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Chapter 2 -- Leading by Example 
Overview 
This chapter will provide drivers the “big picture” of their role as professional school bus 
drivers.  They will learn that their role is one of visibility and leadership, requiring a 
commitment to safe driving and positive interactions with all those with whom they 
interact.  There will be a strong emphasis on teamwork and customer service, two vital 
components to any organization’s success.  Finally, they will be challenged to appreciate 
that the role of the professional school bus driver is not static or limited, but one that they 
must continue to learn and grow within to achieve success.  


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Develop a commitment to their leadership role with students. 
2. Understand the benefit of providing quality customer service. 
3. See the safety and communication benefits of positive attitudes. 
4. Understand how to play their position on the team. 
5. Comprehend that this course is a big step in their professional growth as 


transportation professionals. 


Instructional Strategy 
As an instructor, it is so much simpler to teach concrete topics like commissioner’s 
regulations or left turns or slack adjusters than to teach how human beings should interact 
for their benefit and for the good of their employer.  This chapter gets into the nuts and 
bolts of interactions: drivers and student passengers, drivers and drivers, drivers and 
administrators, drivers and parents, etc.  Our goal is for them to learn to want to make 
good choices.  The exercises and discussion in this chapter hopefully will stimulate their 
thinking about these interactions. 
 
A variety of activities and anecdotes are provided in this chapter including a skit, self-
survey, and a student panel.  Every activity and story does not need to be a part of how 
you teach the course.  In fact, completing every activity would take at least six or seven 
hours.  By knowing your audience, you will know which activities are most needed or 
most likely to succeed.  You also may have personal experiences or know an activity that 
will allow you to make a point in a more effective way than repeating a story or activity 
from this manual.  It is your job as the instructor to make the learning active and 
productive. Make the content in this chapter come from your personal experience and 
from your heart. 
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There will be lots of opportunity for discussion.  It will be your job as the instructor to 
make sure that the discussion remains focused and positive.  Remember, when you ask 
drivers to express an attitude, belief, or opinion, there is no right or wrong answer.  Their 
belief is their belief.  If you or members of the class believe otherwise, that is their right.  
Drivers may have to act in opposition to a belief, for example, a belief in corporal 
punishment, if acting on the belief violates law or policy, but we do not have a right to 
judge or criticize the belief.  We may hope that the provided activities will cause them to 
reconsider a belief that we believe is not helpful.  In order to do that, we must be at our 
best as an instructor, not arbitrary and judgmental. 
 
Communication, specifically communications with student passengers relative to 
behavior, will be addressed in detail in the “Student Management” chapter.  If questions 
arise which are more appropriate in that arena, try and keep on track with this chapter and 
remind drivers that you will be talking about student management in depth during another 
class session.  If they have specific questions, add them to the newsprint on the walls so 
the questions will not be lost. 
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Chapter Content 


Driver as Role Model 


School transportation personnel play an important role in the lives of the children they 
transport.  It may not seem apparent at first to the driver as he or she goes to work each 
day, but, particularly in settings where drivers drive the same children year after year, 
school bus drivers can become important figures in the lives of children.  Many children 
in today’s society are crying out for an adult to be dependable in their lives.  These are 
just a few of the scenarios your passengers might be living with: 
 
• Parent(s) who because of work or lifestyle choices can’t get up or are already gone in 


the morning as the child prepares for school. 
• Criminal activity in the home. 
• A succession of families, relatives, foster care, or homelessness. 
• Physical, mental, or sexual abuse. 
• Children who must care for their parents suffering from addiction or medical 


conditions. 
• Parents who just are not interested in their child’s success. 
• Read examples out of today’s paper. 
 
School bus drivers can play the role of dependable adult – each day he or she is on time, 
safely provides the service promised, and provides access to a broader world of education 
and social interaction.  This is a higher standard than many parents reach today. 
 
Drivers might believe, “Doesn’t the school have more influence on a child?  How much 
time can a school bus driver spend with a child?”  In districts where drivers drive the 
same route year after year, the answer is staggering. 


