SHARED SERVICES

Collaborative Shares Data,
Saves Money

The Ohio Shared Services Collaborative received a $1.76 million Straight A
grant from the Ohio Department of Education to help school districts save
money through shared services and bus rerouting.

By Katherine Fleming, Editorial Assistant

hen Muskingum Valley Educational Service
Center (ESC) joined with other school districts
Shared Services Collaborative to form Fhe Ohio Shared Services Collaborative
equipped school buses with (OSSC), it planned to reduce fleets by 5% and cut
RFID readers, and issued RFID operating costs by 2%, with a goal of saving $4
cards to students to record million over five years. The plan was supported
‘Q’::"Dt:t:yffoe;‘::eaggn‘g: tzhe by a five-year, $1.76 million Straight A grant from the Ohio De-
Pass system helps districts partment of Education. The organizers used the money to buy
determine how to plan routes GPS and RFID equipment and create software to help them im-
most effectively. s prove routes and share services. Now, after two years of work
3 with 20 school districts and one board of developmental disabil-
ities, the plan has been so effective that organizers are hoping to
expand it to an additional 55 districts.

The consortium has been able to avoid any major pitfalls
mainly because of the care that was taken in initial planning, ac-
cording to David Branch, superintendent of Muskingum Valley
ESC. The organizers took into account the opinions of people
who would be affected by the changes.

“Our consortium developed talking points for school board
members, superintendents, and bus supervisors before GPS
ever went on school buses,” Branch says. The consortium was
initially driven by the Muskingum Valley ESC, with help from
the Ohio Valley, Jefferson County, and East Central Ohio educa-
tional service centers, and the Ohio Mid-Eastern Regional Edu-
cation Service Agency.

The consortium leaves the day-to-day control of school buses
to individual school districts and instead focuses on analyzing
data and designing routes to help districts improve their school
bus systems. Because it has information about all the school dis-
tricts, the consortium can recommend ways for them to combine
their routes or facilities.
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The majority of the districts in the OSSC are rural, meaning
school buses have to travel long distances to pick up few stu-
dents. Buses that drive longer distances cost more, so districts
need to shorten or combine routes, serving more students with
fewer buses. Saving money on transportation allows school dis-
Fleet Facts tricts to put that money back into the classroom.
Year started: 2014 . "‘The more efficient we can malfez those bus routes, the better
it is for the school bus, because it’s less wear and tear on the
School buses: 450 school bus; the better it is for the school district, because they're
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Students: 35,000 saving money; and the better it is for the student riding the bus,
Districts served: 20, and one board of developmental disabilities because they don’t have as long a bus ride,” Branch explains.

Transportation staff: 465 Avoidable costs from inefficient routes have gone up over
Area of service: 2,825 square miles time, making it doubly important for school districts to lessen

these costs.
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“Enrollments have
declined over the
past 10 years, but
the cost of transpor-
tation has steadily
increased,” explains
Dr. Michael Fuller,
director of the Center
for Data and Innova-
tion at Muskingum
Valley ESC. Collabo-
rating with other dis-
tricts is key because
“there’s nothing
within the district
itself that’s going to
entirely solve this
problem,” he adds.

Data and analysis

With the help of the grant and the col-
laboration of multiple districts, the con-
sortium can monitor student ridership
to find out how many buses are actu-
ally needed and whether routes can be
shortened, as well as create simulations
to check feasibility of shared services
and facilities.

To gather data, the consortium in-
stalled GPS units on 450 buses, allowing
them to track routes more effectively, as
well as track idle time. The organizers
also equipped the buses with RFID read-
ers and issued 35,000 RFID cards to
students to record when they get on and
off the bus. Looking at the data from the
Zonar Z Pass system helps districts deter-
mine how to plan routes most effectively.

Most districts plan bus routes based
on all the students in the district, but the
consortium determines route plans on the
basis of who actually rides the bus, Fuller
says. Planning routes based on actual rid-
ership leads to more efficient routes.

The consortium worked with teams
at universities to develop custom-made
software to fit the needs of the school
districts, such as the OSSC Routes & Rid-
ers application, which allows scheduling
within and across districts.

“Some of what we need to do hasn’t
been done before, so we have to build it,”
Fuller adds. “It’s not something that’s al-
ready prepackaged and ready to go.”

Results

The consortium is already showing sig-
nificant cost savings, with more expected
as the project continues.

“We are projecting in 25% of consor-
tium districts thus far, an average savings
ranging from $242,000 to $376,000,”
Branch says. If the remaining 75% of dis-
tricts are equally successful, the consor-
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The Ohio Shared Services
Collaborative is projecting
an average savings ranging
from $242,000 to $376,000
in 25% of its districts so
far. Shown here is a school
bus for Noble Local School
District, which is one of the
participating districts.

tium will easily exceed its goal of $4 mil-
lion in savings. Route analysis has been
completed in 25% of districts, leading to
five to seven reduced routes, and reduced
idle times have resulted in $50,831 in an-
nual savings.

One benefit beyond cost savings is
an increase in safety, Branch notes. The
RFID technology means that districts al-
ways know who’s on a bus.

“If there’s a bus accident, we can know
in a matter of minutes who are the pas-
sengers on that bus,” he explains. RFID
technology can help parents, too: The
RFID system means they can sign up for
the option to receive text messages notify-
ing them when their children get on and
off the bus. In addition, drivers know that
GPS devices monitor their speed, which
encourages safer driving practices.

Next steps

Encouraged by their success so far, the
consortium members hope to grow their
organization. They plan to provide alter-
nate route ideas to the remaining 75% of
their districts and develop shared routes
to common locations. They also plan to
expand their data with new studies, finish
a study on sharing buses, and begin one
about sharing facilities and personnel.

The organizers believe their expertise
would be valuable beyond the districts
they currently work in, and they hope
the Ohio Department of Education will
help them expand their consortium to
a further 55 districts in southern and
eastern Ohio.

“We'’re ready to expand,” Branch says.
“We're hopeful that in the biannual bud-
get they’ll find a way to help those school
districts in southeast and central Ohio
accomplish that goal of saving money
through transportation of students.” M
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