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If your school district is struggling to keep its transportation system running due to budget constraints 

or a lack of drivers, you’re hardly alone. There’s a true crisis in American student transportation, with 

few signs of the situation improving. 

From Baton Rouge to Anchorage, districts are struggling to find the money necessary to keep their 

buses running. Driver shortages are also nearly universal. According to a 2022 study by 

EducationWeek®, only 14% of districts feel they have enough drivers to comfortably run all their 

routes. Worst of all, reports have begun to surface of schools cutting routes for students who live near 

the school. Some schools cancel classes entirely due to a lack of transportation. 

The current situation is not sustainable. Many school districts are struggling to find ways to lower their 

transportation costs and improve their access to bus drivers. In order to address this issue, a growing 

number of districts are turning to third-party outsourcing solutions. This approach can potentially help 

reduce costs, improve bus coverage, and provide other administrative benefits. However, it's 

important to note that outsourcing is not a guaranteed solution to all transportation problems. 

In this whitepaper, BusBoss will examine the pros and cons of school transportation outsourcing. Is 

outsourcing the right option for your district? 
 

 

In theory, the arrangement is simple: The school contracts with a transportation company to provide 

both buses and drivers while typically taking over many administrative tasks as well. The third-party 

company is often responsible for matters such as bus routing and scheduling, based on information 

provided by the district. Likewise, the outsourced company will handle driver recruitment, 

development, and payroll. The district pays a contracted agreed-upon fee for the services. 

The arrangement is nearly invisible to students and parents. They simply keep using the buses as 

before, without any significant changes to suggest a third party is now handling transportation. 

However, as with many outsourcing solutions, the reality tends to be more complicated. 

 

 



 

 

 

When properly handled and implemented, 

there are numerous benefits of school 

transportation outsourcing. 

For many districts, the most important 

reason to choose an outsourced partner is 

also the most obvious. Districts gain access 

to drivers they cannot provide themselves. 

For districts that struggle to find enough 

drivers, this can solve their staffing 

problems nearly overnight. Since the 

outsourced company may afford to pay 

more than a district can, they will have a 

much easier time handling recruitment. 

Along with providing the district with 

drivers, the outsourced bus company will 

also be entirely responsible for their 

training and development. These costs can 

be substantial for a district, especially one 

which was previously recruiting untrained 

drivers and paying for their 

training/licensing out of the district budget. 

Overall, the driver-related cost savings will 

be substantial, and ongoing. 

Outsourcing can also provide access to 

newer, safer buses for schools running 

older fleets with maintenance issues or 

pollution concerns. Third-party providers 

often have the money to maintain fleets of 

newer buses. The outsourced company can 

also provide specialized vehicles some 

districts lack, such as wheelchair-accessible 

buses. If pollution is a significant concern in 

your area, electric school buses may be 

available. Outsourcing allows districts to 

effectively upgrade fleets at lower costs 

when compared to purchasing new 

vehicles outright.  



 

 

Because the outsourced transportation company takes over 

most administrative and maintenance tasks relating to the 

school buses, this lowers your costs in several key areas. 

 Eliminates maintenance and repair costs for school 

buses. Maintenance is folded into the ongoing 

transportation contact. 

 Lowers fuel costs with bulk fuel buys. 

 Reduced administrative hours managing drivers, 

payroll, etc. 

 Collapsing communications regarding bus 

management to a single point-of-contact at the third 

party. 

 Parental communications, such as bus ridership 

information, may also be outsourced. 

For many districts, these cost savings may actually pay for the 

bus services outright, easily justifying the switch to 

outsourcing from a cost/benefit perspective.  

If a school district forms a successful partnership with a third-

party bus company, its existing bus fleet may no longer be 

needed. In that case, the district would have the option of 

selling some or all of the bus fleet. This would create a 

significant one-time cash influx - typically in the hundreds of 

thousands of dollars - which could then pay for other 

necessary additions or upgrades within the district. In areas in 

which residents reject higher school taxes, this option could 

be a lifesaver for districts seeking funding sources. 

