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Cover Note

This document is a third-party analysis prepared independently by Jeff Pierson. It is offered
solely as public commentary under the protections of the First Amendment. It does not
constitute an official investigation, legal filing, or the formal position of any government
entity.

The purpose of this report is to summarize publicly available information, highlight
statutory references, and provide an accountability framework for parents, trustees, and
community members. While care has been taken to cite sources accurately, readers are
encouraged to review original documents and verify all claims independently.

Nothing in this report should be interpreted as legal advice or as an accusation of unlawful
conduct. Rather, itis intended as informed commentary on matters of public concern: the
safety of children, the operation of public schools, and the accountability of elected and
appointed officials.
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Analysis

What Went Wrong and Who’s Responsible

The school closures in the Jerome School District on August 21 and 22 were not caused by
“bus repairs.” They followed a staggered opening of the school year, with partial classes
beginning on August 19 and a full return on August 20. The closures occurred because the
district’s new transportation system collapsed. The failure was not mechanical but
systemic, involving planning, personnel, routing processes, communication, and data
management. As a result, children were placed at risk, families were left without answers,
and several parents turned to the police for help. On the evening of August 20, the author of
this report contacted the Jerome Police Department and was informed that multiple
families had reported missing children (personal communication, 2025).

The warning signs were clear. On August 19, staff working in the early start classes
recognized that the system was already breaking down. By midday on August 20, district
leaders held a call to discuss what several participants recognized as an impending crisis if
corrective action was not taken. During that discussion, at least one person objected to the
idea of placing all children on buses and hoping the routes would sort themselves out.
Several staff members have since stated that the problems of August 19 and 20 were
obvious and could have been prevented.

But who ultimately was responsible?

Superintendent and Central Office*

The superintendent made the key decisions that caused this crisis: cutting walking
distances so more kids needed buses, letting unregistered students ride without an
adequate system in place to track them, and launching brand-new routes without proper
testing, violations of IDAPA / state transportation rules. (Jerome School District, 2025a,
2025b). Those choices directly created the chaos.

Transportation Department*

The staff in charge of planning routes and transfers did not finish cleaning up student data,
failed to set up clear transfer procedures, and did not freeze new riders until after the
breakdown. That lack of preparation turned the first day into a disaster (Jerome School
District, 2025a; Policy Review, 2025).

School Board

The board approved the move to an in-house bus system and the levy to pay for it but did
not require a phased rollout or a trial run before the school year. They failed to ensure all
data systems were 100% operational and that staff were available to answer calls in the
weeks leading up to the start of school. (Policy Review, 2025).



Not Responsible
Bus drivers, principals, teachers, and parents were left to deal with a system that never
should have been launched in the first place. They did not cause this failure.

* Multiple school employees and parents have reported additional information that should
focus greater scrutiny on the Superintendent and Director of Transportation, however
details are not going to be reported here.

How Serious Was the Safety Issue?

This was not just a scheduling problem. Students were left unaccounted for, some were
placed on the wrong buses, and others went missing long enough that parents had to call
the police for help (Personal communication, 2025). Overcrowded buses, confused
transfers, and untracked riders created real risks of injury, abduction, or children simply
being stranded with no supervision.

The district’s own apology admitted that unregistered riders were allowed to board without
confirmation, meaning staff did not know for certain which children were on which bus
(Jerome School District, 2025a). In any other context—daycare, field trip, or after-school
program—losing track of children would be considered a major safety breach. For a public
school system, itis unacceptable.

What Should Have Been Done Before Launch

Phased Rollout or Pilot Test

Instead of turning over the entire district to a brand-new routing system on day one, the
district should have piloted the routes during summer school or with a limited group of
families. This would have exposed data errors and overloads before the full launch (Policy
Review, 2025). Note: Some have reported these issues were identified before August 19%,
but not addressed.

