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Public education from preschool to grade 12 in New York is a $60 

billion enterprise, accounting for one in three state and local tax 

dollars. Per pupil spending in New York is well above national 

norms – $18,825 per student per year compared to $10,292 

nationally – and ranks second among states behind Connecticut.1 

But recent years have not been easy for school districts. 

Facing a slow economic recovery and persistent budget gaps, 

Governor Andrew Cuomo and the legislature have reduced school 

aid from its peak of $21.7 billion in school year 2009-10 to $19.5 

billion in school year 2011-12.2 While aid growth resumed in the 

current school year by $805 million and is expected to increase 

another $715 million (or 3.5 percent) in the next school year, these 

increases are far more modest than the annual increases of $1 

billion before the recession.3 In addition local property taxes are 

now limited by a tax growth cap of 2 percent. For the 2012-13 

school year, 92 percent of school districts adhered to their 

maximum levy cap in the first round of budget votes.4 
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Given these constraints, it is more important than ever for school 

districts and the state to find ways to improve the cost-effectiveness of 

educational services. Toward that end Governor Cuomo recently 

announced the creation of the New NY Education Reform Commission, 

which is expected to submit preliminary recommendations this month. 

The Commission’s goals include examining education funding, 

distribution and costs.5 

The Commission’s recommendations should include reforms to the aid 

formulas to better target resources to the neediest districts and 

promote greater efficiency in school district management. One area that 

needs improvement is the administration and cost of pupil 

transportation. Pupil transportation is a major expense in New York 

State, accounting for 5.7 percent of total school spending at a cost of 

$2.97 billion per year.6 State aid funds $1.62 billion, or 54 percent, and 

the remainder is funded by local school districts.7 Pupil transportation 

spending is growing rapidly, more than doubling on a per pupil basis 

from fiscal year 2001 to 2010.  

New York’s High Pupil Transportation Costs 

School districts in New York spent $1,100 per pupil on average on 

transportation in 2010, more than any other state and 140 percent 

above the U.S. average of $459. (See Table 1.) Transportation spending 

by New York City was $1,033 per pupil, while spending in the rest of the 

state averaged a higher $1,141 per pupil – fully 149 percent above the 

national average.  The next highest spending state, New Jersey, spent 

$908 per pupil. Two neighboring states, Connecticut and Pennsylvania, 

ranked in the top ten and Massachusetts ranked thirteenth, spending 

$592 per pupil. Among states with large school age populations 

spending ranged from $559 per pupil in Illinois to $238 per pupil in the 

lowest spending state, California.  

Not only are New York transportation costs high, but they are also are 

growing more rapidly than education spending in general. In 2001 

school districts in the state spent $1.51 billion on transportation and by 

2010 that figure had more than doubled to $2.97 billion.8  Pupil 

transportation is consuming a larger portion of school budgets; in 2001 

it comprised 4.9 percent increasing to 5.7 percent in 2010.9 The State 

Education Department estimates transportation costs will grow to 5 

percent.10 
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New York State requirements, described in the text box on the next page, are some of the causes of the 

high costs. State policy is to provide free transportation to most students; many districts provide free 

transportation at shorter distances from school than state regulations require. In fact, New York districts 

transport three-quarters of the student population overall. Outside of New York City the percentage is a 

higher 84; within New York City the percentage is 71.3 because more students walk to school.11 Among 

the group of large and/or neighboring states only Pennsylvania and Connecticut transport a greater 

percentage of students. Nationally the percentage transported is 59.8 on average. New York State also 

requires transportation be provided for many private and parochial school students, a practice that is 

not common in other states.12 However, New York’s spending is high even on a per passenger basis. 

–
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New York City spends $1,448 per 

passenger and the average for the rest 

of the state is $1,358. For per passenger 

spending the City and rest of the state 

rank 6th and 7th, respectively, and both 

are well above the national average of 

$865.13 

 Transporting special education 

students is also a significant cost in New 

York State. For example, in New York 

City the average cost for transporting a 

general education student was $202, 

compared to $5,681 for a special 

education student.14  These high costs 

are not unique to New York. The last 

national study of transportation 

services for students with disabilities, 

updated in 2002, showed spending per 

pupil on specialized transportation 

services was $4,418 compared to $442 

for regular transportation services.15 

More recent state studies show similar 

differentials. In 2007 New Jersey 

estimated the per-pupil cost of 

transporting special education students 

to be $10,36216 and in 2008 California 

reported costs of $5,315 per pupil in 

rural districts and $4,728 in urban 

districts.17  

Flawed Transportation 

Aid Formulas 

In New York poorly designed state 

transportation aid formulas contribute 

to high total spending and high per 

pupil costs by aiding wealthy districts 

too generously and by failing to provide 

incentives for many districts to contain 

costs. Districts are allowed to select the 
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most favorable among six funding formulas, undermining changes in aid distribution that would be more 

responsive to changes in enrollment, student need, and local ability to pay. In addition, cost-based 

reimbursement of 90 percent for many districts erodes their incentive to achieve greater efficiencies. 