However, be aware: this would also lock the district into using 

a third party for transportation, with no viable path back to 

transportation independence. Such a move would need 

serious consideration and should only be contemplated after 

multiple years of successful work with a third party. 

 



 

 

 

Another major benefit to outsourcing is that the third party would become the owner of 

transportation-related liability issues. The outsourced transportation company would be 

paying insurance costs and also bear responsibility for accidents or other mishaps. Given how 

litigious many people have become in recent years, this could be extremely helpful. 

The question of who makes the bus routes can be handled by either the district or the third-

party. Many districts prefer to provide routes, because they have better knowledge of the 

students' lives and the local terrain. This is entirely doable. 

Or, the outsourced company can take over this responsibility as well. The system is flexible. 

One concern about outsourcing is the possibility of the transportation company overcharging 

for services. A district that can specify its bus and routing needs can get competing bids from 

several companies to ensure fair pricing.  

The option of switching providers can also be used to prevent any strong-arming later. It’s rare 

for schools to be locked into long-term contracts with no exit options. 

To summarize, there are numerous ways outsourcing your school buses can cut costs, reduce 

liability, and even lead to fundraising. With a reliable partner, school bus outsourcing becomes 

a highly attractive option. 

 



 

 

 

Districts considering outsourcing still need to be aware of its 

drawbacks and situations where the arrangement can go wrong. 

 
For many districts, the biggest obstacle created by third-party 

transportation is bureaucracy. Now, all changes to the buses, routing, 

and similar issues must go through a third party. This can significantly 

increase the time it takes to implement even minor changes. 

Larger changes, such as adding or removing full routes, likewise 

become more complicated. The transportation contract will likely 

specify an exact number of buses and routes, so such changes would 

require contract re-negotiations. 

If parents have a complaint about a driver, your district may have very 

little ability to directly resolve the issue. It would be shared with the 

transportation company, with your office managing the situation at 

the parent level while waiting for a resolution. 

 
One big benefit to hiring local drivers is they are familiar with your 

town or city, its geography, and have insider information about quirks 

of the local road system. Third-party transportation companies may 

bring in drivers from across the state or even the country while relying 

on electronic maps for routing. A lack of regional information can 

potentially create problems in which the driver makes mistakes that a 

local resident wouldn’t. For example, perhaps a bridge is out of 

commission, but the mapping system is out-of-date. Non-local bus 

drivers might not realize they’re on a dead-end road until it’s too late. 

This can be mitigated if the district provides routes for the buses, but 

contingencies can still arise. For example, a driver may be forced to 

improvise if they come upon an unexpected traffic jam. A driver who 

lacks familiarity with the area may struggle to find alternative routes. 



 

 

 

When you hire third-party transportation 

companies, you are putting significant trust 

in them. You might have limited ability to 

oversee or vet their operations. Are their 

drivers actually as highly trained, and their 

buses as well-maintained as they claim? You 

may have to take it on faith or rely on 

contractual guarantees for protection. 

Good negotiation can largely negate this 

issue, but it’s worth considering: Third-party 

transportation companies are aware of how 

much power they wield, and some are willing 

to abuse that power. They could potentially 

use loopholes to introduce new fees or other 

hidden costs while leaving you relatively few 

alternatives. All contracts with third-party 

transportation companies should be 

thoroughly reviewed, with legal assistance, 

to ensure they leave as few loopholes as 

possible. 

 

The nightmare scenario is hiring a third-party 

transportation company that simply fails to 

do its job. In August 2023, the Jefferson 

County Public School district, which covers 

Louisville, KY, and handles approximately 

65,000 riders, was forced to cancel classes for 

several days because the outsourced 

transportation service did not arrive as 

scheduled.  

Jefferson County is most likely covered 

contractually and will probably be in a legally 

advantageous situation, but that does not 

undo the damage caused by the unreliable 

transportation provider. As the school bus 

driver crisis continues to worsen, third 

parties may be tempted to over-promise to 

grab more businesses. 

