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November 17, 2008

Sherry J. Smith, Superintendent
El Dorado Union High School District
4675 Missouri Flat Rd
Placerville, CA 95667

Dear Superintendent Smith:

In August 2008, the Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) entered into an 
agreement with the El Dorado Union High School District for a study that would perform the 
following:

Conduct a review of the district’s bell schedules for transportation services to 1) 
school sites.  Consider the factors listed below, as needed, in order to provide 
recommendations to maximize efficient use of buses and drivers:
 a. Number of buses used for home to school and special     

 education 
 b. Number of drivers used for home to school and special education
 c. Number of routes assigned to each bus
 d. Total driver full time equivalent staffing (FTE)
 e. Use of Versa Trans for routing
 f. Number of miles driven for home to school, special education,    

 athletic, field trip, and other before/after school activities
 g. Alternative methods of transportation, if applicable
 h. Location of fueling, maintenance, and repair facilities
 i. Transportation zones and site enrollments FCMAT visited the district in May  

 2008. This report is the result of those activities. 

This report is the result of that agreement. Thank you for allowing us to serve you, and please 
give our regards to all the employees of the El Dorado Union High School District.

Sincerely,

Joel D. Montero
Chief Executive Officer
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Foreword
FCMAT Background
The Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) was created by legislation 
in accordance with Assembly Bill 1200 in 1992 as a service to assist local educational 
agencies in complying with fiscal accountability standards. 

AB 1200 was established from a need to ensure that local educational agencies throughout 
California were adequately prepared to meet and sustain their financial obligations. AB 1200 is 
also a statewide plan for county offices of education and school districts to work together on a 
local level to improve fiscal procedures and accountability standards. The legislation expanded 
the role of the county office in monitoring school districts under certain fiscal constraints to 
ensure these districts could meet their financial commitments on a multiyear basis. AB 2756 
provides specific responsibilities to FCMAT with regard to districts that have received emer-
gency state loans. These include comprehensive assessments in five major operational areas and 
periodic reports that identify the district’s progress on the improvement plans.

Since 1992, FCMAT has been engaged to perform nearly 700 reviews for local educational 
agencies, including school districts, county offices of education, charter schools and community 
colleges. Services range from fiscal crisis intervention to management review and assistance. 
FCMAT also provides professional development training. The Kern County Superintendent of 
Schools is the administrative agent for FCMAT. The agency is guided under the leadership of 
Joel D. Montero, Chief Executive Officer, with funding derived through appropriations in the 
state budget and a modest fee schedule for charges to requesting agencies.

Management Assistance .......... 675 (94.9%)
Fiscal Crisis/Emergency ...............36 (5.1%)

Note: Some districts had multiple studies.  
Districts (7) that have received emergency loans 
from the state. 
(Rev. 7/30/08)

Total Number of Studies.............. 711
Total Number of Districts in CA 982
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Introduction
The El Dorado Union High School District is located in El Dorado County with its dis-
trict office located in Placerville approximately 45 miles east of Sacramento. The district 
has a student enrollment of 7,280 and is approximately 1,250 square miles in size. Twelve 
elementary school districts feed into the high school district and a large percentage of 
the district’s student population is concentrated along State Highway 50. The district 
provides transportation services for the following four comprehensive high schools, one 
continuation school and one charter school:

El Dorado High School• 
Oak Ridge High School• 
Ponderosa High School• 
Union Mine High School• 
Shenandoah Charter School• 
Independence Alternative Education Program• 

The Transportation Department provides home-to-school transportation for approxi-
mately 1,150 regular education students residing both within and outside of the district’s 
eligible transportation area. Another 32 special education students have transportation 
support services included in their individualized education program plan (IEPs). The 
district also provides transportation for approximately 800 activity/athletic trips. As with 
most school districts, the Transportation Department’s increasing operational costs create 
a growing encroachment on the general fund.