Nearly a third of the 676 districts in the state receive transportation aid at the maximum 90 percent 

reimbursement rate.18   

To receive transportation aid, school districts submit claims to the State Education Department (SED) for 

expenses for allowable pupils, as determined by the distance between their residence and the school, 

and for allowable expenses (i.e., school bus driver salaries and bus maintenance expenses) specified by 

SED. Expenses for summer school transportation can be reimbursed, subject to a statewide annual cap 

of $5 million for all districts.  

Districts then choose the formula under which they will receive aid from among six options. A ‘sparsity’ 

factor is then added to the amount generated by the selected option. Districts qualify for the sparsity 

factor if their enrollment per square mile falls below a threshold set in state law.19 The amount due 

pursuant to the final calculation is subject to a maximum total cost reimbursement rate of 90 percent 

and a minimum of 6.5 percent.  

–
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The formulas generate significantly different state aid amounts for school districts. Table 2 shows the 

percentage reimbursement yielded by each formula option for a group of districts selected to represent 

large and small urban, wealthy and poor suburban, and rural areas for the 2011-12 school year. New 

York City and the other four of the “Big 5” districts also are included. The most favorable choice for each 

district appears in red, and the final selection, the “Best Option” column on the far right, reflects 

whether the calculation triggered the 0.90 maximum or the 0.065 minimum.  

For Binghamton, for example, formula options range from 51.7 percent under State Sharing Ratio 4 to 

101.9 percent under State Sharing Ratio 1. Because the highest figure is above 90 percent, Binghamton’s 

best option becomes the maximum of 90 percent. Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Utica and Massena also 

qualify for the 90 percent maximum. For the wealthier districts of Great Neck and Scarsdale all of the 

formulas yield negative rates; nonetheless they qualify for minimum reimbursement rate of 6.5 percent.  

Roosevelt, New York City and Yonkers fall in the middle with best option ratios ranging from 49.7 

percent in Yonkers to 82 percent in Roosevelt. For Hammondsport, the only selected district qualifying 

for the sparsity factor of 4.6 percent, the best option is 33 percent.  

State law prohibits districts with student enrollment that exceeds 1 million (New York City is the only 

district in this category) from using the EWR formula. If New York City were allowed to use that formula, 

its rate would have been 59.5 percent, which is 4.6 percent higher than the RWADA ratio, and would 

have yielded an additional $47 million in aid to New York City.    
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Because districts are allowed to select the most favorable formula, transportation aid is less well 

targeted to needy districts than foundation aid. Districts in the highest need decile receive a foundation 

aid allocation per pupil that is eight times the amount received by the districts in the lowest need decile, 

but the amount they receive for transportation aid is only four times greater per pupil; highest need 

districts receive an average of $876 per pupil for transportation, while lowest need districts receive 

$204. (See Figure 1.) The inequitable distribution is expected to continue in 2012-13 as indicated in the 

estimates released with the enacted budget.20   

 

Figure 2 compares the slope of the distribution curve of transportation aid to that of foundation aid. 

(Per pupil aid in each category is indexed to a value of one for the highest need decile.) Although the 

distribution of foundation aid is less well targeted than it should be21 it is better targeted than 

transportation aid. Foundation aid exhibits a sharper and steadier downward slope from high need to 

low need districts, providing $8,520 per pupil on average to high-need districts and $1,051 per pupil on 

average to low-need districts. Average transportation aid per pupil in the third decile dips because New 

York City receives a lower amount per pupil than is typical for the other districts in that decile.  
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The formula options also make transportation aid less responsive to changes in enrollment or local 

wealth over time. Most of the districts in Table 2 had consistent reimbursement ratios over the past five 

years, despite changes in their demography. For example, Binghamton stayed at 90 percent 

reimbursement, despite a 20 percent increase in property value and a 5 percent decrease in weighted 

average daily attendance.22 If Binghamton had not been permitted to select the most favorable formula 

which triggered the maximum 90 percent in all five years, then its reimbursement rate would have 

ranged from 83 to 86 percent in response to changing conditions. 

