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Abstract
The American education system has a history of failing to provide adequate services and funding to low-income students and students of color. This study looks in depth at the transportation policies and redistricting process of three high and low-poverty school district pairs who share a geographic border. Through analyzing school district finance allocation data and conducting interviews with school district officials, I find that financing student transportation is a complicated and political issue. I find evidence to support the idea that transportation policies of whiter districts have a racially derived component and aide in keeping the district inaccessible to students of color. I conclude with recommendations for future research and policy action.















Introduction
The American education system has a history of failing to provide adequate services and funding to low-income students and students of color. While the unanimous Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education declared segregated schools unequal, many schools and school districts are more divided now than ever before thanks to regressive public policy and other longstanding conditions of inequality like residential suburbanization, changing school district boundaries, and both de jure and de facto segregation. In the United States, the trend of wealthier suburbs starting their own school districts independent of the county or nearby city’s system has contributed immensely to the segregation of school districts. This redistricting leads to strikingly divided school district boundaries that systemically separate rich from poor, and white from black.

In 2016 EdBuild released the report “Fault Lines: America’s Most Segregated School District Borders,” which details the 50 most socioeconomically segregated school district borders in the country. Their analysis serves as the base dataset for this study; three of their district pairs were chosen as case studies for this research. They use childhood poverty as their measurement for segregation as it is directly related to local property taxes, which are relied on to fund public schools. While racial segregation is not included in their measurements it is inseparable from economic segregation: not only can the two not be analyzed separately, they should not be analyzed separately. The intersectionality of race and economic ability perpetuates inequities and hinders the ability of people of color and poor whites to challenge systems that support continued oppression. Therefore, both economic and racial segregation are discussed in this study.

For some time student transportation was seen as the answer to school desegregation, as students of color could be bused to primarily white schools, and vice versa. However, as we will discover, bus transportation is sometimes cut by whiter districts to dissuade poor families and families of color from attending their schools. Some school districts may instead offer bus service for a fee, but some fail to provide bus service at all and force caregivers to assume the cost. For some parents and guardians, this is a burden they simply cannot afford.

This study looks at the transportation policies of select high and low poverty school districts that share a border of stark economic contrast to determine whether high poverty districts spend a greater proportion of their budget on busing students to and from school. Previous research has not explored how district policies for services like transportation contributes to economic gaps between districts. Furthermore, few qualitative studies exist that detail district-level financial decisions. While this paper focuses heavily on bus transportation to and from school, this paper does not judge the effectiveness or merits of busing as a method of desegregation, nor does this paper judge the costs and benefits of busing as a mode of transportation.

By analyzing district finance data and conducting semi-structured interviews with district officials, this study finds that financing student transportation is a complicated and political issue. I find that transportation policy decisions are influenced by race and class in both direct and indirect ways, which furthers and maintains inequalities between districts. I highlight the importance of these race and class motivations in defunding school buses, often disguised as a push for “local control” of schools, and discuss how school siting is not currently considered in school transportation policy discussions. I conclude with ideas for future research and recommended policy actions.

Objectives
This study will attempt to answer the following:
Do the transportation policies of neighboring high and low poverty school districts further exacerbate existing financial inequities? If so, why and how?

Previous research on school district funding points to terrible financial inequities between school districts. Baker, Sciarra, and Farrie (2010) examine school funding at the state level and find that schools are rarely ‘fairly’ funded. They define equitable school funding as “a state finance system that ensures equal educational opportunity by providing a sufficient level of funding distributed to districts within the state to account for additional needs generated by student poverty” (7). More often than not, high-poverty districts receive less funding from state and local sources than low-poverty districts. While there is no magic number that ensures students of all incomes will receive an equitable education, Dumcombe and Yinger (2004) show that it could cost twice the amount to educate a low-income student to the same standards as a student from a well-off family.

Ushomirsky and Williams (2015) demonstrate that the highest poverty districts in the US receive $1,200 less funding per student than the lowest poverty districts, and the disparity is even worse for students of color. Nationally, districts serving the largest proportion of students of color receive $2,000 less funding per student than districts serving a primarily white student body (Ushomirsky and Williams 2015). In other words, children with the least financial resources, opportunities, and human capital are on average attending the most poorly funded education systems in the country. The authors recognize that money is not the sole determinant of student success, but aptly point out that inequities in financial distribution are key to other educational disparities. I hypothesize that the transportation policies of individual districts are primarily a product of economic, environmental, and social disparities between high and low poverty districts in the US. 
I also hypothesize that the transportation policies of individual districts further contribute to financial disparities between high and low poverty districts in the US. It is unlikely that pupil transportation funding is what makes or breaks a district’s budget. It’s more likely that low poverty districts have a choice about where their money is spent and high poverty districts don’t have that opportunity, which contributes to inequity. To begin understanding these hypotheses, a grasp of school district segregation and district transportation finance is crucial. These topics are discussed in the following sections.

