximately 26 square miles in size and located in a city that has 
typical suburban traffic pattern for a population of 54,700. Although only five of the 
district’s nine school sites and programs receive regular education home-to-school daily 
transportation, all sites receive some level of special education daily transportation. 
Because of the district’s size and number of schools, it would be more efficient to 
implement a two-tiered master bell schedule for all sites, with a-45 minute window 
between the first tier and second tier start and dismissal times. This district could 
consider regionalizing the grouping of schools with the same start time to assist with 
collaboration efforts.

Discussions should be held with all affected parties regarding the implementation of a 
staggered district bell and a common districtwide master day calendar that allows for 
site-level grade grouping and districtwide professional staff development opportunities. 
This effort should provide sufficient time for all affected parties to offer comments and 
submit ideas. Interviews with staff members also suggested that information on the 
transportation budget and the operational challenges faced by the transportation program 
should be communicated more clearly to all affected parties. 

The district should consider implementing these changes for the 2010-2011 school year; 
however, they could begin as early as the 2009-2010 school year if the district considers 
this a top priority because of the state’s budget crisis. 



Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team

12 district bell schedule

Recommendations
The district should:

Consider the benefits of standardizing the master bell schedule to create a 1.	
minimum of two tiers of school start and dismissal times, allowing for a minimum 
of 45 minutes between tiers.

Begin discussions with all affected parties on the financial savings and expanded 2.	
professional development that could be realized by agreeing on a central modified 
day master calendar for all school sites.

Increase communication with all affected parties regarding the development of 3.	
the transportation operating budget, the operational challenges that are faced in 
routing and how these challenges are affected by the district’s school site bell 
schedules and common collaboration days.



Santee School District

13routing methodology for greater efficiency

Routing Methodology for Greater Efficiency
The Transportation Department schedules regular education routing using four buses. 
A review of student load counts found that the bus fleet is not utilized to its maximum 
student capacity. There is insufficient time between school start and/or dismissal times to 
appropriately load some buses on scheduled routes. Special education transportation uses 
14 school buses to provide transportation for all nine district schools as well as six special 
education program sites outside district boundaries. The district’s 24 special education 
students attend six separate program sites outside the district. Eighteen preschool students 
attend the Wintergarden infant program located at the Lakeside Union School District.  

The relatively short length of time between school starts and dismissals prevents buses 
from fully utilizing their passenger capacities and may prompt a need for more units than 
would otherwise be necessary. Routing is based on the varying start and dismissal times 
of the district schools. Units travel to and from neighborhoods quickly to arrive at schools 
by delivery times, and a single school may have insufficient minutes or short take-home 
periods between dismissal times and/or grade grouping times, which ultimately prevents 
a more efficient routing schedule. With more time allotted, buses could pick up and 
deliver additional students for better utilization of passenger capacities.

A high percentage of the district’s special needs students who receive transportation 
services are transported to programs outside their home school. However, program 
offerings are available for many of these students at their home schools. 

The district lacks a specific school board policy and administrative procedure for regular 
education transportation. Although the board has used specific agenda items to take 
action on transportation services, these actions often related to a boundary shift, program 
closure or traffic/road condition safety concern. As a result, district transportation 
services for regular education have become inconsistent and are generally driven by 
safety issues. The district has established a two-mile nontransportation zone around all 
schools with exceptions for safety related matters. This change significantly reduced 
regular education transportation home-to-school service in most areas and eliminated 
service at some school sites.

Attached as Appendix B to this report are maps of school attendance areas for the five 
sites that receive regular education home-to-school transportation. These maps were 
created by entering the district’s student data into software called Microsoft Map Point. 
Each map has radius measurements that represent nontransportation zones of one mile, 
one and one-half mile and two miles around the school. The maps include a data box that 
lists the number of students in specific grade groupings that could be eliminated from 
transportation services if these zones were adopted as policy. At present, the district 
does not provide transportation based on the criteria used to develop these maps in part 
because the maps do not consider safety criteria.
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The maps and data show that the adoption of a two-mile nontransportation zone would 
eliminate home-to-school transportation services at all schools. A one-and-one-half-mile 
nontransportation zone would eliminate transportation at all schools except Prospect 
Avenue Elementary, which would have a minimal a number of students eligible for the 
service. The adoption of a one-mile home-to-school nontransportation zone would allow 
the district to reduce the number of home-to-school regular education transportation 
bus routes from four to two. The remaining routes would serve eligible students from 
Prospect Avenue, Pepper Drive, Hill Creek and Chet F. Harritt elementary schools. All 
these scenarios assume that the district would also eliminate hazard or safety criteria.