Freeze on Unregistered Riders

Allowing unregistered students to board “to help families” was one of the most dangerous
mistakes. The district should have enforced confirmed registrations only, with clear
communication that no exceptions would be made until the system stabilized (Jerome
School District, 2025c).

Adequate Data Cleanup and Dry Runs
Student information should have been verified weeks before school began, with multiple



trial runs of bus routes using drivers and test groups. Instead, cleanup happened after
school was already in session, creating chaos (Jerome School District, 2025c).

Board Oversight of Readiness

Trustees should have required proof of operational readiness before school opened such
as a written certification that routes were tested and all drivers trained. No such
requirement appears in board actions. It should be noted that bus routes were notin place
until 08/23/2025, four days after the start of school. (Policy Review, 2025). It was reported
by a community member that the company that previously operated the buses, offered to
consult early on, but that offer was rejected soundly.

Best Practices: What Can Be Done Going Forward

Enforce Mandatory Registration and Tracking

Every student riding a bus must be pre-registered, confirmed, and logged in the system. No
exceptions. Technology (bus tags, apps) can work, but only if the human process is rigidly
enforced (Jerome School District, 2025d).

Independent Safety Audit

Bring in the Idaho Department of Education’s transportation auditors or, preferably, a third-
party consultant to conduct an independent review of the system, including route capacity,
safety policies, and communication protocols.

Communication Protocols with Parents
Families must be given clear updates and a hotline staffed with live operators during the
first weeks of school. Automated messages are not enough when children are missing.

Board-Level Accountability Framework

Require quarterly reports from the superintendent on transportation metrics: on-time
performance, ridership counts, missed pickups, and safety incidents. This prevents
another surprise collapse and forces the issue onto every board agenda.

Contingency & Crisis Plan
Every school should have a written dismissal and transportation contingency plan covering
lost children, police notification thresholds, and backup parent communication protocols.

Legal Implications

The August 2025 crisis must also be understood in the context of Idaho law.



IDAPA 08.02.02.190 - Pupil Transportation Program Standards

Incorporates by reference the Standards for Idaho School Buses and Operations (2018).
Jerome’s unregistered ridership and lack of transfer procedures appear to conflict with
these standards. Note: these standards are not currently available on the State
Department of Education website or any other website. Archived copies and summaries
were used for reference.

Idaho Code 8§ 33-1501 - Transportation Authorized
Authorizes districts to provide transportation, creating a duty to ensure safety. By running
its own system, Jerome assumed this duty and failed to meet it.

Idaho Code § 33-1506 - Bus Standards
Sets standards for construction, inspection, and operation. Overcrowding likely violated
capacity provisions.

Idaho Code 8 6-904B - Exceptions to Governmental Liability
Provides immunity for discretionary decisions, but not for operational negligence. Jerome’s
failures may fall outside immunity if harm occurred.

Legal Bottom Line
These were not only management mistakes but failures against state standards and
statutory duties.

Forward-Looking Bottom Line

This was a leadership failure at the top. The superintendent and his team made decisions
that overwhelmed the system, and the board allowed it to happen without proper oversight.
Families deserve honesty, accountability, and guarantees this will not happen again
(Jerome School District, 2025a; Policy Review, 2025).

A phased rollout, strict registration rules, and clear board oversight could have prevented it.
Going forward, the district needs outside review, strict accountability, and no exceptions
when it comes to safety and tracking. Parents and trustees should demand these
measures in writing before the next school year.



Annex - Official vs. Alternate Narratives

Was the truth stretched orignored in communications sent by the district on August 20™.

Timeline of Events and District Communications

August 18, 2025 - Superintendent Brent Johnson emailed parents acknowledging
delays in providing bus route details. He noted the district had been struggling to get
“multiple systems to cooperate” in building a new routing platform and apologized
for the late information (Jerome School District, 2025a). It was reportedly known
that last minute policy decisions were likely to cause problems, but this would not
be made public for several more days. Itis not know if the District staff knew or
discussed that they may be violating state rules / law or endangering children.
Internal communications may shed more light on the subject.