In August, 2008, the district entered into an agreement with the Fiscal Crisis and 
Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) for study that would perform the following:

Conduct a review of the district’s bell schedules for transportation services to school 1. 
sites. Consider the factors listed below, as needed, in order to provide recommenda-
tions to maximize efficient use of buses and drivers:

a. Number of buses used for home to school and special education 

b. Number of drivers used for home to school and special education

c. Number of routes assigned to each bus

d. Total driver full-time equivalent staffing (FTE)

e. Use of Versa Trans for routing
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f. Number of miles driven for home-to-school, special education, ath- 
 letic, field trip, and other before/after school activities

g. Alternative methods of transportation, if applicable

h. Location of fueling, maintenance, and repair facilities

i. Transportation zones and site enrollments 

Study Team
The study team was composed of the following members:

Barbara (Dean) Murphy    Bud Bankston*
FCMAT Deputy Administrative Officer  Director of Transportation
Bakersfield, CA     Kern High School District
       Bakersfield, CA
Leonel Martínez
FCMAT Public Information Specialist
Bakersfield, CA 

*As a member of this study team, this consultant was not representing his employer but 
was working solely as an independent contractor for FCMAT.

Study Guidelines
FCMAT visited the district September 22-23, 2008 to review data, interview employees 
and collect information. This report is the result of those efforts. 
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Executive Summary
As with most comparable school districts in the state of California, the El Dorado Union 
High School District’s Transportation Department’s increasing operational costs create a 
growing encroachment on the general fund. The district’s current encroachment is esti-
mated at $310,000.

The Transportation Department is challenged to continue to provide its services with lim-
ited increases in costs, particularly as it relates to minimizing the need for increases in the 
general fund contribution to cover total expenses. According to recent data provided by 
the district, 1,174 students are transported on morning routes, and 1,285 are transported in 
the afternoon. The district charges transportation fees for home-to-school transportation 
service to qualifying students and offers a variety of available passes, from round trip for 
a full year to one-way and occasional rider tickets.

Each of the four comprehensive high schools is on a different schedule for first-period 
starting times and last-period release times for students. Two of the sites, Ponderosa 
and El Dorado, utilize the same drivers and buses to transport their students. Ponderosa 
classes begin at 7:10 a.m., allowing time for the buses to pick up and deliver El Dorado 
students before its 8:25 a.m. start time. To make this schedule work, most Ponderosa 
buses drop off students at 6:50 a.m. with some earlier routes dropping off between 6:40 
and 6:45 a.m. 

District staff collaboration days are scheduled one Monday per month, with the exception 
of Union Mine High School, which has 16 collaboration days at various times throughout 
the year. 

On Monday’s regular bell schedule, there is a delay of as much as 30 minutes in the 
arrival of the afternoon buses at El Dorado High. When substitute drivers are available, 
the Transportation Department adds up to seven bus routes, utilizing all available person-
nel including mechanics and the Driver Trainer to cover as many routes as possible and 
decrease the number of late buses at El Dorado. Due to block scheduling, a later start 
time, and a change in its sports league, some El Dorado students may consistently miss 
certain afternoon classes during an athletic season, such as baseball. 

The study team believes the district operates in a cost-efficient manner and maximizes its 
use of current full time equivalent (FTE) staff members and available buses, based on the 
following:
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The four comprehensive school sites are spread over a large geographical region • 
of 1,250 square miles. 
There is limited roadway infrastructure.• 
Buses often experience difficult terrain and road conditions.• 
Eleven afternoon runs are two hours or longer.• 
The district population is sparsely distributed in the upper portion of district • 
boundaries.
Many bus runs are even longer because of the locations drivers must use to safely • 
unload students.

To fulfill the El Dorado request to change the morning start time by even 15 minutes 
earlier or fulfill the Ponderosa request to adjust the bus delivery time closer to the start of 
school, the district’s options are limited to either creating stand-alone routes for these two 
sites, or reversing the start times of both sites. Stand-alone routes would require hiring 
approximately seven additional drivers and purchasing seven buses, which would be cost 
prohibitive for any district even in the best of economic times. Driver assignments for the 
current dual routes would be reduced, and the new driver positions would have split shifts 
and a minimum of four hours.

Reversing the schedules of these two sites would affect students and staff considerably. The 
schedule change would not result in any cost savings and would cause additional early morn-
ing concerns for the El Dorado bus runs due to winter road conditions at higher elevations. 