Staff Member             Hours per day        # of years (180 days) Total time 


Elementary teacher  5   1 180  900 hours 
High/Middle school teacher 1   1   180  180 hours 
School bus driver(s)  1 (.5 hours a.m./ p.m.) 13 2340  2340 hours 
 
Talk to veteran school bus drivers about children they have befriended, children who 
have connected with them out of a desire to find one caring adult.   
 


There is a story about a student that constantly acted out on the bus.  As a 
consequence the student had to come to the bus garage after school to clean out 
buses.  The child didn’t seem to have a nasty disposition, as a matter of fact when 
she was helping with the buses she was actually quite friendly.  The school bus 
driver and transportation director decided to try an experiment.  The girl was told 
if she behaved on the bus she could come to the bus garage after school every day 
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to help with cleaning buses.  Immediately her behavior flip-flopped.  Her acting 
out had been a way to receive what she perceived as a positive consequence.  
Now she got to postpone returning to a difficult home life a few more hours, she 
got interaction with mature, dependable adults, and the bus driver finally got a 
peaceful trip. 


 
Show a personal interest in the children you transport – sometimes no one else does. 


Class Activity – Show interest in your children 


Brainstorming: Using flip chart and markers, instructor leads a brief brainstorming 
session on the question, “How can you show interest in a child’s life?” 
Be sure each person has a chance to speak once, no one dominates, and the flow of ideas 
keeps coming.  Log key ideas and suggestions onto flip chart. 
 
• Learn their names. 
• Know their interests and strengths, favorite subjects or what sport they play 
• Know whom they do and do not get along with on the bus. 
• Greet them by name with a smile when they get on the bus in the morning.  They may 


not respond right away, but you may be building a relationship with that child that is 
not immediately apparent. 


 
Students consistently express a desire to be safe and secure on the school bus.  They 
appreciate a driver with a fair, positive, and consistent attitude.  Drivers who take the 
time for kids tend to be most successful. 
 
Be an ambassador for education.  From a purely selfish perspective, the requirement 
for education has provided you with this career.  From a broader altruistic perspective, 
you have the opportunity to impact the attitude a child has towards education.  Consider 
this scenario: 
 
A child gets on the bus and says something like; “Mr. Smith is the meanest person in the 
world.  He just loves to make me feel stupid.  Him and his stupid #$*% mid-term exam.” 
Which of these responses would be most helpful?  How would each impact the child?  


 
“You know that man is older than dirt.  He made me feel like an idiot too.  When 
I was in school I just wanted to kill him.  Actually, I wanted to kill him in a slow 
and painful way.”  
 
“Sounds like that mid-term was really hard.  Sometimes it seems we just can’t 
figure out exactly what teachers are looking for on a test.  You know you still can 
bring up that grade on the final.  Maybe you can get together with John to study, 
he seems to really have Mr. Smith figured out.” 
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“John, you know that swearing violates Rule #8 on the bus.  I am going to submit 
a discipline report to the principal tomorrow morning describing exactly what you 
said about Mr. Smith.” 
 


Bus drivers and attendants have a unique opportunity to influence children -- by being an 
example of a caring adult in control of their own actions and emotions and skilled at what 
they do.  Bus staff understand this is a role model some children might not experience 
anywhere else in their life.  Bus drivers and attendants are aware they have an enormous 
impact on how a child’s day at school goes -- they know that a smile, a friendly “good 
morning,” a simple word of encouragement, or a compliment about a child’s clothing or 
hair can turn that child’s day around.  It’s not uncommon that a bus driver or attendant is 
able to “reach” and communicate with a problem child even when teachers and 
psychologists can’t.   
 
Bus drivers and attendants who have many years of service have the gratification of 
knowing they’ve exerted a positive influence on hundreds of children in their community.  
Professional school bus drivers provide children an important exposure to the world of 
work.  Not everyone is willing to serve as a positive role model for children in today’s 
America.  Pupil transportation people are special.  In a recent survey, elementary students 
in Iowa were asked whom they admired most in the school system.  Custodians ranked 
first, school bus drivers second, and teachers third.  Don’t ever assume being a school bus 
driver isn’t important. 


