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Here at HopSkipDrive, we’re always looking to 
learn more about how pupil transportation is 
changing. This comprehensive report on our 
2021 State of School Transportation Survey 
offers data-driven insight into the current 
state of pupil transportation, from bus driver 
shortages to planned fleet purchases to new 
social distancing rules. 

Of course, much of the report focuses on the 
unprecedented and unique challenges posed 
by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. In spring of 
2020, the vast majority of schools implemented 
at least some distance learning. Many school 
districts are still strategizing how to safely 
resume in-person, on-campus learning. 

This comprehensive survey provides an in-depth 
look into the pain points those tasked with 
coordinating pupil transportation face in 2021. 
While health concerns, logistical challenges 
and bus driver shortages are real problems, 
the survey is not all fears and frustrations. If 
there’s a silver lining, it’s the resolve of pupil 
transportation providers. Together, we’ll do 
everything it takes to make sure students get 
back to school — safely!

Introduction



From Superintendents of large public school 
districts to Directors of Transportation for 
small charter schools, our survey respondents 
fill a variety of job posts and represent a large 
range of district populations. As always, 

we’re so grateful to all who participated.

Here are some key demographics about our 
survey respondents:

What is the closest description of your role?

53.23%

4.84%
12.90%

29.03%

School Transportation

Directior of Transportation

Executive Office (CBO, Director of Purchasing)

Superintendent

Survey Audience

RESPONDENTS WORK 
FOR A SCHOOL DISTRICT

72%

RESPONDENTS IDENTIFIED AS 
TRANSPORTATION DIRECTORS

53%
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Private School

School District

Charter School

School transportation consultancy

Other (please specify)

Early Childhood

Migrant and Seasonal Headstart

Private Transportation Company

After School

Educational Service Center

72.06%

10.29%

8.82%

7.35%
1.47%

Where respondents work
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Survey Audience
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Under 5,000

5,000 - 25,000

25,000 - 100,000

Over 100,000

N/A

% Respondents             10%        20%       30%       40%       50%

45.59%

32.35%

17.65%

2.94%

1.47%

District student populations

Less than 10%

10% - 30%

31% - 50%

Over 50%

N/A

% Respondents             10%        20%       30%       40%       50%

5.88%

36.76%

14.71%

41.18%

1.47%

What percent of students in your school/district were transported 
by bus or another form of school-funded transportation pre-COVID?
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State of School 
Transportation Today:
2020-2021 School Year
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In 2021, you can’t have a conversation about 
education or transportation — or anything 
else — without having a conversation about 
COVID-19. From distance learning to hybrid 
schedules, here’s what our respondents had to 
say about the state of transportation during 
the 2020-2021 school year.

Approximately what percentage of students are 
currently in the classroom?

1% - 10%

None

11% - 30%

31% - 60%

61% - 100%

38.24%

27.94%

16.18%

10.29%

7.35%

N/A

WHAT SCHOOLS LOOK LIKE NOW

For now at least, half-full and empty classrooms 
are the new normal. Not even four-tenths (38.24%) 

of respondents reported in-person learning had 
resumed at their school for the vast majority (61 to 
100%) of students in their districts. In fact, 61.76% of 
respondents said their assigned schools have less 
than 60% of students back in the physical classroom. 
10% of respondents have no in-person students at all.
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TREND OF SMALL DISTRICTS OPENING SOONER

Our data suggests that smaller school districts tend 
to open sooner, perhaps due to less complexity and 
fewer students. 

Larger school districts almost always require more 
bus drivers and significantly more bus routes, and 
new COVID-19 safety protocols only complicate 
already challenging transportation logistics.

0%       10%        20%        30%        40%        50%        60%        70%        80%        90%       100%

Under 5,000

5,000 - 25,000

25,000 - 100,000

Over 100,000

None

1% - 10%

11% - 30%

N/A

61% - 100%

31% - 60%

Approximately what percentage of students
are currently in the classroom?
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IF SCHOOLS OPEN TOMORROW, HOW QUICKLY 
COULD YOU SUPPORT TRANSPORTATION?

School bus driver shortages were a problem before 
COVID-19, and the realities of the pandemic have 
only exacerbated the scarcity. We asked our 
respondents: did they believe they could resume pupil 
transportation in 2021 to pre-COVID-19 levels? 

Smaller school districts reported they were ready 
to support normal operations, or believed that 
they could soon. But more than half (55%) of school 
districts with populations between 25,000  - 100,000 
believed it could take three months or more to resume 
normal pupil transportation operations.