School District Segregation
As early as 1966, researchers were finding substantial differences in academic achievement between white and black schools. Coleman (1966) found that academic achievement for both white and black students was higher in primarily white schools than primarily colored schools. He also found that the intersectionality of race and socioeconomic status is what caused the academic achievement gap, which Borman and Dowling (2010) echo in their replication and statistical modernization of Coleman’s (1966) study. These findings suggest that achievement differences are associated heavily with socioeconomic differences like social capital, physical resources, instructional quality, and peer effects. These studies also implicate the importance of fixing segregated school systems in order to improve the education quality for all students, not just students of color.

Many resources detail the history of school de- and resegregation, as well as its implications, in the United States. Clotfelter’s (2004) book focuses on the transformation of American public schools after the Brown v. Board of Education decision and how contact between races has improved since the decision. While the author maintains a fairly optimistic tone throughout the monograph, growing injustices are aptly noted. Particularly pertinent to this study is chapter two, titled “The Legacies of Brown and Milliken,” which describes how racial and economic disparities between districts have increased, especially in large metropolitan areas. Smaller metropolitan regions generally have less interdistrict disparity than larger ones because of fewer students and opportunities for redistricting to occur (Clotfelter 2004).

Dimond’s (1985) book tells the story of housing segregation and the role it played (and continues to play) in school segregation. The book highlights the role of court cases in the 1970s - particularly how judges rationalized racial segregation as a product of choice rather than discrimination. Judges often cited the extreme difficulty of short-term fixes to school segregation, like busing, and excused themselves from examining the deeper causes and meaning of racial segregation. Dimond acknowledges that courts alone cannot implement desegregation remedies because residential segregation in the US is pervasive and significant and requires actions from all bodies that continue to support segregation efforts.
Orfield and Eaton’s (1996) book Dismantling Desegregation delves deeply into case studies in Maryland, North Carolina, Missouri, and Virginia to bring to light the struggles of school desegregation. The book also summarizes all major court cases on school segregation between 1896 and 1995. Milliken v. Bradley is perhaps one of the most devastating school desegregation decisions, yet its repercussions are far from common knowledge. The case essentially ruled that white-suburban school districts could not be forced to integrate with racially isolated city schools because districts and states are not held constitutionally responsible for maintaining racial balances in every school, grade, and classroom. The effects of the case are seen today in the drawing of new district boundaries, the pressure on individual school districts to redistribute minority students, and continual white flight to suburban school districts.

The ongoing fight for an independent school system in Gardendale, Alabama is a tragically great example of how redistricting and resegregation are intertwined. In November 2013, the City of Gardendale voted to increase property taxes to raise money for the city’s own school system, as opposed to continuing its relationship with Jefferson County schools (Leech 2013b). The measure passed with 58 percent of the vote and large support from city leaders (McCarty 2013). Some supporters of the measure cited the need for local control over a better school system, while others felt that a separate system would increase property values and attract young families to the area (McCarty 2013).

But the vote for separation is just the beginning of Gardendale’s messy story. In spring 2014 the city made moves to establish its new district by forming a school board and hiring a superintendent, but by spring 2015 the Jefferson County district was still controlling schools within the new district’s limits, and no end was in sight (Faulk 2016). This is because districts breaking off from Jefferson County have a history of doing so with racially motivated intent, so federal courts must approve redistricting for specific school systems across the United States, Jefferson County being one of those districts (Stewart 2016). The 1965 case Stout v. Jefferson County Board of Education gave US District Court Judge Madeline Haikala the jurisdiction of redistricting involving Jefferson County schools (Faulk 2016). On April 24th 2017, Haikala ruled that although redistricting was occurring with racial motivations, she would allow Gardendale to secede from Jefferson County schools under the condition they devised a plan to prevent discrimination (Kenney 2017).

This ruling sets a problematic precedent for the future of school district segregation, and fortunately the story still isn’t over. A few months later, lawyers from the NAACP filed an appeal to reverse the ruling (Kenney 2017). The NAACP is arguing that the ruling sets precedent for other racially-motivated district secession to occur, which is in violation of the 14th Amendment. At the time of this study’s completion, it was still undecided whether the appeal would be heard in court. One thing is for sure: the decision will have an enormous impact on the future of district resegregation legality.