Customer Service 


In some states in the country such as Pennsylvania and Maryland, there are typical 
contractors and some district operations, but many of the buses are driven by “owner 
operators,” individuals who own one or maybe two buses.  These small businesses 
provide a good model for how each school bus driver should understand her or his job.    


Class Activity – You own the company 


Class Discussion: How would you act if your investment ($60,000 bus with big 
payments), personal liability, and livelihood were at stake every time you spoke to a child 
or parent, every time you traveled down the road, every time you loaded or unloaded a 
child?   
 
• Remember you have two different customers, the school district and the 


student/parent/public. 
• Update your mental database continually so that you as the driver know the pertinent 


facts about every student and their family.  Realize and react to customers changing 
needs and circumstances. 


• Make your customers believe you provide professional customized service 
(perception is the key!)  Personable, Interested, Consistent, Caring, Team Member, 
Promote Good Will. 
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• Personal Interest – Children are important as individuals and as members of a family.  
Remember they are always a work in progress. 


• Personal Pampering – Make everyone feel important, even while maintaining proper 
procedures.  Experienced drivers call this “preventative care”. 


• Publicize Your Success – Target your customers.  Let others know you care and that 
yours is a valuable service.  Help others understand what it’s like to ride in a bus 
operated by a professional. 


• Evaluate your service.  Establish personal goals for your business’ success and for 
your personal growth.  Ask customers to participate in the evaluation.  Imagine their 
surprise when you say, “How am I doing?  I just want to make sure my service is 
meeting your needs.” 


• Imagine your bus is a traveling billboard with your name on the side.  How you drive 
and how your bus looks is a personal reflection on you. 


 
Most likely none of the drivers in the class own their own bus companies, but really, 
what’s the difference?  The success of any organization is the sum of the success of each 
of its parts.  There is no guarantee that any operation will be there the next year or the 
next week.  Dissatisfaction of parents, one of our important customer groups, who vote 
on school budgets, elect boards of education, and approve bus purchases, can create an 
atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion as quickly as they can rally behind a service which 
is respected and appreciated. 
 


The Phoenix, Arizona fire department has a simple but effective motto, “Do no 
Harm, Survive, Be Nice”.  The first two are obvious for a fire department, but the 
third, “Be Nice”, plays out in an interesting way.  Fire Chief Alan Brunacini puts 
it this way, “People who are having one of the worst days of their life deserve to 
be treated with kindness, patience, and respect”.  In Phoenix this means when the 
department responds to a motor vehicle crash and the motorist is taken to the 
hospital they do things like take a pet in the car to a vet to be cared for, only give 
the tow truck operator the key to the car and not the entire ring, and bring any 
valuables like computers or cell phones back to the station so they won’t 
disappear from the car.  These acts of kindness get regular media attention and the 
fire department has avoided budget cuts that have hit every other city department.  
Being “nice” is not only nice -- it pays off too! 
 


It’s easy to find drivers and even supervisors complaining that transportation never gets 
any respect in the education system.  It is true that school buses are not the goal of our 
education system, student education is.  When dollars are short, cutting the quality of 
children’s education is the last resort.  Transportation is viewed as the bottom rung of the 
ladder.  From a customer service perspective what does it mean to be the “bottom rung”? 
 
• No one focuses on the bottom rung of a ladder or the first step as they are climbing a 


mountain; their eyes are on the goal at the top. 
• The bottom rung is really the most important rung on a ladder.  America’s front door 


to education is painted yellow. 
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• If the bottom rung wasn’t there, i.e. kids didn’t get to school, it would immediately 
become very important – actually it would be short-term highest priority. 


• In order to have people notice the bottom rung for any reason other than its absence 
or other deficiency, it must excel – it must be the most incredible bottom rung 
imaginable.  It must shake people out of their focus on the top for a moment to marvel 
at that incredible bottom rung. 


• If transportation provides exactly what is required, it won’t be noticed.  It takes the 
extra focus on customer service to impress someone before his or her second cup of 
coffee in the morning. 