The team observed the bus loading area at Ponderosa High at the end of the school day 
and recommends that it be relocated to the area east of the student parking lot to ensure 
student safety. Although the current loading area is not open to parents immediately prior 
to the close of school, some parents arrive early enough to enter the loading zone and 
wait for their students, resulting in additional traffic or vehicular congestion.

Before making any final decisions as to whether it would be more cost effective to 
establish remote sites to park and secure buses overnight, the following factors should be 
considered:

The area should have the appropriate water runoff storm drain system.• 
The area should be close to a fueling facility.• 
The area should be in a high-security location to discourage vandalizing and • 
otherwise tampering with the vehicles.
The district should calculate the added labor and fuel cost for buses to return to • 
the central facility for scheduled maintenance and repairs 
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When the Transportation Department is unable to schedule drivers/buses for field trips 
or athletic events, school sites should submit their request for charter service to the 
Transportation Department. Although the Director of Transportation currently provides 
the school sites with a list of transportation providers in the greater Sacramento area 
who publish that they are SPAB certified, some sites have requested services from other 
transportation or travel brokers who specialize in education travel. The Transportation 
Department has not received confirmation of SPAB certification from the school sites. 
Routing all requests through the Transportation Department would ensure that SPAB-
certified buses and drivers are used and that the carrier’s liability policy has been verified.

There is potential for further automation of transportation functions, including routing, 
trip requests and trip scheduling, internal billing by site, and better tracking of field/
athletic trip expenses. All appropriate staff members should be fully trained in using 
transportation software, as applicable.

Through collaborative efforts, the district administration and the Transportation Director 
have developed a system that meets the basic needs of the school sites, follows districts 
policies and procedures, and complies with student and vehicle maintenance safety 
requirements. 
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Findings and Recommendations
Background
The El Dorado Union High School District spans both sides of Highway 50, heading east 
from Sacramento towards Lake Tahoe. More than 78% of the El Dorado County residents 
live in unincorporated areas. Major residential communities within the high school 
district boundaries include El Dorado Hills and Cameron Park located in the western por-
tion, and Placerville located midway between the east and west borders.

The high school district is the largest district in El Dorado County, with a total California 
Basic Educational Data System (CBEDS) count of 7,280 in 2007-08. In 2006-07, the 
district acquired an updated demographic report and took action to revise boundaries for 
the four comprehensive high schools in order to prepare for future changes in enrollment 
patterns. The demographic report (12-07) projects that enrollment levels through fiscal 
years 2012-2013 will fluctuate between a low of 7,148 and a high of 7,299 students. 
Areas of concentration for student populations tend to fluctuate within the district accord-
ing to changes in local economic factors including tourism revenues and available hous-
ing. The El Dorado Hills area has numerous new housing developments, and enrollment 
at Oak Ridge High School has grown by approximately 14 percent since 2004-05. Many 
residents in this area commute to jobs in the greater Sacramento area.

Like other departments within the district, the Transportation Department is challenged 
to continue to provide its services with limited increases in costs, particularly as it relates 
to changes in the necessary general fund contribution needed to cover total expenses. The 
district charges transportation fees for home-to-school transportation service to qualifying 
students and offers a variety of available passes, from round trip for a full year to one 
way and occasional rider tickets.

The district requested this review with an interest in learning if further fiscal efficiencies 
could be achieved and whether or not changes could be made to better accommodate 
school site requests.

Service Level and Facilities
The El Dorado Union High School District transportation team provides a high level of 
service. The everyday challenges of transporting students are made more difficult because 
of the variety of terrain and weather conditions that transportation employees frequently 
experience. 



Fiscal Crisis & Management Assistance Team

8 BELL SChEDuLES

FCMAT did not perform a full transportation departmental review; however observed that 
the Transportation office, shop, and yard areas were clean and well organized, and the 
school bus fleet appeared to be well maintained.

Bell Schedules
The district has an adequate number of school buses and school bus drivers for the high 
level of service provided, mitigated to some degree by the pairing of the El Dorado and 
Ponderosa school sites. According to recent data provided by the district, 1,174 students 
are transported on morning routes, and 1,285 are transported in the afternoon. Twenty-
two buses complete 19 regular education routes and three special education routes daily. 
Another special education route utilizes a seven-passenger van. These vehicles log 
combined travel of more than 450,000 miles annually. In addition, the district’s buses 
and driving staff each year provide transportation services for more than 800 field trips, 
traveling an additional 52,664 miles. This number of field trips creates a great demand on 
the school bus fleet and driving staff.