The wealthier districts which received the 6.5 percent minimum also remained constant over time. For 

Scarsdale and Great Neck, for example, every formula generated a negative outcome, yet these districts 

were given the 6.5 percent minimum.23  

Recommendations 

New York State’s flawed pupil transportation aid mechanisms contribute to high and rapidly growing 

costs and generously benefit wealthy districts. A more rational approach would have two elements: (1) 

simpler and fairer formulas for determining reimbursement rates, and (2) a lower overall average 

reimbursement rate. These changes would promote greater efficiency by giving districts a greater stake 
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in achieving cost savings. The state money saved in transportation aid could be redirected to districts 

through the more targeted foundation aid formulas and for other educational needs.   

Simplify the formulas. Other states follow one of five basic approaches to aiding school districts with 

pupil transportation.24  Most use less complicated methods than New York.  Thirteen states give block 

grants to districts that provide a set amount. Seven states use an “approved cost” approach, with 

reimbursement for specific cost items or maximums set based on statewide averages. Twelve states 

provide aid based on the unit cost per student or per mile. Five states do not provide any transportation 

aid to districts. Finally, thirteen states including New York use formulas that include factors such as 

district wealth, density or relative performance.  

Block grants and cost standardization are appealing because they are simple, but formulas that include 

need and ability to pay have the advantage of more effectively targeting limited resources. New York 

should simplify its current formulas to improve targeting. One formula should be applied to all districts, 

based upon or equal to the foundation aid ratio.  

Lower the overall reimbursement rate and eliminate the minimum reimbursement for the 

wealthiest districts. New York’s transportation aid is more generous than its foundation aid for core 

educational services. As shown earlier in Figure 2, reimbursement rates for districts at each level of need 

are typically greater for transportation than for basic education. The rates could be brought down by a 

targeted number of percentage points to create a greater incentive to reduce costs. For example, if the 

statewide average transportation aid reimbursement rate were reduced from 54 to 45 percent, an 

estimated $270 million25 in State funds could be made available for redirection to foundation aid. 

Transportation aid for the wealthiest districts, which averages about $200 per pupil, could also be 

entirely eliminated.  

If transportation aid is reduced, districts will economize and transportation costs in New York are likely 

to come down or at least grow less rapidly. More districts will likely participate in regional 

transportation initiatives such as New York’s Regional Pupil Transportation Pilot Program authorized in 

2010.26  Alternatively,  districts will find others ways to save, such as by using buses more efficiently, 

sharing routes, coordinating special education transportation, pooling resources for training, and 

centralizing maintenance needs and inventory. They might also streamline procurement by 

“piggybacking” on state and federal transportation contracts to obtain better prices through bulk 

purchasing. Cost containment for special needs transportation is possible using these methods as well.27  

New York’s school districts can be more efficient in providing transportation. New York’s passenger-per-

bus ratio of 39.9 is well below the national average and results in a national rank of 42 among the 50 

states.28 In addition, audits by the Office of the New York State Comptroller have identified 

opportunities for savings.29 For example, an audit of the Lewiston-Porter Central School District found 

bus routes were operating at only 76 percent of capacity.  If increased to 85 percent, the auditors 

estimated five routes could be eliminated with annual savings of up to $187,000. Another five routes 

could be shared with a neighboring district.30 A similar examination of the Mamaroneck Union Free 

School District found buses were operating at only 70 percent of capacity for most in-house routes, with 
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the potential to eliminate eight buses and save more than $1 million. Contracted routes (for groups such 

as private school and special need students) could be restructured to eliminate seven routes and save 

another $98,390; route sharing with two neighboring districts could save the district $106,371.31 

Likewise, the Goshen Central School District was found to be operating buses at 70 percent of scheduled 

school bus capacity. The auditors recommended eliminating nine bus runs for savings of more than $1.1 

million and route sharing for special education pupils with neighboring districts to save another 

$178,381.32 

Transportation spending in New York is out of line with other states, fueled by inequitable state aid 

formulas that have limited incentives to contain costs. These formulas should be changed to promote 

better targeting and improved efficiency, freeing funds now used for transportation for other pressing 

needs.
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