All of this - redistricting, segregation, court-mandated approval, and busing - is complicated by the growing existence of charter schools. Though charter schools are not a focus of this study, their impact on school district segregation warrants mention. Orfield (2010) writes
There are large concentrations of charter schools in some of the nation’s most hypersegregated metropolitan areas, including Chicago and Detroit, and they too often create the illusion of real choice without providing the slightest challenge to the color and class lines that usually define educational opportunity. In fact, they offer even more extreme race and class separation without evidence of providing higher quality schooling. (1-2)
Because charter schools most often locate in urban areas, they often enroll a higher percentage of black students. In some city school systems, this has can have the effect of skewing district enrollment to look less black and less poor, as it is the worst performing schools in the most troubled neighborhoods that are often the first let go by a district and subsequently taken over by a charter school company. If anything, charter schools have a clear effect on raw district enrollment numbers when shrinking enrollment size is exaggerated by school closure.

District Finance and Transportation Policies
There is no magic formula to succinctly understand how districts finance student transportation since laws, code, and tradition vary by state. The right to education is not granted in the Constitution and neither is the right to transportation to school; therefore, each state establishes its own laws for providing student transportation (McDonald & Howlett 2009). Some states mandate that school districts must provide transportation, but others do not. To complicate things more, some states allow local districts to charge user fees for school bus service. In the 1988 case of Kadrmas v. Dickinson Public Schools, the Supreme Court upheld the right of states to charge students for transportation. On top of all of this, many states reimburse districts for pupil transportation expenses, though the exact amount again varies by state. No resource attempts to synthesize this information for all states, likely because of the dry nature of state codes and tendency for these policies to change without wide public knowledge.

Previous research on district finance and transportation policy that does exist focuses on how transportation costs change with school district consolidation. Hanley (2005) examines the relationship between school district size and bus transportation costs in Iowa to find that the cost of transporting students to and from school increases non-linearly with district size. Other studies like Wenglinsky (1997) and Duncombe and Yinger (2001) support this finding that consolidated school districts can be more economically efficient by spreading fixed costs over a larger student base and instead spend more on pupil instruction. Again, existing studies on this topic are sparse but certainly worth pursuing.

As for transportation policies, most districts that provide buses mandate that children living a certain distance away from school are eligible to use the service. Distances differ by district, age, and circumstances of the child’s ability or quality of the built environment, but generally children living over a mile to a mile and a half away from their assigned school are eligible to ride for free (School Transportation Group 2001; Pupil Transportation Safety Institute 2015). Children living closer to school than the minimum bus distance are thus in the walk zone, unless extraordinary circumstances like limited mobility or an uncrossable highway prevent walking to school as an option.

School boards are usually the governing body entrusted with the responsibility of approving changes to transportation policies and requirements. While school board decision-making is an understudied area, one study suggests that school boards make decisions without consideration of local planning efforts and with some “bad” motivations (Norton 2007). In regards to building new schools, the study found that school siting, i.e. the actual physical location of the school, was often decided on last (Norton 2007). Additionally, the study confirms that demographic factors, race in particular, play an influential role in school board decisions, though its exact effect remains unclear (Norton 2007). Understanding the lack of a role school siting plays in actual school siting decisions points to what little role the topic may have in decisions regarding school transportation.

Methods
Three case studies were carefully selected from the Edbuild (2016) list of 50 most economically segregated school district borders. There was no purely systematic method used to determine the case studies, though I focused my attention on metropolitan areas of varying locations, redistricting histories, and transportation policies. While the history of every school district is unique, these case studies capture much of the breadth and width of typical redistricting and transportation policy narratives. Each case study includes information obtained through articles, district financial data, census data, and interviews with district leaders, local policymakers, and activists.

News articles and interviews informed the role of racism in these case studies. Interview protocol was intentionally developed so that race, an uncomfortable subject for many people, was never directly mentioned unless the interviewee brought it up first. Instead, questions were asked that allowed the interviewee to explain the variables they felt were most pertinent in district transportation policy decisions.

The Department of Education’s Common Core of Data provided the district financial data for each case study. Financial and enrollment data from the 2013-2014 school year, the most recent full year available, was used in this study, as was data from the two previous school years. These three years were combined and averaged in an attempt to offset any large, one-time capital investments that may have occurred during this period. The overall transportation expenditures were divided by the three year averaged total number of students enrolled in the district to find a per pupil expenditure rate that could be compared across districts. However, per pupil expenditure should be compared with caution: some districts may spend less because a large percent of students live close to schools in the no-transport zone, whereas some may spend less because they are failing to meet the needs of their students.