August 20, 2025 - The first day of school, the system collapsed. Some children were
not dropped off until as late as 6:30 p.m., while others ended up back at the bus
depot after routes finished (KMVT, 2025a). The district’s early evening email
admitted difficulties with the new transportation routing software and promised
quick fixes overnight (Jerome School District, 2025b). Later that night, however,
officials reversed course and announced that all schools would close Aug. 21-22
“due to safety concerns regarding student transportation,” framing the issue as a
bus fleet and safety repair problem (Jerome School District, 2025c; KMVT, 2025a).

August 21, 2025 - Johnson sent a much more detailed letter. This communication
admitted the real causes: a nearly 37% jump in ridership (950 to 1,300 students),
the elimination of walking zones (“halo”), unregistered riders boarding buses,
unclear transfer signage, and insufficient time to clean up data and test routes
before school started (Jerome School District, 2025d). These admissions contrasted
sharply with the vague public “fleet repair” rationale from the night before. That
same day, Johnson told KMVT the district had “prepared a year” but was still
“underprepared to transport more students than the previous year,” confirming the
growth in ridership and admitting mistakes (KMVT, 2025b).

August 22, 2025 - The second closed day, the district again messaged parents with
operational details: a new RFID “bus tag” system for student accountability, a freeze
on new riders until routines stabilized, reinstatement of a 0.25-mile walking zone,
and clarified communication protocols. This message emphasized planning and
safety logistics rather than mechanical issues (Jerome School District, 2025e).



Reportedly, the RFID system was supposed to be in place before the first day of
school.

Conflicting Explanations and Community Reactions

The official narrative evolved from citing urgent “repairs” and safety concerns (Jerome
School District, 2025c; KMVT, 2025a) to later admitting systemic planning failures (Jerome
School District, 2025d). The early framing led many parents to believe the buses
themselves were unsafe or broken, when in fact the issue was administrative
unpreparedness, data system failures, and what appeared to be a disregard for student
safety.

Community voices on social media quickly pointed out the gap. Parents argued that the
administration “parents stated the district had ‘messed up’”
without preparation and compared the chaos unfavorably to earlier years when buses ran
smoothly (Community Commentary, 2025a; Community Commentary, 2025b). Others
criticized that taxpayers had funded new buses and systems only to see them fail on day

one (Community Commentary, 2025c).

by launching a new system

By August 21, Johnson’s candid admission that “we’ve learned from some of our mistakes”
(KMVT, 2025b) confirmed what parents already suspected: the closure was not really about
bus repairs but about a leadership and systems failure.



Annex - Accountability

Given the scale of the Jerome School District’s August 2025 transportation breakdown,
consequences should be considered at three levels: leadership accountability, systemic
reform, and public trust restoration. The failure was not only a breakdown of planning but
an apparent breach of statutory duties under Idaho law, including:

e |C833-1501 (safe pupil transportation)
e |C 833-1506 (bus operation standards)

e IC §6-904B (exceptions to governmental immunity in cases of negligence involving
school buses)

o IDAPA 08.02.02.190 (pupil transportation program standards)

Leadership Accountability

e Superintendent: Bears direct responsibility for launching an untested system,
eliminating safeguards (walking zones), and allowing unregistered riders. These
choices violated the duty to provide safe and efficient transportation under Idaho
Code § 33-1501. At minimum, trustees should require a public performance review,
with the option of contract non-renewal if confidence cannot be restored.

o Central Office/Transportation Staff: Written reprimands, performance plans, or
reassignments may be necessary. Staff who failed to complete critical data cleanup
or implement transfer procedures should face clear accountability. Their failure to
maintain accurate records and enforce registration is inconsistent with IDAPA
08.02.02.190.

e School Board: Trustees are culpable for approving the in-house bus plan without
requiring a phased rollout or proof of readiness. Their oversight duty is implicitin
Idaho Code § 33-1506. Community members may push for resignations, recall
petitions, or stronger oversight policy.