How quickly would your school or district’s transportation 
be ready to support 100% normal operations?

0%       10%        20%        30%        40%        50%        60%        70%        80%        90%       100%

Under 5,000

5,000 - 25,000

25,000 - 100,000

Over 100,000

We’re currently supporting normal operations

Immediately if my school/district reopened fully

1 week N/A

3 months or more

1 month
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Because we 

designed our routing  

and re-opening plan in 

a way that allows for 

the routes to remain the 

same (A/B schedule, 

etc.), the only major 

barrier we would face 

by returning to normal 

would be the continued 

staffing shortage the 

industry faces.

“

Jack M.
Director of Transportation

TRENDS IN OBSTACLES TO SUPPORT 
FULL TRANSPORTATION

Respondents revealed many roadblocks to supporting full 
student transportation in the survey. These four popped 
up repeatedly:

      • Bus driver shortages    

     • Hybrid schedules

      • Not enough substitute bus drivers    

     • Bell times, etc.
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“Ensuring students follow 
guidelines, like social 

distancing, is a 
major concern.

Maria B.
School Transportation Staff

“Regulations for 
buses make 

operating them 
cost-prohibitive.

Anonymous
Executive Office

“Our biggest concern is the 
bus  driver shortage. We 

employ highly susceptible 
staff and fear is real for them.

Rosalyn V.
Executive Office

“We have buses, but no 
drivers. We don’t have 

enough drivers with 
commercial driver’s licenses 

for our bus routes.

Anonymous
Director of Transportation

“Older drivers for fear of 
health issues are retiring or 
leaving in droves, and the 

schools don’t pay enough to 
get the younger workers.

Tracy H.
Director of Transportation

“Many drivers have decided 
not to return to work. We 

need to consolidate routes, 
and parents will have to 

request busing.

Anonymous
Director of Transportation
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PURCHASING IN 2020-2021

We took a look at purchasing trends in 2020-2021 to 
try to determine if, and how, COVID-19 had affected 
planned fleet purchasing.

Nearly half of respondents say that they did in fact 
proceed with planned fleet purchases.

Did you proceed with any planned fleet 
purchases for the 2020-2021 school year?

47% 37% 16%

YES NO N/A
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Bus Driver Shortages
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Overwhelmingly, our respondents’ biggest pain 
point was clear: the ongoing bus driver shortage. 
The vast majority of those who participated in 
the survey said that COVID-19 will exacerbate 
the shortage, both now and down the road. 

Nearly four-fifths (78.46%) of respondents 
flagged the bus driver shortage as a problem. 
Only 16.92% of respondents called it a non-issue.

Do you believe your transportation plans will be severely 
constrained by existing driver shortages?

Somewhat Constrained

Severely Constrained

No

Not Sure

52.31%

4.62%

16.92%

26.15%

RESPONDENTS ARE 
CONSTRAINED BY THE 

BUS DRIVER SHORTAGE

78% 81%
RESPONDENTS REPORT THAT 
COVID-19 HAS EXACERBATED 
EXISTING SHORTAGE ISSUES
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“Driver shortages are a 
reality every school year. 

The added constraints due 
to COVID have increased this 

reality exponentially.

Dani G.
School Transportation Staff

“It’s hard to find individuals 
that would like to drive a 

school bus. Only being able 
to offer a contract for five 

hours a day is a major factor.

Melody C.
Director of Transportation

“I’m concerned that schools 
with fewer routes will 
be written off as poor 
investments by some 

transportation companies.

Anonymous
Director of Transportation

“It takes too long to 
train bus drivers, and 

they receive too 
little pay.

Anonymous
Executive Office

“We will need three to four 
times the resources to get 

the same number of students 
to school. 

Robert T.
Director of Transportation

“Driving students is a 
specialized, professional 

position. Drivers should be 
paid accordingly. 

Anonymous
Director of Transportation
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Predictions for the 
2021-2022 School Year
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How do you expect bus capacity will be impacted by COVID-19 
safety protocols in the 2021-2022 school year?

0%         5%         10%         15%         20%        25%        30%       35%       40%

Will run at full capacity

75% - 100% capacity

50% - 75% capacity

25% - 50% capacity

Less than 25% capacity

Not sure

ANTICIPATED % OF STUDENTS TAKING 
TRANSPORTATION NEXT YEAR — WILL 
COVID AFFECT THIS?

