HEAD START TRANSPORTATION: CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES

In the midst of major changes in the Head Start transportation requirements it is easy to forget about transporting children and adults with disabilities.  There are three major areas of concern.  The first is the physical transport of children/adults with wheelchairs and the equipment required for safe transport, secondly the child who has a very difficult time following the safety rules while the bus is in motion and thirdly the training and support necessary for fulfilling all the “transportation final rule” mandates.

You should realize that there are no requirements that Head Start grantees provide transportation services for eligible children/families.  The Head Start Transportation Tool Kit answers many questions. 

Are we required to transport children with disabilities?  If your program provides transportation services, such services must include children with disabilities. Any special transportation requirements will be specified in the child’s IEP i.e. special pick up/drop off requirements, special seating requirements, special equipment needs, or any special assistance that may be required. These are legal documents and must be adhered to. Whenever possible, children with disabilities must be transported in the same vehicles used to transport other children enrolled in HS/EHS.

The Transportation Tool Kit is available on line- http://www.headstartinfo.org/infocenter/faq.htm This 37 page document is a primary source of transportation information from The Head Start Bureau. The Tool Kit provides many direct answers to the following questions:  

How do we include children with disabilities in the bus/evacuation drills? (#73) (The IEP will provide guidance)  
What systems are in place to assist children with disabilities on routes? (#74) (Specific requirements are spelled out during the IEP meetings that should (#76) include someone from your transportation department)

What training would bus drivers need to accommodate a child with disabilities? (#78) Emergency procedures
(what are the signs that the child is having trouble), Using equipment such as wheelchairs lifts, wheelchair locks, etc.,  Biases and inclusion,  Some general information about the child’s disability and abilities to support the child’s independence,  Answering children’s and adult’s questions about children with disabilities,  Confidentiality.  

How will I know what to do if a disabled child creates a problem during transport?  There appear to be two related answers. Have a member of the transportation team be present during the IEP process to raise logistical questions. Determine if an additional monitor is necessary to best serve the child’s needs and safety of others.
What supports are necessary to fulfill the mandates?  Look at your existing transportation system.  How involved are the drivers, monitors and coordinator with the provision of disability services?  What additional training(s) will be required to bring them on-board?  What communication tools exist to share important information between the classroom, the parents, the administration and the transportation staff?  Participation and the integration of ideas and activities is a cornerstone of Head Start- where does transportation fit in?  Have you budgeted replacement/retrofitted buses to be in full compliance with all the requirements?

There are some due dates to remember that also effect disability transport.  In Section 1310.22 it states:  Ensure compliance with ADA, Section 504 of Rehabilitation Act of 1973, HHS regulations at 45 CFR 84 and applicable Head Start Performance Standards.  Also section 1310.22 states: Special requirements included in IEP and/or IFSP and compliance with special requirements.  Both of these were effective on 1/18/02. Looking ahead to 1/20/04 two activities must occur. 1310.11 states, “Vehicles must be equipped with height-weight-appropriate child safety restraint systems.” 1310.15 states, “At least one monitor on board at all times, with additional monitors as necessary.  By 1/18/06 you are required under 1310.22 to have: Vehicles adapted for transporting children with disabilities to be available as required.  With these dates firmly fixed, and given the significant lead times, the Transportation System has the time and resources to be in full compliance.

In closing the revamping of the transportation regulations are complex and potentially expensive.  In regards to providing quality services to disabled children you should be aware of two terms- reasonable accommodation and undue burden.  These legal terms set the framework for compliance.  An example of reasonable accommodation is that you have a policy in place that states that for every x number buses purchased that x number have a door cutout and track seating that allows for wheelchair conversion as needed.  I suggest that if you have legal questions regarding the ADA or transportation standards that you consult your agencies’ attorney.  Your Federal 

Project Officer is a great resource and is your final word on compliance issues.
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