Transportation for students with disabilities is often a huge federally mandated cost for districts. Some calculations suggest that it can cost more than four times to transport a student with special needs than a student who rides the regular bus (Suttman 2009). Therefore, a district with an unusually high proportion of special needs students may appear to spend significantly more on student transportation per pupil, though in truth the number is simply skewed. The proportion of special needs students a district serves is not entirely random: research illustrates a relationship between race, socioeconomic status, and being identified as having a disability (Coutinho, Oswald & Best 2002). These students are still part of a district’s financial responsibility, and because the over-identification of poor, black students as disabled affects high-poverty districts more than others, I felt it was critical to leave the numbers in the analysis.

The three case study pairs are as follows: Detroit City Schools and Grosse Pointe Public Schools, Birmingham City Schools and Hoover City Schools, and Balsz School District and Scottsdale Unified District. Each district pair has unique boundary histories, population distributions, and district transportation policies. These are three pairs of a seemingly infinite pool of segregated district borders, each with different leadership and varying sociohistorical contexts. The results from numerical comparisons should not be generalized to all districts in the US, but instead can be used to further understand the cause and effect of decisions made by school district leadership.







Case Study: Detroit City Schools and Grosse Pointe Public Schools
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“Perhaps no city in the United States has a longer and a more vibrant history of racial conflict than Detroit. It is the only city where federal troops have been dispatched to the streets four times to put down racial bloodshed.” (Farley 2015)

The neighboring districts of Detroit City Schools and Grosse Pointe Public Schools are a quintessential example of neighboring segregated school districts with very different transportation policies. The narrative of this case study is perhaps the most generic of the three: it involves a struggling district of color spending a significant amount of money on transportation alongside a well-performing wealthy white district spending next to nothing on transportation. This theme is one that emerges throughout the Fault Lines list, but the story told here is likely one of the extremes.

Detroit City Schools is may well be the most infamous school district in the United States. The aforementioned Milliken v. Bradley Supreme Court case, which in simplified terms ruled that segregated school districts could not be forced to integrate unless district lines were drawn with racially motivated intent, dealt with school districts in metropolitan Detroit. As the comparison table shows, Detroit City Schools serves primarily students of color, and over half of their pupils live in poverty. More recently, the combination of reliance on local property taxes to fund education, declining property values, and a growing prevalence of charter schools have made Detroit City Schools a popular district for education policy research. Changing demographics are a huge contributor to Detroit’s turmoil. Between 1950 and 2010, Detroit lost 61% of its peak population and 37% of its housing units (Dewar, Seymour & Druta 2015). In 2013, Detroit was the largest US city to file for bankruptcy (Farley 2015).

Neighboring Detroit is the waterfront suburban town of Grosse Pointe, home to the well-performing district Grosse Pointe Public Schools. The Grosse Pointe school system formed in 1921 from five separate school districts that served the area (“District History” 2018). When excluding charter districts from Michigan’s statewide school district rankings, Grosse Pointe sits in the top tier of districts at 21st place with five stars (“Michigan School District Rankings” 2017). As the district table shows, Grosse Pointe Public Schools serves a population that is significantly better-off than the population served by Detroit City Schools. The average property value of a home in the Grosse Pointe district is nearly five times that of the value of a home in the Detroit district, and the median income in Grosse Pointe is more than three times that of Detroit. In the Fault Lines list, the border between Grosse Pointe and Detroit City Schools is ranked as the most segregating in the nation. 

In Michigan, the amount of state funding a district receives is dependent on the number of full-time students the district enrolls (Summers 2017). In this method, a district that serves more students also receives more money per pupil from the state. This funding mechanism was an attempt to disentangle the reliance of education funding on local property values, but unfortunately for Detroit, other taxes were pushing residents, along with full-time student enrollment, out of the city. These new and higher taxes were implemented to fund the public service needs of a population with increasingly lower-income, creating a vicious cycle of a shrinking tax base alongside ever increasing taxes (Sands & Skidmore 2013). Under this funding system, Detroit lost and continues to lose both local property tax funding and state per-pupil allowance to suburban districts like Grosse Pointe and charter districts within city limits.

These funding disparities are worsened when examining the differences in transportation finance for the two districts. Grosse Pointe Public Schools spends significantly less on student transportation overall and per pupil because the district does not offer bus service to or from school. Transportation costs are not completely zero; the district operates and maintains a small fleet of school buses that are used for special education students and activities like student field trips. Grosse Pointe Public Schools has been operating this way since the school district was founded in 1921. An administrator attests that the community was designed to have schools within walking and biking distance and that active transportation is encouraged through the Michigan Green School initiative. Despite this claim, Grosse Pointe has received no recognition for city planning that provides for safe environments for walking and biking (“Award Database” 2015).