When we look toward the 2021-2022 school 
year, there’s reason to believe student 
transportation still won’t be “business as usual”. 
Many respondents predict that even next year, 
buses won’t run at full capacity. In most school 
districts, students must wear masks and practice 
social distancing, including on buses. The CDC 
recommends “seating children one student per 
row facing forward and skipping rows between 
students”, although exceptions are made for 
bus-riding students from the same household1. 

The CDC also recommends leaving benches 
unoccupied near the school bus driver, if a 
protective barrier cannot be built to protect 
them from potential COVID-19 exposure. 
These protocols make sense, but they are not 
without consequences for pupil transportation 
departments that are already stretched thin.

Compared to previous years (pre-COVID), do you anticipate 
using as many school buses in the 2021-2022 school year?

0%         5%         10%         15%         20%        25%        30%       35%       40%       45%       50%

Using more buses

Using same number of buses

Using less buses

Not sure

1
 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/k-12-staff.html

Almost 50% are using the same number of buses, while 22% are using 

more — most likely due to social distancing procedures increasing routes.
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PURCHASING FOR 2021-2022

We wondered, would districts be reluctant to 
make big purchases, like new buses, for the 2021-
2022 school year? The answer: yes. A majority 
of respondents reported that their districts 
were not eager to make major purchases for 
the upcoming school year. Other respondents 
weren’t totally sure: 30.77% said maybe, and 
13.85% didn’t know at all. 

WILL THE BUDGET FORCE 
TRANSPORTATION STAFF TO DELAY 
VEHICLE PURCHASES

School budgets will delay 40% of respondents 
from purchasing new vehicles next year. One 
thing that won’t be put on hold: hiring, likely 
due to severity of the bus driver shortage.

Will districts be reluctant to make more large purchases, like 
new buses, for the 2021-2022 school year?

33.85%

13.85%

30.77%

21.54%

No

Yes

Maybe

I don’t know

Do you anticipate having to delay purchasing new vehicles in 
the 2021-2022 school year?

18.46%

15.38%10.77%

40.00%

15.38%

No

Yes

Maybe

Not planning to purchase

I don’t know

Budgets for 2021-2022
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WILL THE BUDGET FORCE 
TRANSPORTATION STAFF TO DELAY 
VEHICLE PURCHASES

School budgets will delay 40% of respondents 
from purchasing new vehicles next year. One 
thing that won’t be put on hold: hiring, likely 
due to severity of the bus driver shortage.

Do you anticipate having to delay purchasing new vehicles in 
the 2021-2022 school year?

18.46%

15.38%10.77%

40.00%

15.38%

No

Yes

Maybe

Not planning to purchase

I don’t know

4.62%

12.31%

6.15%

69.23%

7.69%

No

Yes

Maybe

Not planning to

hire/train new drivers

I don’t know

Will you delay hiring and training due to budget?
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32.31%

23.08%

24.62%

20.00%

Maybe

Yes

No

Not sure

Will you expand your use of alternative transportation solutions?

Alternative 
Transportation Solutions

0%         5%         10%         15%         20%        25%        30%       35%        40%        45%       50%       55%       60%       65%

Yes

No

Maybe

I don’t know

Do you believe IEPs will have more transportation requirements as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

“Social distancing 

requirements also 

apply to the smaller 

vehicles offered 

by alternative 

transportation 

solutions. The 

cost-effectiveness 

of one or two 

students per vehicle 

is very limited.

Josh D.
Executive Office
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“I am having to send some of 
my outplaced students to a 
contractor service because I 
do not have the manpower 

to provide those out of 
district routes.

Angela C.
Director of Transportation

“We believe, due to COVID-19, 
our homeless population will 

significantly increase. 
We will have a bigger 
need for alternative 

transportation solutions.

Dawnett W.
Director of Transportation

“We’d be expanding due to 
the increasing number of 

people who feel they need 
additional support and the 
administration being less 

than consistent with policy 
and procedure.

Dani G.
School Transportation Staff

“There will always be some 
students whose needs we 

cannot accommodate with 
our own resources.

Albert F.
Director of Transportation

“Without bus drivers, 
contracted services

must be used. 

Steve S.
School Transportation Consultancy

“We will continue to utilize 
alternative transportation 
for homeless students. The 

need fluctuates by year.

Jack M.
Director of Transportation
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WILL YOU EXPAND TO HAVE TO 
INCREASE/DECREASE GENERAL 
EDUCATION SERVICES?