As the following table demonstrates, four different bell schedules are used at the district’s 
four comprehensive high schools:

El Dorado High Monday: 8:25 a.m. to 2:40 p.m.
Tuesday through Friday:
8:25 a.m. to 3:25 p.m.

Collaboration Day dismissal: 
2 p.m..

Oak Ridge High Monday: 8:30 a.m. to 1:50 p.m.
Tuesday through Friday:
7:25 a.m. to 2:50 p.m.

Collaboration Day dismissal: 
1:50 p.m..

Ponderosa High
Monday, Tuesday and Friday:
7:10 a.m. to 2:47 p.m.

Wednesday and Thursday:
7:10 a.m. to 2:16 p.m.

Collaboration Day dismissal: 
12 35 p.m..

Union Mine High
Monday through Friday:
7:50 a.m. to 2:55 p.m.

Collaboration Day dismissal: 
12:40 p.m..

Schools sites are able to schedule earlier student dismissal times on an as-needed basis 
with approval of the district administration and Transportation Director. 

The district encompasses more than 1,250 square miles, with terrain ranging from 
foothills to mountains. State Highway 50 stretches from east to west as the main cor-
ridor. Most other roadways have only two lanes with steep grades and curvy conditions. 
Coupled with snow and ice in winter, these conditions require drivers to spend a greater 
amount of travel time to complete scheduled routes and ensure student safety.

Approximately 15.8 percent of the district’s students are transported to and from school 
each day. The district bus pass program for home-to-school transportation requires 
participating parents to pay a district-established fee ranging from $220 for a full year 
round-trip pass to $80 for a semester, one-way pass. This program also offers reduced 
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fees or free ridership based on student eligibility for the Federal Free and Reduced Meal 
Program. In the 2007-08 school year, parent pay revenue was $226,439, which helped 
relieve transportation encroachment on the general fund.

Most parent-pay students are transported from outside the district’s designated two-mile 
nontransportation zone. However, because of low ridership on some routes that serve 
low-student density areas and based on available seat capacity, the district allows students 
living in these areas to ride buses, provided they pay the fee and board at district-desig-
nated bus stops. This policy increases ridership and revenue.

The district combines Ponderosa and El Dorado high schools for student transportation 
services, with drivers delivering students at Ponderosa by the 7:10 a.m. starting time. 
These drivers then pick up El Dorado students and deliver them to their school before the 
8:25 a.m. starting time. Afternoon routes are conducted in the same manner. This routing 
configuration allows the same buses to operate eight regular education bus routes at each 
site and three special education bus routes at Ponderosa.

El Dorado High School has a student enrollment of 1,475, and buses transport approxi-
mately 434 students. Because of block scheduling and after-school sports activity 
schedules, some students reportedly may consistently miss certain afternoon classes 
during an athletic season, such as baseball. In addition, on Monday’s regular schedule, 
school buses are as much as 30 minutes late for afternoon bus routes, causing students to 
congregate in loading areas until the buses arrive. When substitute drivers are available, 
the Transportation Department adds up to seven bus routes, utilizing all available person-
nel including mechanics and the Driver Trainer to cover as many routes as possible and 
decrease the number of late buses at El Dorado.

The El Dorado school site administration indicated a preference to the study team for an 
instructional schedule that starts 15 to 20 minutes earlier. El Dorado High School recently 
transitioned to a different sports league, resulting in a longer travel time to games after 
school. However, this change would create transportation problems in winter months since 
some the students live at a higher elevation where snow and ice delays are more common.
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Ponderosa High School’s student enrollment is 1,868, and buses transport approximately 
466 students. Ponderosa High School has the earliest of the two combined schools’ 
first-period bell times. Because the current schedule results in buses delivering students 
as much as 30 minutes before the first-period bell, the Ponderosa site administration indi-
cated a preference to the study team that buses deliver students closer to the 7:10 starting 
time. This change would not provide enough time for the buses to complete picking up El 
Dorado students and delivering them in time for their 8:25 start time. 