Most notably, the Grosse Pointe administration says “the fact transportation has never been part of our budget means a greater percentage of our funds can remain focused on the educational program.” While Grosse Pointe does have many financial advantages compared to Detroit City Schools, it would be unfair to Grosse Pointe to paint a picture where their district works with seemingly unlimited funds thanks to transportation savings - this is far from the case. Shortages of education funding is causing problems in even the wealthiest of districts, and in 2009-2010, Grosse Pointe Public Schools had a budget shortfall of $6 million (Hall 2009). Yes, this is next to nothing in comparison to Detroit City Schools’ 2009-2010 shortfall of $400 million (Jackson 2016), but $6 million is still far from 0.

Regardless, Grosse Pointe is able to offer many enrichment programs for its students that simply aren’t an option for Detroit City Schools. For instance, Detroit City Schools offers six advanced placement courses (Detroit Public Schools 2014) whereas Grosse Pointe Public Schools offers 24 (Department of Instruction 2015). Grosse Pointe Public Schools has a roughly 20 percent higher graduation rate than Detroit City Schools in addition to thriving gifted and talented programs, music and arts courses, and sports teams (Accountability Scorecard 2017). These offerings serve as additional attractors for the Grosse Pointe District, enticing financially-able families in the Detroit area to relocate.

The school bus policies of Grosse Pointe Public Schools were established early-on and have not been changed since the pre-automobile era, and there is no evidence that the district’s lack of bus service has been maintained with the intent to keep the district inaccessible to students of color. However, it is clear that the success of the district is entangled with the privileged population the district serves, which is significantly whiter and wealthier than neighboring Detroit City Schools. This conclusion has no intent to discount the service of education administrators and teachers to the betterment of children and their district, but it would be naive to attribute Grosse Pointe’s accomplishments entirely to the community’s hard work. Grosse Pointe Public Schools and other suburban school districts exist and thrive because of funding structures that favor whiter districts and cost-saving opportunities, like cutting bus service, that are simply not an option for districts that serve large populations of students living in poverty.
Case Study: Birmingham City Schools and Hoover City Schools
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“Birmingham’s contemporary educational context is more reflective of the Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson ‘separate but equal’ mandate than of Brown’s deferred promise to supplant it.” (Loder-Jackson 2015)


The stark borders shared between Birmingham City Schools and Hoover City Schools are products of a long and complicated history of school integration in Jefferson County, Alabama. Understanding segregation and transportation policy in Jefferson County requires some knowledge of the region’s history involving race, power, and fragmentation. Beginning in 1901, the Alabama State Code specifically allowed cities of more than five thousand residents to form their own school districts separate from the county system (Frankenburg 2009). In Jefferson and elsewhere, a form of choice exists for families who can afford to move in order to send their children to a better - or whiter - school district. Slowly but surely, residences and school districts in Alabama became segregated which further increased white flight, thus starting the cycle all over again. These patterns are one of the primary reasons that Birmingham City Schools is on the Fault Lines list of 50 most segregating school district borders 6 times.

1984 marks a clear turning point in Birmingham City Schools history, as it is the year Walter Harris, the first black superintendent for the district, was hired (Loder-Jackson 2015). Since Harris’ appointment, all superintendents (except for one brief interim appointment) for the school district have been black. Four years later in 1988, Hoover City Schools was established, and its gerrymandered borders retain students from both Jefferson and Shelby County (Frankenburg 2009). Between much of Birmingham City Schools and Hoover City Schools are two other school districts, Vestavia Hills City Schools and Mountain Brook Schools, which similarly formed their own school systems a couple of decades before Hoover.

The growing population at Hoover City Schools, and the subsequent declining population served by Birmingham City Schools, is consistent with the regional trend of shrinking and growing cities that affects more than two-thirds of the population in Jefferson and Shelby counties (Hansen 2011). The racial component in these population shifts are huge: the shrinking cities have an average 73% black population whereas the growing cities are approximately 12% black (Hansen 2011). However, it’s not the traditional white flight that is pushing these extreme growth patterns. Anthropologist Rosie O’Beirne, cited in Hansen (2011), attributes the shrinking population in Birmingham to middle-class flight, with both black and white families leaving the city for the suburbs. A family local to Jefferson County emphasized the role school district quality plays in these shifts and admitted to moving from Birmingham to Hoover so that their children could take advantage of the better educational opportunities offered at Hoover City Schools.

