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Oversight: Special Education Busing
On Tuesday, April 19, 2005, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, and the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, will conduct an oversight hearing on the provision of busing to special education students in the New York City public school system.  The New York City Department of Education (the “Department”), the New York City Department of Transportation (“NYCDOT”), the Citywide Council on Special Education, parents, service providers and others are expected to testify.

Although the Committees requested data from the Departments of Education and Transportation on April 7, 2005, the Departments did not provide a response until after 5:00 p.m. on the evening of April 18, 2005.  

Background And Reason For This Hearing

 Transportation for children with special needs is a vital subject to the parents of the approximately 76,600 public school students, from pre-K to age 22, whose physical, emotional or other condition requires specialized transportation to public school.
  These children, generally enrolled in special education programs administered through District 75 of the public school system, may lack the ability to communicate effectively, to express their needs, or to react to changes in their surroundings.  Therefore, they are brought to and from school on vehicles that range from ordinary, small buses that are staffed with adult aides, to vehicles with ramps or lifts for the mobility impaired, to ambulances.  Other children may have special transportation requirements set forth in their individualized education plans (IEPs), such as air conditioning or a maximum time in transit.

The buses that transport special education children are subject to oversight by three City and State agencies, the City Department of Education, the City Department of Transportation, and the State Department of Transportation.  The City Department of Transportation contracts with bus companies for transportation for pre-K and “early intervention” students, at a cost of $66 million annually.
  The Department of Education contracts for transportation for students in Kindergarten and older, at a cost of $471 million annually.
  Both of the City Departments are responsible for compliance monitoring, as well as establishing or monitoring bus routes and providing customer service to parents.  The State Department of Transportation, however, is responsible for regulating school buses and for semi-annual safety inspections.
  As a result or varying agency regulations, parents find it difficult to know which agency, if any, is responsible for providing information, resolving complaints or overseeing the bus company that transports a particular child.  Furthermore, some bus companies are more responsive to parents than others, which also results in a perception of fractured responsibility and accountability.

Broadly speaking, parents’ concerns, as expressed to the Committees, fall into five categories.  First, parents complain that their children’s buses do not arrive on time, either at home or at school, resulting in missed school time.  A related concern is that the bus routes are so long that children spend an inordinate amount of time on school buses each day – more than an hour each way.   A second area of concern is the lack of communication with parents.  Parents have complained, for example, that bus operators and aides are unresponsive to them and that they cannot resolve problems with either the companies directly or with officials from any of the agencies involved in special education transportation.  In particular, parents state that they cannot obtain real time information on bus location or arrival time from anyone:  when a bus is late, they cannot reach anyone at the bus company, the Department of Education or the Department of Transportation for information or assistance.   

A third area of concern is the physical condition of some buses, which parents state are unclean, unheated or un-air-conditioned, and, in some cases, lack working safety belts.  Because children with special needs may be unable to communicate their discomfort or adjust their clothing, etc., in response to the temperature, their behavior in transit can deteriorate.  Consequently, children may arrive at school agitated or unable to participate in their studies, possibly disrupting other students’ learning.  A fourth, concern parents raise is that the adult aides, who are responsible for attending to children’s needs in transit, and bus drivers, who are primarily responsible for driving but who may find it necessary to assist an aide, are poorly trained in understanding children’s special needs and reacting to them appropriately.  Parents also complain that some bus aides seem uninterested in learning about the specific needs of the children on their buses.  As a result, they may be unable to calm a disruptive child and may, in fact, make a behavioral or physical condition worse.  

Finally, parents have raised concerns about the physical safety of their children in transit.  Several well-publicized problems have brought this matter to the forefront.  During late January and early February, 2005, a series of fires broke out on school buses used to transport children with special needs.  Although no one was injured, parents are worried that the buses their children ride on are unsafe and that the State is not properly inspecting them for safety problems.   By all accounts, the drivers and aides on these buses acted professionally and effectively to ensure children’s safety, but recent disclosures that certain other bus drivers were uncertified and had criminal records have caused parents and others to question the qualifications of bus drivers and aides, and to call for better training and more stringent background checks for these employees.










� Source:  Administration responses to Committee information requests.
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� See Letter from Special Commissioner of Investigation Condon to Chancellor Klein, dated October 14, 2004, concerning TransCare New York, Inc.  TransCare operated ambulances that were used to transport severely disabled children to and from schoool.
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