 
You will not be able to solve all the problems that are presented to you by students or 
parents.  You must know when to say, “I can’t make that decision or that change, I will 
get that information or have my supervisor call you and talk to you.”  See if you can get a 
few of your supervisor’s business cards to carry with you so they can call and get an 
answer about a concern.  Be sure to brief your supervisor about the situation so he or she 
will be ready when the call comes.   
 
Never compromise your professionalism.  Always emphasize that their child’s safety and 
the safety of all the children on your bus is your top priority.  Be polite, but firm.  For 
your passengers safety and mental comfort never let a non-passenger on the bus or 
engage in an extended heated discussion with a parent while on your route. 


Positive Attitudes 


Attitude is the fundamental ingredient for an individual or an organization’s success.  
Positive attitude is the one thing each driver needs to bring to work each day.  Attitudes 
are not necessarily beliefs, opinions, or values.  Attitudes are an inherent disposition that 
we have towards a situation, an individual, or an idea.  We may have gotten them from 
our parents, our childhood friends, the media, our church, or any other experience of our 
lives.  Drivers in your class have most likely been in their operations long enough to have 
observed some attitudes. 


Class Activity – The most successful driver 


Class Discussion: Identify in your mind the driver in your operation who is most 
successful in his or her job.  Answer these questions: 
 
• Does the driver like her or his job? 
• Does the driver like children? 
• What attitudes does this driver have about his or her job? 
 
Answer the same questions for the least successful driver.   
 
List the attitudes mentioned in each category.  Ask the drivers in the class which one 
attitude they would like to inherit from one of these exemplary drivers. 


Chapter 2   Leading by Example   Page 7 







Characteristics of Attitude 


We do know some things about attitude that makes it easier to talk about them and maybe 
influence them. 
 
1. Attitudes are contagious.  Even a small group of positive drivers can gradually exert 


a powerful influence upon an entire fleet.  One individual who shares an outgrown 
coat with a child or visits a coworker in the hospital can start a movement.  One 
school bus operation in Illinois now packs over 50 Christmas Baskets every year for 
those in need.  It all started with one driver.  Unfortunately the reverse is true also.  
One or a small group of disgruntled drivers can also poison the atmosphere of an 
entire operation. 


 
2. Attitudes are dynamic.  Another characteristic of attitudes is their dynamic nature.  


That is, the “mood” at a workplace has a strong tendency to change over time.  The 
change may be gradual and not noticed at first by those in the middle of it, but to an 
occasional visitor from outside the difference in employee attitudes may be obvious.   


 
Change may be for better or worse.  For instance, most of us have had the experience 
of seeing a single enthusiastic new employee or supervisor improve the emotional 
climate and interpersonal relations among the entire staff within a relatively short 
time.  On the other hand, most of us have also seen situations where a small clique of 
disgruntled drivers almost seems to systematically “recruit” coworkers to its negative 
way of thinking about the job.  Over time, what was once a minor problem with a few 
employees grows into a major personnel (and eventually safety) problem.   
 
Because school bus drivers constantly encounter problems with children, motorists, 
and parents, the potential is always present for driver frustration to evolve into an 
overall negative attitude within a transportation department.   


 
3. Attitudes are irrational.  Another aspect of attitudes is that they are irrational. 


Irrationality trades emotional responses and short-term gratification for the rational 
decision-making.  Individuals can actually make choices that are bad for them on the 
basis of attitudes.   


 
A neighbor can run into a burning building to save a friend when there is no chance 
for survival or employees can violate a company policy even if they know it will 
mean they will lose their job.  Both these acts are irrational, one heroic, and one 
apparently stupid.  Neither makes rational sense.  Drivers can be “their own worst 
enemy.”  These are employees whose mental outlook about the job is so emotionally 
negative that they wind up hurting themselves.  


 
4. Attitudes are cultural.  We’ve seen that employee attitudes tend to be contagious, 


dynamic, and irrational - but employee attitudes don’t exist in a vacuum.  Like 
societies, organizations and sub-groups within the organization have their own 
cultures: the belief systems and values, power structures, and customs and practices 
that make each group unique from all others.  The culture of a transportation 
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department or bus company (along with the culture of the school district they serve) is 
the soil in which driver attitudes, positive or negative, grow.  Other cultures exist as 
sub-cultures within each organization.  These are based on characteristics such as 
gender, rural or urban upbringing, ethnicity, age, education level, church affiliation, 
outside interests including, country music, NASCAR, fishing, quilting, or running. 