While bus driver shortages and budgets 
are an issue, the vast majority — 61.54% of 
respondents — will not increase or decrease 
general education services in the 2021-2022 
school year. 0%         5%         10%         15%         20%        25%        30%       35%        40%        45%       50%       55%       60%       65%

Yes

No

Maybe

I don’t know

Do you expect to have to reduce general education transportation 
services for the 2021-2022 school year?

General Education 
Transportation
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School Transportation 
Pain Points
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Pupil transportation has always had its 
challenges. The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 
has further complicated already complex 
logistics, tight budgets and staffing shortages.

WHAT ARE THE TOP 5 
PAIN POINTS  YOU’VE EXPERIENCED?

• COVID-19 related issues (72%)

• Staffing issues (66%)

• Funding constraints (57%)

• School bus utilization (23%)

• Planning transportation for each student (22%)

Due to COVID, we 
will continue to see a 
reduction in retirees 

applying to drive school 
buses. And school bus 

drivers are the backbone 
of our transportation 

operations.

“

Melody C.
Director of Transportation
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“People will not feel safe with 
a large number of students 

in a confined area, like a 
school bus.

Tommy S.
Director of Transportation

“We’ve already lost one driver 
over concerns about COVID. 

Most of our drivers are 
retirement age.

Anonymous
Executive Office

“Many drivers do not plan to 
return and new candidates 
aren’t applying due to fear 

of exposure.

Suzanne S.
Director of Transportation

“COVID has been devastating 
for school transportation. 
The limits placed on bus 

companies create a money-
losing proposition.

Anonymous
Executive Office

“Even after COVID, I believe 
many parents will drive their 
children to school. I think this 

trend could stick around 
for years.

Ryan D.
Director of Transportation

“Carpool is going to be really 
complicated. I’m not sure 

people will come to school 
unless we can sort out 

safe transportation.

Anonymous
Superintendent
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Looking on the Bright Side

We have created 

succession planning 

through our lead driver 

staff. Social distancing 

forced us to rely on drivers 

to communicate to other 

drivers in the field. We 

experienced a lot of pivots 

this year and a high level 

of communication was 

needed to garner trust and 

buy in. The lead drivers 

help successfully facilitate 

a lot of positive change.

“

Rosalyn V.
Executive Office

WHAT IS GOING WELL IN YOUR CURRENT 
TRANSPORTATION OPERATIONS?

“Great team who are 
willing to do anything and 

everything to support 
our students.

Paul H.
Executive Office

“Lots of support 
for our special 

education students.

Josh D.
Executive Office

“Teamwork!
Our drivers are 

working together.

Maria B.
School Transportation Staff

“My current staff of drivers 
are great! They are 

eager to keep 
transporting students.

Anonymous
School Transportation Staff

 2021 STATE OF SCHOOL TRANSPORTATION



21

IF THERE HAVE BEEN ANY POSITIVE 
OUTCOMES FROM COVID-19’S EFFECT 
ON SCHOOL TRANSPORTATION, WHAT 
HAVE THEY BEEN?

“Our buses and buildings are cleaned 
more efficiently.

Cindy M.
Director of Transportation

“Gained efficiency and an overall 
greater appreciation for what we do.

Rosalyn V.
Executive Office

“COVID-19 has afforded many 
transportation professionals the 
opportunity to collaborate more 

than in normal times. Really helping 
each other along with each person’s 

strengths. This is really key in this 
field. We really don’t do our jobs 

without the support of others.

Melody C.
Director of Transportation
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HopSkipDrive is a safe, reliable alternative school 
transportation solution. We complement routine 
transportation with an easy-to-use, flexible way to 
meet non-routine transportation needs. 

We do things a little differently:

About HopSkipDrive

Our unique model connects you with a community 
of qualified CareDrivers — flexible driver supply 
means that education rides are always guaranteed.

HopSkipDrive CareDrivers have over five years of 
caregiving experience; they’re truly 
‘caregivers on wheels.’

The easy-to-use, intuitive HopSkipDrive Platform 
allows you to build, edit and cancel rides 
within minutes.

Real-time tracking during rides for you and your 
riders’ caregivers ensures you’re always in the loop.

Get rides up and running with 8 hours notice.

Our first priority is safety, from COVID-Safe Ride 
Standards to a 15-point CareDriver certification 
process to technology which promotes safe 
driving behavior.

•

•

•

•

•
•

We’re setting the bar above and beyond for safe 

youth transportation solutions

S C H O O L S  C O V E R E D

6,000
SAFE MILES DRIVEN

13M+
K I D S  D R I V E N

1M+

Learn more at www.hopskipdrive.com



THANKS FOR READING!


