
SLOW TRAIN COMING
In all of the recent discussions about
sharing services and collaboration, the
most frequently mentioned service as a
target of opportunity is transportation.
The omnipotent nature of buses and a
lack of understanding of the complexity
that goes into managing operations
mean that this service will continue to be
the point of entry for discussions of
sharing possibilities. As you are faced
with trying to determine if sharing
services might be appropriate for you, it
is important to consider all of the
possibilities beyond outright
consolidation of services. Customizing
the sharing opportunities to best meet
your needs greatly increases the
likelihood that some form of
collaboration or consolidation can work
for you. 

OPTIONS
Defining how to share transportation
services begins by determining what it is
you are trying to accomplish. Sharing
services provides a number of
possibilities that districts can benefit
from including:

• Reducing special education 
transportation costs

• Improving service delivery

• Increasing management expertise

• Acquiring routing software

What every decision maker needs to
know is that no one solution will work
for all districts. It also must be realized
that outright consolidation is not likely
to save a lot of money without making
a number of other operational changes.
For example, high schools that are five
miles apart cannot share buses if they
start and end at the same time. Under
this scenario consolidation of services
provides no benefit. However, a
number of collaboration opportunities
may exist short of consolidation.

Considering all of these possibilities is
the most viable way to realize
economies of scale and leverage
alternative service delivery strategies.

Determining if collaboration,
consolidation, or both makes sense for
your district begins with understanding
what the possible options are.
Transportation presents four general
models of collaboration that include:

• Shared service delivery – when a
single group of buses and drivers are
used to service multiple school
districts for home-to-school, athletic
trips, extracurricular trips, center-
based special needs transportation, 
or other needs.

• Shared management services –
when two districts share a single
transportation director or other
administrative and clerical staff who are
responsible for route design, personnel
management, and fiscal management of
the operation. This model is already
fairly common across coterminous
elementary and secondary districts. 

• Shared support services – when
districts share fleet maintenance,
procurement of buses, field trip billing,
payroll processing, or any other indirect
administrative or clerical services. This
model is also common across districts
that are coterminous. 

• Shared infrastructure – when
districts jointly purchase transportation

services infrastructure, such as
operations and maintenance facilities,
radio communications systems, or
routing software. 

Business managers who clearly define
what they would like to accomplish
through collaboration, and then match
that need to an appropriate service
delivery model are much more likely to
successfully comply with the
expectations of the Legislature as
expressed in the Shared Services and
Consolidation Act. 

MAKING

CONSOLIDATION WORK
In addition to the range of possible
reasons for collaborating, there are also
a number of ways to implement and
manage the consolidation or
collaboration of transportation services.
Regardless of the approach, making
consolidation work on any scale
requires all the participants to be mindful
of and willing to accept the risk
associated with real or perceived loss of
control, the difficulties of implementation,
and the general aversion that most
organizations have to change. 

Overcoming these difficulties requires
significant effort but begins with several
basic principles. First, the services that
are to be shared or consolidated must
be clearly documented and completely
address the terms and conditions of the
agreement. Secondly, governance
matters. How you choose to manage
and administer the transportation
program will have a disproportionate
influence over whether your proposal
will actually work. Who is going to set
policy and how it is going to be set must
be clearly established so that none of
the participating districts perceives they
are being rolled over by anyone. Finally,
document the cost sharing mechanism
up front. Establishing how much the
service is going to cost is critical to
successful implementation. 
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Given these principles, there are several
models for managing and implementing a
shared or consolidated operation. Each
option is described briefly below. 

Service Consortium ÐAll participating
districts agree to establish a separate,
stand-alone entity with responsibility for
transportation. The benefit of this approach
is that it removes any management control
bias since no single district is responsible
for providing services. The major drawback
of this approach is that it is the most
complex of the models to actually
implement given the potential implications
for liability, funding, and reporting of a third
party entity.

Third party contract for service delivery Ð
A simplified alternative to the consortium is
a third party contract similar to the

contracting approach that many districts
currently utilize. Whether the contract is
with a private sector company, an
Educational Services Commission, or
another government entity such as a
municipality (e.g., for the provision of fleet
maintenance services), this approach
provides many of the same benefits as the
consortium, but minimizes the complexities
associated with establishing the consortium
as a separate entity. 

This approach can be further simplified
through the use of a management only
contract. Hiring a third party to manage the
transportation program but leaving
ownership of the people and the assets
with the individual districts, helps to
minimize concerns over loss of control.
However, this approach requires a very
strong partnership agreement that ensures
that no one district can disproportionately
impact other districts if they choose to
withdraw from the agreement. The
development of a clear, flexible cost
sharing agreement must also be
established to promote the fair and
equitable allocation of management and
operational costs. 

Inter-agency service agreements ÐSmall
scale collaborative opportunities, primarily

when one district is in a position to provide
a particular category of service to another
(e.g., fleet maintenance, annual route
development, or provision of field trip or
some other form of specialized
transportation) provides an opportunity for
the development of interagency
agreements. This approach has the benefit
of being relatively simple to implement and
administer. The simplicity of the agreement
limits its ability to be effective with larger
scale efforts. 

LOOKING  BEFORE

YOU LEAP
Consolidation and/or shared services
seems to be an idea whose time has
comeÉ again. Before school boards,
superintendents, and business managers
move headlong into trying to anticipate the
rules and requirements that will come
about, it would be worthwhile to stop and
first define the goals of the effort and the
most appropriate structure to meet those
goals. While there is certainly merit and
savings through collaboration, taking a
measured approach to implementation will
greatly increase the likelihood of success. 

ÒWhat every decision
maker needs to know is that
no one solution will work

for all districts.Ó