Oak Ridge and Union Mine high schools have stand-alone school transportation services. 
With a student enrollment of 2,240, Oak Ridge has three bus routes and transports 
approximately 155 students. Union Mine has six regular education bus routes (two of 
which are shared with El Dorado High School) and two special education routes. Union 
Mine has a student enrollment of 1,185, and approximately 339 students are transported. 
The school site administration at both schools is satisfied with the current bell schedules, 
and most buses meet bell times.

FCMAT believes the district’s current bell schedules are cost efficient and result in the 
most efficient utilization of buses and staff members based on the following:

The four comprehensive school sites are spread over a large geographical region • 
of 1,250 square miles. 
There is limited roadway infrastructure.• 
Buses often experience difficult terrain and road conditions.• 
Eleven afternoon runs are two hours or longer.• 
The district population is sparsely distributed in the upper portion of district • 
boundaries.
Many bus runs are even longer because of the locations drivers must use to safely • 
unload students.

To implement an earlier bell schedule for El Dorado and a later schedule for Ponderosa, 
the district would need to hire approximately seven additional drivers, hire one additional 
full-time equivalent (FTE) Mechanic position for vehicle maintenance and purchase 
seven additional buses at a minimum total cost of $1 million. Driver assignments that 
currently include dual runs in the morning and afternoon would need to be reduced. The 
seven new driver positions would be assigned to split shifts with a minimum of four 
hours, making it difficult to recruit qualified employees to fill these positions. The district 
would gain minimal additional revenue under this scenario only if current students that 
are not purchasing bus passes were to do so. Capital costs for this scenario appear to be 
unrealistic for the district to consider at this time. 
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A second option would be to reverse the daily schedules of Ponderosa and El Dorado. 
This option would create safety concerns during the winter months since some El Dorado 
students live at higher elevations that are more prone to snow and ice, particularly in the 
morning. 

FCMAT researched whether it would be more cost-effective to combine transportation 
services for the district’s two other high schools, Union Mine and Oak Ridge or combine 
Union Mine with either Ponderosa or El Dorado. However, because of road conditions, 
sparse population, the district’s large geographical size and the difficulty of finding 
appropriate bus stops in rural areas, bus routes would be much longer with any of these 
combinations. These options would also be relatively difficult to implement without a 2 
1/2-hour difference between the two schools’ starting and ending times, a change that is 
impractical for high school districts. 

Recommendations
The district should:

Continue to combine El Dorado and Ponderosa high schools and operate Oak 1. 
Ridge and Union Mine high schools as stand-alone schools in providing transpor-
tation services. This is the most cost-effective approach that can be achieved with 
current staffing levels and available buses.

Consider changing Ponderosa High School’s student dismissal time from 2:47 2. 
p.m. to 2:16 p.m. on Mondays. This can be accomplished by changing the 
Wednesday or Thursday regular dismissal time from 2:16 p.m. to 2:47 p.m. to 
help the district maintain the necessary number of student instructional minutes 
and minimize the chance of buses being late on Monday’s regular bell schedule 
days at El Dorado High School. 

Reassess the practice of utilizing all available personnel, including the mechan-3. 
ics and Driver Trainer, as substitute drivers to help decrease the number of late 
buses on Monday’s regular schedule at El Dorado. This is impractical, costly, and 
creates a greater liability on the district, leaving a limited number of personnel 
available to respond to bus breakdowns and emergencies.

Continue to offer parent pay ridership within the nontransportation zone. This 4. 
additional income will help offset home-to-school transportation encroachment on 
the district’s general fund.
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Processes and Procedures

ponderosa high School Bus Loading Zone 
Ponderosa High School experiences heavy traffic congestion caused by parents parking 
their vehicles in the school bus loading zone. The school site administration indicated 
that the congestion has been difficult to alleviate. In an attempt to clear parent vehicles 
from that area, the gates to the school bus loading zones are closed before buses arrive. 
However, the study team observed that some parents arriving before the gates are closed 
continue to pull into the bus loading areas to wait for their students. Arriving buses paral-
lel park side-by-side in the school’s crescent-shaped loading zone. This creates an unsafe 
condition since students must walk between vehicles to find their buses. The traffic con-
gestion continues until buses depart.