 
Knowing characteristics of attitudes and how drivers can differ from each other does not 
mean that all is lost.  It means we each bring a diversity to the workplace just as we do to 
this course which provides a variety of perspectives on each problem, a variety of 
experiences to draw upon, and a variety of resources to help us through the difficult 
times.  


Skills + Attitude = Performance 


How good a driver you are depends more on your attitude toward your job than any other 
factor.  No amount of safety training will turn you into a safe driver unless that’s what 
you are determined to be.  Studies of reckless drivers attending DDC courses have shown 
that these bad drivers are more knowledgeable about safe and legal driving than most safe 
drivers!   
 
If your experiences have taught you that safety pays, then your safety attitude is probably 
positive.  But sometimes our attitude needs a tune-up.  Maybe you’ve been on the job 
long enough that you’ve let your guard down.  Maybe you’re crash-free and have begun 
to think, ‘It can’t happen to me.”  
 
Right now, as the drivers in your class are beginning their professional school bus driving 
careers is a good time to examine their safety attitude.  
 
1. How important is it for me to avoid a school bus crash?   
2. Am I proud of my safety record?   
3. Do I continually work on my safety techniques?   
4. Do I follow safe driving procedures because someone said to, or because I believe in 


safety?   
5. Does my attitude about the job of driving a bus have an impact on my ability to be a 


safe and productive employee? 
6. Does my attitude have an impact on how I treat others? 
 
There are many choices we make in our personal driving and school bus driving which 
are based on attitude. 
 
• Drinking and driving 
• Speeding 
• Seat belt use 
• Railroad crossings 
• Yellow lights 


• Aggressive driving 
• Drowsy driving 
• Complete stops 
• Other examples from your 


experience


Chapter 2   Leading by Example   Page 9 







Team Member Responsibilities 


Each driver is part of a team that extends to include every motorist, parent, taxpayer, 
student, and district or contractor staff member.  Each driver is simultaneously a mentor 
and a mentee, always teaching others, and always learning from others – for good or for 
bad.  We may have skills or experiences which even the most senior drivers can find 
helpful, and they have probably been through most of the difficult situations we are 
experiencing as new drivers.  Each transportation operation is like a family -- that can be 
good or that can be bad.   
 
Each member of the team has specific responsibilities.  Everyone’s successful 
participation is necessary. 


Driver’s Responsibilities 


• Maintain the highest degree of driving safety. 
• Require proper behavior of students. 
• Load and unload students correctly. 
• Learn and practice defensive driving techniques. 
• Obey all applicable state and federal laws, rules, and regulations. 
• Follow district (and contractor) policies and procedures. 


Board of Education’s Responsibilities 


• Provide safe and efficient transportation through district owned or contract 
transportation. 


• Operate approved routes. 
• Hire bus drivers and establish proper work conditions. 
• Purchase necessary approved buses. 
• Provide adequate insurance coverage. 


Chief School Officer’s Responsibilities 


• Approve bus drivers and staff. 
• Approve bus routes. 
• Consult on Transportation policy. 
• Consult on Transportation problems. 
• Enforce School Board Policy. 
• Provide a school bus safety program. 
• Work with the Board to solve transportation problems. 


Building Principal’s Responsibilities 


• Provide students with transportation policy. 
• Take action on behavior problems. 
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• Work with drivers to provide safe on-site loading and unloading. 


Parents’ Responsibilities 


• Have students ready on time. 
• Emphasize correct behavior on bus. 
• Understand and support transportation regulations and policy. 
• Supervise the bus stop and child’s safety to and from stop. 


Student’s Responsibilities 


• Be on time. 
• Load and unload safely. 
• Follow school bus safety rules. 
• Be courteous. 
 