Although white flight helped create conditions for racial segregation in Jefferson County and beyond, it is middle-class flight from Birmingham that has increased the diversity of the surrounded suburbs and ripened conditions for controversy. Hoover is home to a sizeable handful of older apartment complexes that were built in the 70s and are now considered ‘lower standard,’ thus an affordable option for families with fewer financial means. Between 2000 and 2010, the black population of Hoover grew more than the white population by over 1,000 residents (Hansen 2011). A few years later in 2013, Hoover City Schools proposed cutting school bus transportation to school in order to cut costs to support rising enrollment in the district. 

As shown in comparison table, Hoover City Schools spent roughly double what Birmingham City Schools did on pupil transportation over the 2012-2014 fiscal years. While no one from Hoover City Schools responded to requests for comment on this financial difference, there are a few variables that could be at play here. Exaggerated administrative costs are a possibility, but it’s also likely that the distribution of students within enrollment zones increased the need for more school buses, which in turn necessitates higher bus miles traveled. In 2012 alone, Hoover City Schools purchased 17 new schools buses, each with a price tag of about $90,000 (Leech 2013a).  Hoover City Schools also offers more extracurricular activities than Birmingham City Schools is able, increasing the subsequent transportation costs that accompany these activities.

Regardless of the reason for Hoover’s extreme pupil transportation costs, Hoover district officials proposed in 2013 to stop bus service to and from school. An official close to the situation swears it was a proposition solely based on finance and repeatedly remarked that “it was a stupid idea” that would destroy traffic conditions in the area. They explained:
I think it was an idea that was put out to save money and thank goodness it didn’t go through because it would have created a nightmare of traffic. There’s Vestavia Hills Schools and Mountain Brook Schools and they don’t have buses. And a lot of the people in Hoover wanted to be like Mountain Brook and Vestavia.
The borders that Vestavia Hills and Mountain Brook share with Birmingham City Schools are also on the Fault Lines list. A graduate of the Mountain Brook district said she was aware from a pretty young age that the area of town her family lived in was uniquely white but didn’t realize the larger implications of this until much later. She described with familiarity the long car drop-off and pick-up lanes due to no school bus transportation and admitted to not knowing driving rules applicable to passing school buses until she moved out of state.

Hoover school and town officials are adamant that the decision to cut bus service was a financial one. However, for many residents of color in the area, this decision was not made with the financial motivation the district claimed. The late Greg Graves, former associate executive secretary for the Alabama Education Association, is cited in Leech (2013a) saying he has a hard time believing the decision isn’t racial. “The finances are just an excuse. I think the rising number of minority children coming here is the reason for this. Hoover used to be an elite society and now there are more and more of us coming here” (Leech 2013a). Similarly, a mother in the district believes “the hasty decision to cut bus service was designed to make it more difficult for black, Hispanic and low-income families to get to school” (Leech 2013a). Paulette Pearson, a former school board member, perhaps unintentionally confirmed these beliefs when she said at a meeting about falling test scores that Hoover is the only system of its kind in the area that provides bus transportation for students. “They try very hard to get to us. We make it easy because we have some housing in our area that’s pretty affordable, and they can take advantage of that.” (Anderson 2013).

In Hoover, students of color are more likely to ride the school bus than white students. According to a self-reporting survey in 2012, 66 percent of black students signed up to ride the bus to school, compared to 44 percent of white students (Leech 2013a). The school district argued that the concern for students of color was overblown because in total, more white students ride the bus than black students. This is true, but it is more reflective of the enrollment demographics of the district rather than dependency on bus service. Simply put, cutting transportation to and from school would have a disproportionately negative impact on students of color in the region.

While Hoover City Schools has tabled its proposition to cut bus transportation for now, the future of busing in the district is not set in stone. Hoover is in a difficult position to balance a budget with a seemingly exponentially growing student population, and their situation is not made easier when other school districts in the region have already made the decision to cut bus service. The school transportation policies of Mountain Brook and Vestavia Hills have undoubtedly contributed to the ease and attractiveness of moving to Hoover City Schools. It’s clear that the policies of individual school districts, particularly policies related to transportation, have larger regional implications that have previously been ignored.












Case Study: Balsz School District and Scottsdale Unified District
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“As Americans, we love to think of ourselves as living in the land of equal opportunity, a country where anyone willing to work hard can make it. But we have to look no further than our schools to know that today, the opportunities that our country provides are anything but equal.” (Ushomirsky & Williams 2015)

School districting in the Phoenix, AZ region is anything but ordinary. For one, Arizona is home to many K-8 elementary school districts, whose small borders are often highly economically and racially segregated. Balsz Elementary District is one of these small districts, and its compact borders encompass the dilapidated intersection of Arizona State Highways 202 and 143. In Balsz, over half of the children live in poverty, and many of these children are part of the district’s large immigrant population. Also within Balsz’s borders is a large homeless center for women and children that provides shelter for over 170 families every night (“Who We Are” 2018). All of these factors contribute to Balsz’s scramble to properly educate its students and overcome its image as a struggling school district.