Systemic Reform

¢ Mandatory Independent Audit — by state officials or independent consultants,
consistent with IDAPA 08.02.02.190.

e Policy Changes — codify strict requirements that no student rides without
registration, that routes must be tested before launch, and that board approval
hinges on documented compliance.



e Crisis Protocols —written accountability plan for lost-child incidents, police
notification timelines, and backup contact methods.

Public Trust Restoration

e Transparency: Publish a full report of what went wrong, including internal
documents.

e Public Meetings: Hold forums for parent questions and accountability.
o Restitution of Confidence: Acknowledge stress caused to families.
Possible Range of Consequences
e Mild: Reprimands, corrective plans, audits.
e Moderate: Superintendent probation or shortened contract, leadership turnover.

e Severe: Superintendent resignation/termination, board censure, recall election
campaigns.

In plain terms, this was not a minor glitch. It was a child safety failure that placed the
district in violation of Idaho law and pupil transportation standards. The superintendent
and board should at minimum face public scrutiny and binding oversight reforms. If they
resist, stronger measures (termination, recall, state intervention) become justified.



Appendix - Psychological Patterns and Leadership
Behavior in the Jerome Transportation Crisis

The Jerome School District’s August 2025 transportation breakdown is best understood not
only as an operational failure but as the product of predictable psychological and
leadership behavior patterns. Four stand out: cognitive dissonance and denial of risk,
diffusion of responsibility, reactive framing, and the collapse of trust.

Cognitive Dissonance and Denial of Risk

When faced with mounting signs of system failure, leaders often double down rather than
admit error. In Jerome, staff saw warning signs as early as August 19, yet the prevailing
response was to “load the kids and figure it out later.” This mirrored patterns seen in other
sectors—such as the 1986 Challenger disaster, where NASA officials proceeded with a
launch despite engineers’ warnings about O-rings in cold weather. In both cases, decision-
makers chose to preserve the appearance of competence over acknowledging flaws, with
the result that children’s safety was put in jeopardy.

Diffusion of Responsibility and Systemic Overload

Crises often deepen when authority is divided and accountability is unclear. In Jerome, the
school board approved the move to in-house transportation, the superintendent managed
its launch, and the transportation director oversaw logistics. When the system failed,
responsibility was initially blurred. Only after public outcry did the superintendent step
forward and formally acknowledge the district’s mistakes

Reactive vs. Proactive Framing

The district’s messaging illustrates how organizations often respond to crises only after
public backlash. On August 20, Superintendent Brent Johnson issued a letter calling the
first day of school “amazing” while parents were still calling police to locate missing
children. The disconnect between leadership’s tone and families’ reality eroded
confidence. Similar damage occurred in Uvalde, Texas in 2022, when police statements
after the school shooting shifted repeatedly under public pressure, feeding suspicion and
anger. Jerome’s reactive posture, apologizing only after closures were announced, followed
this same reactive script, worsening mistrust.

Trust and Long-Term Damage

Trust, once broken, is difficult to restore. Parents in Jerome who were unable to reach
schools by phone, who saw unregistered children put on buses, or who had to call police to
find their children will not easily forget the experience. This echoes Flint, Michigan’s water
crisis, where early dismissals of contamination concerns created a permanent deficit of



trust between officials and residents. In both cases, leadership’s failure to acknowledge
problems early on created the perception of disregard for citizen safety, a perception that
lingers far longer than the event itself.



Appendix - Review IDAPA and Idaho Code
IDAPA 08.02.02.190 — Program Operations

Key Requirement: Districts must operate pupil transportation programs in line with the
Standards for Idaho School Buses and Operations (incorporated by reference in IDAPA §
08.02.02.004). These cover safe ridership procedures, student tracking, driver operations,
and system oversight.