In practice, the district’s recognition of hazard criteria necessitates the existence of a 
program for regular education home-to-school transportation. The following chart lists 
the numbers of students at each school with the estimated number of buses that the 
district would need if a one-mile nontransportation zone was adopted. 

Students Qualified for Transportation if the District Used Radiuses to Determine Eligibility

 
School

Students Living 
within

School Boundary

1 Mile
Radius

Buses
Needed

1.5 
Mile

Radius

Buses
Needed

2 Mile
Radius

Buses
Needed

Carlton Hills 285 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

Chet F. Harritt 430 41 1 0 0.0 0 0.0

Hill Creek 538 31 1 0 0.0 0 0.0

Pepper Drive 460 112 2 0 0.0 0 0.0

Prospect Avenue 473 82 1 5 0 0 0.0

Students Currently Being Transported by the District

 
School

Students Living 
within

School Boundary

Regular Student

Total
Regular EdAM Buses PM Buses

Carlton Hills 285 16 1 16 1 32

Chet F. Harritt 430 50 1 87 1 137

Hill Creek 538 40 1 45 1 85

Pepper Drive 460 115 3 103 2 218

Prospect Avenue 473 45 1 50 1 95

1.5 Mile Radius would eliminate transportation
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District student data indicates that a high number of students use inter- and intra-district 
transfers. This review does not consider transportation services for students not residing 
within the school boundary according to the district policy that prohibits transfer students 
from receiving transportation services. Eighteen students within the Carlton Hills 
Elementary School boundary live within a 1.5 mile radius of the school.

The district’s home-to-school regular education transportation budget is approximately 
$300,000. Four buses provide regular education home-to-school bus routes, costing 
approximately $75,000 each to operate for the 2008-09 school year. The district could 
reduce its operating expenses by approximately $150,000 if it eliminated two bus routes 
by implementing the following changes:

Adopting a one-mile nontransportation zone without recognition of hazard or •	
safety criteria for ineligible students.
Implementing a two-tiered bell schedule with a 45-minute division of time.•	

According to the  Annual Report of Pupil Transportation, or Form TRAN, the district 
received $145,000 in state reimbursement in 2007-08. If program expense decreases 
to less than the state reimbursement, the reimbursement will be reduced accordingly. 
Therefore, the district may benefit from maintaining expenses in accordance with the 
state reimbursement. Once district reimbursement levels decrease, they historically have 
remained at the lower level, even if expenses rose.

The district should create a board policy on the delivery of regular education home-to-
school transportation and an administrative procedure with specific guidance on how this 
service will be consistently provided. Education Code Section 39800-39860 does not require 
districts to provide home-to-school regular education transportation. No code requirements 
officially recognize student safety and traffic concerns. The district is sensitive to the issue 
of safety for students living in certain areas. As a result, transportation is provided liberally 
for students who live reasonably close to their schools of attendance. 

The district’s special education bus routes service all school sites; however, regionalizing 
or clustering some programs may enable a reduction in routing. This issue would need 
further review by special education personnel to determine how the benefit to affected 
students compares with the potential reduction in operational cost.

Several industry specific routing software packages can help create routes and develop 
routing directions. Many offer several modules for areas such as vehicle maintenance; 
safety and training records for school bus instruction and in-services; and field trip 
scheduling. A few can track employee time. The district should consider the benefits of 
computerized record-keeping when compared with manual tracking, which is much less 
efficient. Computerized expense tracking may also help the district develop the budget 
and anticipate different scenarios in times of budget reduction.
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Recommendations
The district should:

Evaluate the financial impact on the general fund of recognizing specific types of 1.	
safety and road hazards, necessitating the existence of regular education home-to-
school transportation. When addressing traffic safety concerns, the district should 
establish a clear administrative procedure to specify when transportation services 
may be provided as an exception for students living in a nontransportation zone. 
Specific types of safety concerns should be identified.

Establish a board policy on providing regular education home-to-school student 2.	
transportation using transportation and nontransportation zones for each school 
based on a determined radius measurement.

Create an administrative procedure that provides clear instructions on the 3.	
application of regular education home-to-school student transportation.

Develop all parent in-lieu contracts based on a developed board policy and 4.	
administrative procedure. The transportation program should review these 
contracts annually to ensure that the implementation these contracts continue to 
be in the district’s financial interest.

Study the benefits for students and the operational cost savings of regionalizing or 5.	
clustering some offerings in the special education program.

Review the benefits of implementing specific computer software systems to help 6.	
in routing, maintaining vehicles, keeping safety and training records, scheduling 
field trips and keeping time for employee.

