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Date of Hearing: April 26, 2017

ASSEMBLY COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION
Patrick O'Donnell, Chair
AB 1469 (Grayson) — As Introduced February 17, 2017

SUBJECT: School transportation

SUMMARY:: Requires school districts to provide free transportation to and from school for
pupils attending public, non-charter schools that receive Title I federal funding, subject to an
appropriation for this purpose. Specifically, this bill:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)
6)

7)
8)

Expresses findings and declarations regarding the connection between lack of transportation
and school attendance for students living in poverty.

Expresses the intent of the Legislature to enact legislation that would support school
participation and high school attainment among low-income youth.

Specifies that a pupil attending a public, non-charter school that receives Title | federal
funding is entitled to free transportation to and from school if either of the following two
conditions are met:

a) The pupil resides from than one-half mile from the school;

b) The neighborhood through which the pupil must travel to get to school is unsafe, due
to factors including, but not limited to, stray dogs, lack of sidewalks, known gang
activity, presence of environmental problems and hazards, required crossings of
freeways or busy intersections, or other reasons documented by stakeholders.

Requires a school district not currently providing transportation to all pupils attending
schools that receive Title | federal funding to implement a plan to ensure that all pupils
entitled to transportation receive free, dependable, and timely transportation.

Requires the plan to identify and accommodate the special rights of homeless youth.

Specifies that the plan is to be developed in consultation with teachers, school administrators,
regional local transportation authorities, local air districts, the Department of Transportation,
parents, pupils, and other stakeholders.

Requires that the transportation be provided by a public employee.

Authorizes school districts to partner with a municipality owned transit system to provide
transportation to applicable middle school and high school pupils, if all of the following
conditions are met:

a) All drivers are public employees of a municipality owned transit system;

b) The municipality owned transit system can certify that the transit system can ensure
consistent, adequate routes and schedules to enable pupils to get home, to school and
back, and does not charge the school district more than marginal cost for each transit
pass;
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c) Nothing prevents a local transportation agency from providing no-cost transit passes
to pupils attending Title I schools.

9) Establishes the Transportation and Access to Public School Fund in the State Treasury to be
administered by the California Department of Education (CDE) for the purposes of providing
funding to local education agencies (LEAs) for the required transportation.

10) Requires the Superintendent of Public Instruction (SPI), beginning in the 2018-19 fiscal year,
to allocate funding equal to the cost of the entitled transportation to each school district,
county office of education, entity providing services under a school transportation joint
powers agreement, or regional occupational center or program that provides pupil
transportation.

11) Specifies that these allocations are in addition to funding apportioned for existing home-to-
school transportation.

12) Specifies that these provisions will become operative only to the extent that funding is
provided in the annual Budget Act or another statute.

EXISTING LAW: Provides state funding for school district and county office of education
transportation costs based on the amount received for that purpose in the prior year, or the
agencies’ actual transportation costs, whichever is less. Existing law also requires school
districts to provide transportation services for special education students if the students’
individualized education plans specify such a need. (EC 41850)

FISCAL EFFECT: The Office of Legislative Counsel has keyed this as a state-mandated local
program.

COMMENTS:

This bill would require any public non-charter school that receives Title | funding, to provide
free transportation to all pupils who live more than one-half mile from the school or who face
safety hazards in walking to school. In the case of elementary school pupils, or those living in
rural areas not well served by municipal transit systems, this transportation would likely be
provided by school buses. For middle and high school students in suburban or urban areas, the
transportation requirement could be fulfilled by providing pupils free passes for the local
municipal transit system. These requirements are subject to an appropriation for this purpose.

Need for the bill. According to the author,

“Excessive school absenteeism has long-term negative effects. Students who frequently miss
school are more likely to struggle academically and be pushed out of school altogether. As a
result, these students are more likely to get involved in a cycle of juvenile crime, gang
activities, substance abuse, and incarceration.

The inability to afford transportation to and from school is one of the most frequently cited
barriers that low-income youth face in attending school. Unlike many other states, California
does not guarantee school bus transportation to students who live beyond walking distance
from school. Funding for school buses is insufficient, and many districts have significantly
reduced or eliminated busing except for special education students.”
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High rate of childhood poverty impacts academic achievement. According to the Public Policy
Institute of California, 21.2% of children in California lived in families without enough resources
to make ends meet in 2015, up from 17.3% in 2007. Additionally, 5.2% of California’s children
were in deep poverty as they live in families with less than half of the resources needed to make
ends meet. The rates of child poverty vary by region and by ethnicity. The poverty rate for
Latino children (31.6%) was more than double that of Asian American (13.5%) and white
(11.9%) children in California in 2014.