Jerome Application: By allowing unregistered students to ride without prior confirmation,
Jerome failed the requirement to control and account for ridership. The lack of sighage and
transfer protocols contradicted the standards’ purpose of ensuring safe loading/unloading.
Failing to freeze routing until after collapse showed noncompliance with program operation
standards requiring pre-validated data. Reports of overcrowded buses and empty runs
indicate a breakdown in routing efficiency and safety monitoring, likely violating IDAPA §
08.02.02.190.

Idaho Code 8 33-1501 - Transportation Authorized

Key Requirement: Districts may provide transportation and assume responsibility for safety
and efficiency. Students within 1.5 miles may be required to walk unless safety busing
exceptions are granted.

Jerome Application: Jerome reduced its walking halo from 1.5 miles to nearly zero, doubling
ridership. Though permissible, once exercised this created a legal duty to safely transport
additionalriders. The system collapse; children missing, police involvement —
demonstrates failure to uphold this statutory duty.

Idaho Code 8 33-1506 — Standards for Construction and Operation of
Buses

Key Requirement: Buses must meet state/federal construction and inspection standards,
including capacity limits and regular inspections.

Jerome Application: Parents reported overcrowded buses with children standing or
squeezed in aisles, breaching capacity requirements. Even if buses passed inspection
mechanically, operating beyond certified capacity violated the statute’s intent to ensure
safe operation within limits.

Idaho Code 8§ 6-904B — Exceptions to Governmental Liability

Key Requirement: Provides immunity for discretionary policy decisions under the Idaho Tort
Claims Act. Immunity does not extend to negligent day-to-day operations.



Jerome Application: Jerome could claim immunity for planning decisions (reducing walking
zones, new routes, software adoption). However, failing to register, track, and safely
transport students constitutes operational negligence. If harm had occurred, parents could
argue these failures fall outside § 6-904B protections.

Overall Assessment

Jerome likely violated IDAPA 08.02.02.190 by failing to safely manage ridership and routing.
By altering walking zones under 8§ 33-1501, the district expanded its duty of care without
sufficient planning. Overcrowded buses contradicted § 33-1506 safety standards. While §
6-904B may shield some decisions, Jerome’s failures crossed into unsafe operations,
exposing the district to moral and potential legal accountability.



Appendix - School Communications
District communications (chronological)
1. July 31, 2024 — “Busing information” (email)

o Summary: Early guidance to families about transportation for the coming
year (baseline expectations, how to get route info, app/tools referenced).

2. August 18, 2025 — “Jerome School District bus transportation updates” (email)

o Summary: Acknowledges late routing info and integration issues with
multiple systems; apologizes for delays and sets expectations ahead of the
first day.

o (Referenced as 2025a.)
3. August 20, 2025 (early evening) — “Bus updates continued” (email)

o Summary: Admits Day-1 busing problems tied to the new routing platform;
says vendor fixes/route corrections are underway for the next day.

o (Referenced as 2025b.)

4. August 20, 2025 (late night) — School closure announcement for Aug 21-22
(public post/message)

o Summary: Announces districtwide closure “due to safety concerns
regarding student transportation,” framed publicly as urgent safety/repairs;
this statement was relayed via the district’s page and picked up by KMVT.

o (Listedin sources as a public statement; “cited in KMVT.”)

5. August 21, 2025 — “Improving our student transportation system:
Accountability and apology” (email)

o Summary: Detailed mea culpa to families: large ridership jump, elimination
of walking zone, unregistered riders, unclear transfers, and insufficient data
cleanup/testing are identified as root causes; outlines immediate fixes and
new controls.

o (Referencedin as 2025d/2025c depending on section.)

6. August 22, 2025 — “Transportation update communication” (email)



Summary: Operational restart details for Monday: RFID/bus tags to scan
on/off, “no registration, no ride,” temporary walking radius, traffic
management, and parent communication steps.

(Referenced as 2025d/2025e depending on section.)
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