Evaluate the special education program to ensure students are placed in a home 7.	
school program when appropriate.
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Fiscal Impact of Bargaining Contract Provisions
The district’s modified day calendars are numerous and complex, making it difficult for 
the transportation program to support in a financially efficient, consistent and timely 
manner. In some cases, additional labor or extra time is required to support the district’s 
varying schedules. This exposes the district to required paid time or “sitting time” as a 
negotiated right in the classified bargaining unit contract. Sitting time is any period of an 
hour or less in length between assignments, and the district is contractually required to 
pay for these additional nondriving periods. The modified day schedules at five schools 
complicate this issue further because many of these sites have several grade levels with 
individual modified daily time dismissals. During a modified day schedule, altered 
pick-up times are paid as extra time in addition to the driver’s regular assignment time. 
According to the transportation staff, all drivers except one participate in modified day 
schedules and receive one hour of sitting time under the contract stipulation. As a result, 
the complex modified day calendars for each school site require the district to pay for a 
substantial amount of unnecessary labor time.

The historical practice of sitting time has prompted situations that could allow for mid-
day drivers to claim an hour of paid sitting time between their mid-day arrivals and their 
afternoon departures. Contractually limiting sitting time to 30 minutes or less would 
reduce the district’s labor expense for bus drivers.

Recommendations
The district should:

Study the financial impact of contractually limiting “sitting time” to 30 minutes or 1.	
less for bus drivers.
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Vehicle Maintenance
Several vehicles in the district’s school bus meet or exceed their service life cycle 
expectancy. The transportation program has a fleet of eight large buses and 19 smaller 
special education school buses for a total of 27 units. The average bus is 17 years old, 
18 exceed their life expectancy, four meet their life expectancy and five are within five 
years of their life expectancy. The district has not replaced a school bus since 1999. 
The district’s fleet list dated January 2006 indicates three units have logged more than 
250,000 miles on their odometers and another 10 have logged more than 200,000 miles. 
The district’s 2008 Annual Report of Pupil Transportation, or Form TRAN, shows that 
vehicles in the transportation program traveled a total of 188,007 miles, and the majority 
of those miles was accumulated by special education buses.  

Santee recently decided to eliminate its district-supported fueling infrastructure because 
of mounting environmental requirements and the maintenance required to support 
in-ground fuel storage and pumping. The district contracted with a local vendor to 
purchase fuel from a nearby commercial facility. This included participation in the 
local municipality contract to ensure the district received a competitive rate and fuel tax 
exemption as a public entity.

The district should investigate the possibility of achieving further cost savings by 
contracting with a vendor for a service known as “wet-hosing.” In this process, the vendor 
fuels vehicles at the transportation facility from a supply truck. Wet hosing is usually 
more costly then having fuel delivered and stored in underground tanks. However, when 
compared with the increased labor expense required to drive district vehicles to vendor’s 
facility combined with the purchase cost, it may be competitive to implement wet hosing.

Santee is one of several elementary school districts that feed into a single high school 
district. The district may be able to contract with one of the larger transportation 
programs in neighboring districts for vehicle maintenance repairs at a cost that is 
substantially less than it pays to for-profit vendors. This possibility should be thoroughly 
investigated.

A review of records for 10% of the district’s school bus fleet found that the transportation 
mechanic ensures all buses meet the Title 13 California Motor Carrier requirements 
regarding 45-day/3,000 safety inspections. The district has a well documented manual 
and preventative maintenance plan to address regularly scheduled preventative 
maintenance for all district vehicles. Although a manual vehicle history record is 
maintained, the district does not collect information on the labor time spent on individual 
vehicles. Further, the parts used to repair individual vehicles are not tracked. This data 
would allow the district to develop a full cost accounting, show the operational cost per 
mile of individual vehicles and produce a vehicle cost history. Outside repair expense 
could also be estimated, allowing the district to gauge the efficiency of vehicles as well as 
develop replacement parameters and recommendations. 
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Several retail software packages for vehicle maintenance would allow the district to 
determine the maintenance cost per vehicle, including parts, labor and fuel. This data 
would be extremely valuable in developing the budget, calculating the operational 
expense of each vehicle, and comparing the cost of operating older vehicles that need 
to be replaced with the cost of newer vehicles. The district has replaced its support fleet 
vehicles more consistently then its school buses. Immediate attention should be given to 
school bus replacement.

Staffing in the vehicle maintenance unit is critically low considering the number of 
vehicles serviced and repaired as well as the unit’s operational hours. As part of several 
cost-cutting measures, the district planned to eliminate one half-time assistant mechanic 
position in March 2009. This would leave the maintenance unit with only one full-
time mechanic to service and repair vehicles from 6 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. No vehicle 
maintenance would be available during certain hours of the day, and no other mechanic 
would be available when the full-time mechanic was on vacation, ill or off work for other 
reasons. Older buses usually increase the number of outside repair accounts and the 
amount of time inoperative vehicles wait to be repaired. The district should re-evaluate its 
plan to reduce vehicle maintenance personnel by one half-time mechanic.