The achievement gap between low-income children and youth and their higher-income peers has
been well-documented. This gap is present when children enter school and often widens as the
child progresses through the education system. Research has shown that children living in
poverty are five times more likely to drop out of high school than their higher-income peers, and
only 9% will obtain a college degree. A 2012 study, by the Annie Casey Foundation, noted that
“children who spend a year or more in poverty account for 38% of all children, but they account
for 70% of all children who do not graduate from high school.”

Impact of poverty on school attendance. Chronic absenteeism in the early school years has been
proven to be a strong indicator of failure to graduate from high school or to attend college.
According to the California Attorney General’s In School +On Track 2015, chronic absence
rates are over 8% for K-5 students, meaning that an estimated 230,000 students in California
missed 18 or more days of school in the 2014-2015 school year. Furthermore, as many as 31,000
students in California are estimated to have missed more than 36 days of school, or 20% of the
2014-2015 school year. Low-income students and students of color are much more likely to be
absent from elementary school and to miss a greater number of days due to suspensions.

Home-to-school transportation in California. California does not require districts to transport
students to and from school. Instead, state law gives discretion to the district governing board to
provide pupil transportation “whenever in the judgment of the board the transportation is
advisable and good reasons exist.” Federal law requires districts to provide transportation to
students with disabilities, if required by their Individual Education Plan (IEP), and to homeless
students.

According to a 2014 report by the Legislative Analyst, Review of School Transportation in
California, approximately 12% of California students rode the school bus on a daily basis in
2011-12. Nationally, up to 50% of students ride the bus to school. The report suggests the lower
rate of school bus usage in California may be partially due to the greater proportion of students
who live within two miles of school in California, an estimated 70%, versus 50% nationally.
According to 2009 data, California students travel to and from school using a variety of modes:
54% by automobile, 28% walking/biking, 14% by school bus, and 4% using public transit or
other methods.

Approximately 275 districts, or one-quarter of the districts in the state, transport fewer than 10%
of their students, while 100 districts transport more than half of their students. The districts
transporting larger shares of students tended to have smaller enroliments, be located in more
rural areas, and enroll larger proportions of students from low-income families. Many districts
running larger transportation programs reported that they offer such services because many of
their students lack viable alternatives for getting to school. Other reasons included long distances
between homes and schools, and unsafe conditions affecting travel between home and school.
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How is home-to-school transportation currently funded? Until the enactment of the Local
Control Funding Formula (LCFF), home-to-school transportation was a categorical program that
reimbursed school districts and county offices of education (COEs) for prior year approved
transportation costs. Funding for transportation is one of the few funding streams that did not get
rolled into the LCFF. Instead, districts and COEs continue to receive, outside of their LCFF
funding, the same amount of transportation funding they received in the year immediately
preceding the enactment of the LCFF, 2012-13. Districts and COEs receiving those funds must
continue to spend them on transportation.

The amount received by districts and COEs varies widely, based on a variety of historical
factors. Some get more than 90% of their approved costs reimbursed with state funding. Others
get no state funding at all, even though they have approved costs. The statewide average
reimbursement is about 35% of approved costs. Because the amount received by districts is held
flat, transportation funding does not keep pace with inflation and, over time, becomes less related
to actual workload. Some urban districts provide home-to-school transportation, while others do
not, and rely instead on public transit.

In 2011-12, districts reported spending approximately $1.4 billion statewide on pupil
transportation. This is primarily funded from three sources, according to the LAO report:

e 63% funded from local unrestricted funds ($860 million);
e 36% from categorical home-to-school transportation funds ($491 million);
e 1% from fees charged to families ($17 million).

State law allows districts to charge fees to offset transportation expenses under certain
conditions, but prohibits the assessing of fees to pupils who have disabilities or are indigent.

Which schools receive Title | funding? Title | of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act,
(ESEA) provides financial assistance to LEAs and schools with high numbers or high
percentages of children from low-income families to help ensure that all children meet
challenging state academic standards. LEASs target the Title | funds they receive to schools with
the highest percentages of children from low-income families. Unless a participating school is
operating a schoolwide program, the school must focus Title I services on children who are
failing, or most at risk of failing, to meet state academic standards. Schools in which children
from low-income families make up at least 40 percent of enrollment are eligible to use Title |
funds for schoolwide programs that serve all children in the school.

According to the CDE, in 2015-16, there were a total of 6,002,842 students enrolled into a total
of 9,613 schools funded with Title I funds. This represents 96% of all K-12 students enrolled and
92% of all public K-12 schools. The committee may wish to consider whether the requirement to
provide free transportation should apply to all schools receiving Title | funds or whether there
should be a minimum threshold of Title I eligible pupils at a given school, such as the
schoolwide metric of 40%?