Arizona is a self-described champion of school choice and fosters an open enrollment system where students can apply to attend any public school district, given classroom space is available. In part because of its nature as an elementary district, and in part because of the aforementioned open enrollment arrangement, the demographic makeup in the Balsz Elementary District is an exaggerated reflection of the demographic makeup of the neighborhood. Caregivers with greater knowledge of the system are able to enroll their children in more upper-middle class school districts, leaving behind children who are more likely to be immigrants, poor, and from families who are unable to volunteer their time or money to the district. This leads to additional struggles for the district, which is left with the responsibility of educating very high poverty, high needs students. Come 9th grade, students who are still attending the Balsz District are sent to the Phoenix Union High School District, which is the size of many state universities with nearly 30,000 9th through 12th grade students (National Center for Education Statistics 2015).

Next to Balsz Elementary District is Scottsdale Unified, which serves a significantly whiter, wealthier, and more socially-affluent population. Scottsdale Unified is a K-12 district and a popular choice of enrollment among lucky families with the resources to apply to send their children to a district with more opportunities. Scottsdale is home to a thriving parent-teacher association that is capable of generating hundreds of thousands of dollars for the district. This money, along with various additional funds from the state for things like 9-12 education, is used to provide programs for their students that Balsz can only dream of funding. With 25,000 students, Scottsdale also has a more effective economy of scale and is able to spend money more efficiently, which again, is not possible for Balsz and its 3,000 students. 
The small size of Balsz and other elementary districts in the area is a fairly contentious issue with locals in Arizona. About once every ten years there are calls to consolidate elementary districts with the secondary district they feed into for reasons of educational cost and quality - but mostly cost. In Maricopa County, home to the sprawling Phoenix region, there are 56 school districts, 41 of which are non-unified like the Balsz Elementary District (Roberts 2015). 13 of these districts are like Balsz and feed into the Phoenix Union High School District; of these feeder districts, six spend less than 50 percent of their total funding on in-classroom education (Roberts 2015). This inefficient financing does not go unnoticed in Arizona, and calls to consolidate are generally followed by arguments for more in-classroom spending and less spending on administrative costs. An education official in the area confirmed that when done correctly, school consolidation would be effective at lowering per pupil transportation costs but was clearly frustrated that consolidation is consistently talked about in terms of finances rather than education quality.

On the surface, transportation spending per pupil in Scottsdale and Blasz seems relatively similar - each district spends around $500 per pupil on busing services. However, a deeper look illuminates the fact that some of Scottsdale’s spending goes to optional enrichment program transportation whereas some of Balsz’s spending is used to fund what an official affectionately calls the district’s “special burden.” The burden relates to the McKinney-Vento Act, which was the first national legislative response to homelessness (National Coalition for the Homeless 2006). Part of McKinney-Vento ensures that homeless children, whose families have moved out of their home and into a shelter, have the right to continue attending the school that they came from. This right is incredibly important for homeless children, as everything else in their life is extremely uncertain and a stable school environment is clearly beneficial for their well-being.

The special burden for Balsz comes into play when students at this shelter within district boundaries elect to continue their education at their original school district. The financial responsibility of transporting these students to and from school then falls on Balsz, as these students are technically within Balsz’s jurisdiction. A student may have lived 50 or 20 miles away in whichever direction, and with roughly 100 homeless children at the shelter, the cost of providing this transportation all over the city of Phoenix and beyond adds up. However, administrators at Balsz do not fret about these added costs and only brought it up as an afterthought: there are much more pressing issues facing the district, and complaining about serving homeless students would not be a tactful response. 

Balsz’s additional McKinney-Vento responsibilities are not unique but instead apply to many high-poverty districts across the country since ‘undesirable’ services like homeless shelters are more likely to be located in city neighborhoods that are low-income or near homes predominantly occupied by people of color (Brinegar 2003). Next to Balsz is a demographically similar but larger district, Phoenix Elementary District, whose borders encapsulate the Central Arizona Shelter Services campus. Phoenix Elementary District is subsequently responsible for providing transportation all across the Phoenix region for students residing in the shelter. Balsz and Phoenix are just two districts in a region of 56 that bear an additional financial burden due to environmental injustices in planning for ‘undesirable’ services. Again, environmental injustice is a problem that occurs nationwide and extends far beyond siting homeless shelters but connects to other important services like landfills, which lowers surrounding property values and directly affects the financial well-being of the local school system.