Off-Site parking
To increase efficiency, the district has considered parking its buses off-site, at alternate 
locations away from the central transportation yard at the district office. Several issues 
should be carefully considered before determining whether a potential location should be 
used for this purpose, including the availability of a storm-drain system for water runoff, 
closeness to a fueling facility and security for both drivers and buses.

Special Activity Trips
The district’s school site personnel are responsible for contracting with charter bus 
companies for student field-trip transportation when the Transportation Department is 
unable to provide the needed services. Although the Director of Transportation provides 
the school sites with a list of transportation providers in the greater Sacramento area who 
publish that they are SPAB certified, some sites have requested services from other trans-
portation or travel brokers who specialize in education travel. In these circumstances the 
Transportation Department has not received confirmation of SPAB certification from the 
school sites. The current practice does not ensure that the drivers and buses are certified 
according to state guidelines for a School Pupil Activity Bus (SPAB). 

With four comprehensive high schools, the district has a greater number of annual activity 
trips for school athletics than many unified districts of the same size. Requests and schedules 
for activity/athletic trips are manually processed using hard-copy paperwork that is tedious 
and time-consuming to complete for both the sites and transportation operations staff. 
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Transportation Software
Approximately 2½ years ago, the district purchased the Versa Trans Routing and Bus 
Pass software programs. Since then, full implementation of the software’s capabilities has 
been delayed by a shortage of school bus drivers and filling the vacant Driver Trainer/
Coordinator position with a person from outside the district who was unfamiliar with the 
routing program.

The Bus Pass system is in full operation. Most of the necessary information has been 
entered into the routing program, and the number of errors resulting from site data entry 
has been reduced. Full utilization of this program should be prioritized as staff time and 
expertise becomes available, and will help the transportation staff incorporate automated 
assistance for developing routes, route information sheets and bus stop information.

Recommendations
The district should:

Consider relocating the school bus loading zone at Ponderosa High School to the 1. 
area east of the student parking lot, which is several hundred feet long and allows 
buses to parallel park front-to-back. This would create much safer conditions 
for students boarding buses since they would not be required to walk between 
vehicles. The district could direct parents to utilize the crescent-shaped loading 
zone to drop off and pick up students.

Use the following criteria to determine whether a potential remote site for parking 2. 
buses is cost-effective:

The area should have the appropriate water runoff storm drain system.• 
The area should be close to a fueling facility.• 
The area should be in a high-security location to discourage vandalizing and • 
otherwise tampering with the vehicles.
The district should calculate the added labor and fuel cost for buses to return • 
to the central facility for scheduled maintenance and repairs 

3. If a remote site is selected, require district buses to make the trip to the 
Transportation Department maintenance facility for routine maintenance, 
3,000-mile/45-day inspections, and repairs since there would be no maintenance 
or repair facility at the remote location. 
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4. Route all transportation requests for bus charter services through the Transportation 
Department to ensure the carrier utilizes a SPAB-certified bus driver and bus. This will 
also ensure that the appropriate liability insurance policies are verified.

5. Determine whether additional modules are available for the district’s current transpor-
tation software to support electronic submittal and scheduling of athletic/activity trips. 

6. If necessary, consider other software options for electronic trip scheduling and 
accounting systems. Systems should allow school site personnel to request trips 
electronically, with approval processes implemented according to district prefer-
ence. The software should provide the following advantages:

It should allow sites to receive confirmation of the requested services back • 
from the transportation department.

 It should facilitate automated billing to each site for activity/athletic trips.• 

It should provide better tracking of overall activity/athletic trip expenses.• 

7. Fully implement and train all appropriate staff members to use the transportation 
routing software.

Conclusions
By working together, the district administration and the Transportation Director have 
developed a system that meets the basic needs of the school sites, follows district policies 
and procedures, and complies with student and vehicle maintenance safety requirements. 

While best-case scenarios would suggest standardized bell schedules for all comprehen-
sive high schools, the cost of doing so is prohibitive. The communities of the Ponderosa 
and El Dorado sites have become accustomed to early start times at one site and later start 
times at the other site. The study team is unable to verify any material savings that would 
be realized if Ponderosa and El Dorado were to exchange starting and ending times. 
Further cost efficiency may be realized with expanded use of transportation software.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Study Agreement
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