Distances travel to and from school. As California does not require districts to provide home-to-
school transportation, there are no mandated requirements for the eligibility of students based
upon the distance between home and school. A sampling from other jurisdictions includes the
following guidelines for establishing school transportation, in addition to consideration of safety
hazards:
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e Connecticut: 1 mile for K-3; 1.5 miles for Grades 4-8; 2 miles for Grades 9-12
e New York City: .5 -1 mile for K-2; 1-1.5 miles for Grades 3-6; 1.5 miles for Grades 7-12

e Pennsylvania: law allows a district to ask a child, regardless of age, to walk up to 1.5
miles to a bus stop

e Texas: statewide threshold of 2 miles from school, regardless of age

The committee may wish to consider whether a requirement to bus all eligible students who live
more than one-half mile from school is appropriate, regardless of the age of the student?

Arguments in support. Sponsors of the bill note that the inability to afford transportation to and
from school is one of the most frequently cited barriers that low-income children and youth face
in attending school. As education is one of the best pathways out of poverty, it is important to
ensure all children, especially low-income children, are in school. Chronic absenteeism is
associated with lower academic performance. Regular school attendance is especially critical for
students from families living in poverty who are less likely to have the resources to help students
make up for lost time in the classroom.

Providing free transportation to low-income students, such as free public transit passes for
middle and high school students, and school bus transportation for younger students and those in
rural communities, will enable them to attend school regularly and take advantage of afterschool
and summer programming proven to improve educational outcomes. They argue that, no public
school student should be kept from a day of learning and nutrition because their parents didn’t
have enough money for a public transportation pass or the requisite gas money.

Supporters contend that AB 1469 will reduce absenteeism, improve school success, increase
graduation rates, and extend the promise of economic mobility for our state’s poorest students.
They note that funding for student transportation required by the bill would be provided by the
newly established Transportation and Access to Public School Fund, upon appropriation by the
Legislature.

Arguments in opposition. The California School Boards Association (CSBA) argues that this
bill would require districts to spend limited federal Title I funds to provide transportation for any
student attending an eligible school, regardless of their ability to pay. Local determination of the
need for transportation is permissible within the LCFF, but may not be the best use of funds in
any given district or situation. The definition of “unsafe” areas is open-ended and broad and
could open districts to both liability and uncontrolled costs. Finally, CSBA states that the
existing formula for transportation reimbursement is outdated, inequitable, and inadequate and
that this issue should be addressed within the larger context of school transportation funding
reform.

Similar or prior legislation. AB 1572 (Campos) of the 2015-16 Session was substantially similar
to this bill, and passed out of Assembly Education on a 5-2 vote. The bill was held in Assembly
Appropriations.

AB 891 (Campos) of the 2015-16 Session would have provided low income students free
transportation to and from school, and required each LEA to designate a liaison to address
transportation issues. This bill was held in Assembly Appropriations.
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SB 882 (Hertzberg) Chapter 167, Statutes of 2016 provides that minors not be subject to criminal
penalties for evading a transit fare.

SB 1166 (Vidak) of the 2013-14 Session, would have required school districts to receive state
reimbursement for the full cost of home-to-school transportation of pupils through an
appropriation in the annual Budget Act. This bill failed passage in the Senate Education
Committee.

AB 1448 (Furutani) of the 2011-12 Session would have required the Legislature to not reduce
funding for the home-to-school transportation program below the amount established in the 2011
Budget Act. This bill was held in Assembly Appropriations.

REGISTERED SUPPORT / OPPOSITION:
Support

9 to 5 California (Sponsor)

Children’s Defense Fund (Sponsor)

Western Center on Law & Poverty (Sponsor)
Youth Justice Coalition (Sponsor)

Alliance for Boys and Men of Color
California Association of School Social Workers
California Catholic Conference

California Pan-Ethnic Health Network
California School-Based Health Alliance
Coalition of California Welfare Rights Organizations, Inc.
Courage Campaign

Genders & Sexualities Alliance Network
Homeboy Recycling

InnerCity Struggle

Koreatown Immigrant Workers Alliance

LA’s BEST After School Enrichment Program
Los Angeles Brotherhood Crusade

Our Family Coalition

Public Counsel

Riverside Temple Beth El

San Pedro Neighbors for Peace & Justice
SHIELDS for Families

W. Haywood Burns Institute

Young Women’s Freedom Center

One individual

Opposition
California School Boards Association

Analysis Prepared by: Debbie Look / ED. / (916) 319-2087
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