Recommendations
The district should:

Determine whether any additional cost savings could be realized by contracting 1.	
with a fuel provider to fill the district’s fleet of vehicles on the premises as needed.

Contact the vehicle maintenance programs of neighboring school districts to 2.	
discuss the possibility of entering into an outside repair contract to reduce outside 
repair expenses.

Evaluate the benefits of more effectively tracking and calculating vehicle 3.	
maintenance repair and labor costs by using industry-standard vehicle 
maintenance software packages.

Re-evaluate the decision to reduce the vehicle mechanics staffing level by one 4.	
half-time position so that only one full-time mechanic would be left to service and 
repair vehicles.
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Other Areas of Potential Savings
Two additional areas have a potential for cost reductions. The district has 48 two-way and 
mobile radios on the San Diego-Imperial Counties Regional Communications System 
(RCS). Because the district participates in the system as a customer and not a partner, 
it pays a higher rate than partner districts. Santee paid $75.07 per radio, $3,603.36 per 
month and $43,240.32 per year for this service in 2007-08. 

The system provides superior two-way radio communication coverage for the district’s 
geographical area as well as San Diego and Imperial counties, allowing the district staff 
to maintain constant communication with the dispatch operation. Few alternatives offer 
the same coverage.

Cellular technology may offer a less-costly alternative, but the district would lose the 
ability to be in immediate two-way communication with most of the county’s emergency 
first responders. In an emergency, when other lines of communication are interrupted, 
the RCS would be one of the first systems to be re-established because it is the county’s 
official emergency response communications system, allowing interconnectivity between 
all public safety agencies. The district should attempt to renegotiate its status with the 
RCS from that of a customer to a full partner to reduce the per month radio charge to 
$32.85. This would decrease the district’s annual two-way radio communication expense 
from $43,240.32 to $18,921.60, a 57% savings.

Another potential area of cost reduction is the revenue lost from a decline in participation 
at the district’s Project Safe after-school program. Many parents instead enroll their 
student(s) in the YMCA after-school program, which charges a substantially lower 
rate than the district program. There is a perception that Project Safe enrollment has 
decreased in part because the district provides parents with free transportation to the 
YMCA program through a paid contract between the two entities. However, this contract 
has helped the district generate more than $50,000 in revenue to offset general education 
transportation encroachment for the 2007-08 budget cycle as documented on internal 
budget documents.

Further study is necessary to determine whether Project Safe’s enrollment decrease is 
actually related to the issue of free transportation. Information gathered from students 
withdrawing from Project Safe confirms that a significant number left to join the YMCA 
program, but does not demonstrate they did so because of district-provided transportation. 
Because of the struggling national economy, families may transfer their children to the 
YMCA program because of the lower expense and not because of transportation issues.
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Recommendations
The district should:

Attempt to negotiate with the county’s RCS agency to become a partner instead of 1.	
a customer, reducing the annual expense by more than half and maintaining the 
high level of coverage and flexibility the RCS offers.

Survey parents to determine whether decreasing participation in the district’s 2.	
Project Safe program is caused by access to district-provided transportation to 
the YMCA’s after-school program. The district should determine whether the 
revenues lost in Project Safe are greater than the revenues gained through the 
transportation contract with the YMCA.
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Communication Strategies for Reduction in Transportation 
Services
The state fiscal crisis is a compelling reason for districts to carefully analyze all opera-
tional costs, including transportation, and make reductions when feasible.

Reducing district transportation services will be complex and difficult. Parents will need 
to be informed of the changes and have a through understanding of the implications of 
any reductions proposed by the district. Providing the background and rationale for these 
decisions will also assist in the public’s overall comprehension of the issue.  

Recommendations
The district should:

Provide information on plans to reduce transportation through community infor-1.	
mation meetings at regional locations in the district.  This will provide parents 
with the opportunity to ask questions and address concerns and will give the 
district the opportunity to ensure that accurate information is provided.

Ensure all parents affected by transportation reductions receive notification of the 2.	
change, the rationale and any options available regarding this issue.

Operate a hot line for approximately two months after the notification so that par-3.	
ents can call with questions or clarification. This number should also be posted on 
the district Web site and should provide direct access to someone briefed on the 
changes or reductions. Responsiveness is the key to the communication of these 
changes.
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Appendices
A.	Sample In-Lieu Contract

B.	Site Maps with Nontransportation Zones

C.	Study Agreement
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