 

In short, there are more overall benefits than 

drawbacks to school bus transportation 

outsourcing. But schools must be diligent in 

choosing their providers, and throughout 

negotiations, to reduce the likelihood of 

issues. 



 

 

 

 

When considering a third-party transportation 

company, be ready to contact several companies and 

compare their offerings. Your exact needs may vary, 

but these are some of the most important questions to 

ask: 

When dealing with third-party transportation 

companies, bigger is almost always better. They need 

to have plenty of buses available, with sufficient 

fallback and failover options in case something goes 

wrong. You can’t risk allowing children to be stranded. 

An outsourced bus service must be willing to offer 

substantial guarantees that contracted services will be 

honored. Dig deep into what happens, should they ever 

fail to uphold their service contract. This should also 

include an intense discussion of fees, penalties, and 

other factors that could potentially increase costs. 

A reputable transportation provider understands how 

critical it is to have reliable drivers and should be 

happy to discuss workforce policies. Given the job 

market, they may be dealing with high turnover. How 

will they guarantee their drivers are qualified to do the 

job properly? 

 



 

 

 

You need to be certain the company is selecting 

reliable school buses as well as performing 

proper ongoing maintenance. If possible, ask to 

see some example maintenance and repair 

records, and consult with an expert to verify they 

are reasonable. 

Proper lines of communication are important 

when outsourcing your transportation system. 

You should have multiple points of contact, 

available whenever needed, 24/7. For example, 

student sports players and coaching staff, band 

members, or cheering teams will be returning 

from away games and competitions late at night. 

What happens if the bus breaks down at 

midnight? 

Likewise, how will parental complaints be 

handled? Will the parent contact the third party 

directly, or is your district the go-between? 

Parent/driver conflicts can happen, so be sure to 

nail down this issue in a way that minimizes 

miscommunication. 

The outsourcing company will typically assume 

responsibility for most legal liability in cases of 

accidents or driver misbehavior. This should be 

set in stone. Be sure it’s absolutely clear who is 

responsible for what aspects of the 

transportation process should problems occur. 

No one wants to be finger-pointing if children’s 

safety is involved. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is Real-Time Sync? 

 

Real-time synchronization instantly “connects the dots,” ensuring all systems speak the same language 

simultaneously. In the context of school bus routing and management, real-time sync refers to the 

continuous and simultaneous updating and sharing of data across various platforms to facilitate seamless 

operation and communication. 

Picture a bus en route to pick up students: 

 A GPS system guides its way, presenting the most efficient route that accounts for heavy traffic or 

roadblocks. 

 While this is happening, the student attendance system integrates in real-time with the transport 

data system, alerting parents and administrators if a student didn’t board the bus or if there’s a 

delay. 

 Along the route, the bus’s diagnostic system constantly monitors its health, including brakes, fuel 

levels, and engine performance. 

Real-time synchronization allows these various elements to converge, creating a fluid, integrated network 

that provides precise location data, student boarding and disembarking information, and vehicle 

diagnostics that alert those in charge to potential maintenance or repairs before problems become critical. 

Moreover, these data points can be integrated with student information systems like Power School, 

allowing administrators to leverage the data to optimize routes, ensure safety, communicate effectively 

with parents, and respond immediately to unforeseen scenarios. What was once a logistical headache is 

now a smooth, predictable, and safe daily operation. 
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School bus transportation outsourcing offers more potential benefits, particularly 

considering the long-term cost savings. For many districts, outsourcing 

absolutely can solve their bus staffing problems, while reducing overall costs. But 

problems can arise. The more planning, consulting, and negotiating you do 

ahead of time, the more likely the arrangement will be successful. 
 

BusBoss™ can be a trustworthy partner in improving and streamlining your 

school bus transportation services. From easy-to-use bus routing software to in-

bus route navigation and student ridership devices, we can help manage your 

fleet. Contact us to learn more about our products and see how our fleet 

optimization services can also save you money! 

 

https://www.busboss.com/products