When asked whether the district has ever considered cutting bus funding to save money, administrators at Balsz admitted that the idea has crossed their mind but they know it would be disastrous. Without bus service, they recognize that most children in their district would not be able to get to school, which would create even greater problems for the school system. The administration did not mention whether school location and the built environment influenced their thoughts on transportation policy; rather, they seemed more concerned that parents would have an even greater incentive to apply for enrollment at another nearby district that did offer student transportation. Administrators at Scottsdale Unified did not respond to requests for comment on this issue.

This case study in particular illustrates that while numbers in pupil transportation spending are important, they do not tell the whole story. Some low-poverty districts like Scottsdale Unified elect to spend more on student transportation in order to support after school programs, sports teams, and performing arts programs. Other districts that serve students in more dire financial situations like Balsz Elementary do not have this choice and carry an additional burden brought on by the unintended repercussions of McKinney-Vento, environmental injustices, and racial discrimination. An open enrollment system even further complicates things for high-poverty districts like Balsz, who must constantly consider how their policies and performance will influence future enrollment in the district. 







Conclusion
The goal of this study was to gain an understanding of how school district transportation policies of neighboring, segregated districts differ and why. These case studies illustrate that decisions about school transportation are complicated and cannot be explored on a surface level. In the case study of Michigan’s Detroit City Schools and Grosse Pointe Public Schools, I find that wealthier districts are able to take advantage of cost-saving opportunities, like cutting bus service, that simply are not an option for high-poverty districts like Detroit. I did not find evidence that Grosse Pointe’s lack of bus service was maintained with the intent to keep the district inaccessible to students of color, but local officials confirmed that funding that may normally have been used to transport pupils to and from school was instead use to better other educational opportunities in the district, which contributes to the segregating border between Detroit and Grosse Pointe.

In the Alabama case study of Birmingham City Schools and Hoover City Schools I find evidence to support the previously made claim that Hoover’s decision to cut school bus service was influenced by the influx of families of color moving to the area from Birmingham City Schools. Hoover district officials vehemently denied deciding to cut bus service for reasons relating to race, but it’s clear that the district is not as innocent as they claim and that both race and class played a role in their decision, subconsciously or otherwise.  The case study also illuminated the need to consider the regional effects of pupil transportation policies, as even a low-poverty district like Hoover may bear additional burdens thanks to the existing lack of bus transportation from other low-poverty districts in the region.

The final case study of Arizona’s Balsz Elementary District and Scottsdale Unified illuminated a lot about the privilege of choice in district budgets. High-poverty districts often bear unique burdens stemming from environmental injustices; in Balsz, these burdens are caused in part by the unintended consequences of the McKinney-Vento Act. Balsz is left with no option but to spend money from their already meager budget on students who don’t even attend their schools, whereas wealthier districts like Scottsdale are empowered to make their own decisions regarding their budgetary preferences.

This study was limited in its generalizability from the beginning by its qualitative nature. This research is the first of hopefully many studies that explore the segregated world of school transportation finance. Like all qualitative research, this project was severely limited by the response (or lack of it) from school district officials who agreed to be interviewed. Connecting with school district employees who are directly in charge of planning school bus service proved to be particularly difficult and is easily the weak point of this study. Most interviewees served a school district in some form, whether at the school, district, local, or county level, but no interviews were conducted with a district director of transportation due to a lack of response to interview requests. 

Again, there is an incredible lack of research on the topic of school district transportation policy, perhaps stemming from its oxymoronical niche yet multidisciplinary nature. Significantly more work needs to be done regarding specific cost differences in school transportation budgets, especially differences related to economies of scale. State reimbursement for school transportation funding is also a complicated variable that warrants further research. A future study could potentially approach the topic of school district segregation and transportation from a quantitative perspective and generalize spending in high versus low-poverty districts. 

Multiple systems are at play that allow school district segregation and funding disparities to continue, but it should be clear that school transportation policies are not the reason school districts are in this fundamentally flawed situation. Simple fixes like amending McKinney-Vento so that poor districts do not bear the burden of transporting children to schools outside their boundaries would marginally help high-poverty districts, but it doesn’t get to the underlying causes of disparity. I recommend the following ambitious policy actions to address the root of the problem:
1. Stop allowing school districts to splinter off and consolidate segregated school districts who clearly separated with racist and classist motivations.
2. Properly fund public education, which requires designating more funding to the students who need it the most.
Just like how school transportation was historically used as a band-aid for school segregation, fixing current school transportation policies as a band-aid to ignore the larger issue of school segregation would do little good in the long run. Our education finance system in the United States is inequitable and continues to fail low-income students and students of color. Until this racist funding structure is rectified, school transportation policies will continue to harm families and students who need help the most.
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