Discussion of these different parties’ responsibilities will surely lead to griping and 
complaining about how it all falls to the driver and nobody else will lift a finger.  Turn 
the discussion around by asking the group to make suggestions about how a specific 
communication problem can be solved. 


Class Activity – Drivers’ Room Soaps 


For this skit, you will need: one “Narrator” (you); three “Drivers” - Sue, John, and Jane 
(selected by you from students in the class); copies of the script for each participant with 
their parts highlighted; eight signs - for instance, hand-printed on poster board -- Sign 
#1 - skit title:  “Did you hear?”  Sign #2:  “All characters in this play are entirely fictional 
and any resemblance to people in this room living or dead is entirely coincidental!”  Sign 
#3:  “Scene One: At a school bus garage in the next county - 6:30 a.m.”  Sign #4:  “Scene 
Two: Same garage, 4:00 p.m.”  Sign #5:  “The End.”  Sign #6:  “Sue.”  Sign #7:  “John.”  
Sign #8:  “Jane.” 
 
Note:  Do everything possible to keep the skit lighthearted.  Choose “actors/actresses” 
who are “good sports,” respected by their peers, and confident enough to endure a little 
laughter at the expense of the character they are playing.  Because the underlying topic of 
the skit is serious and potentially sensitive -- the destructive role gossip plays in work 
relationships -- be careful to create a light tone to avoid defensiveness in your audience.  
Have your actors/actresses wear signs on their backs with their character’s name.  You 
might provide exaggerated or silly costumes or give the actors funny props to carry.  
Make it clear the play isn’t intended to “point fingers” at any particular person or persons, 
but rather to humorously reflect the traits of generic characters.  To avoid stereotyping or 
the myth that “only women gossip,” make sure your actors/actresses are as mixed a group 
as possible gender- and otherwise. 
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Drivers’ Room Soaps 


 
Opening of play: Narrator introduces the play by announcing “Ladies and Gentlemen, we 
are proud to present the ‘(your own school or bus company name) Players’ in the local 
premiere of their hit play, ‘Did you hear?’” (Narrator holds up the title sign 
simultaneously, and then shifts to sign #2 “All characters in this play are entirely 
fictional...” and then sign #3:  “Scene One - At a school bus garage in the next county -- 
6:30 am.”)  Narrator then leaves the stage as Scene One opens. 
 
Scene One: Driver #1 (Sue - with name sign pinned on her) enters carrying a clipboard 
and a note and sits down at a table on stage.  She begins to look over her route sheet on 
the clipboard, as Driver #2 (John - name sign pinned on him) enters, also carrying a 
clipboard. 
 
Driver #2 (to Driver #1):  “Did you hear about Mary?” 
 
Driver #1:  “I heard she was sick.” 
 
Driver #2:  “Sick?  She’s not sick.  She just gets away with taking time off, that’s all.” 
 
Driver #1:  “Well, I don’t know about that.  Hey John, the new bus is in.  Did you see it?  
It’s nice.  I wonder who’ll get it?” 
 
Driver #2:  “Who do you think’ll get it, Sue?  Mary will -- who else???” 
 
Driver #1:  “Well, she is driving the oldest bus in the fleet, isn’t she?” 
 
Driver #2:  “I don’t know why everyone sticks up for her.  Want to hear what else I 
heard?” 
 
Driver #1:  “No, that’s OK.” 
 
Driver #2:  “I know for a fact she’s having an affair with you-know-who in the garage.” 
 
Driver #1:  “Well, that’s none of my business.” 
 
Driver #2:  “Oh yeah?  Let me ask you something, Sue.  Do you think it’s your business 
that you’re doing part of Mary’s route now?” 
 
Driver #1:  “What do you mean?” 
 
Driver #2:  “I know what that note in your hand says.  Dispatch put that new Jones kid on 
your route, right?” 
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Driver #1:  “Uh, right...  How’d you know that?” 
 
Driver #2:  “That kid ought to go on Mary’s route.  Every year she gets the easiest route 
in the district anyway, and then they take half her kids off it.” 
 
Driver #1 (trying to get away):  “Listen, I’ve got to go or I’ll be late.” 
 
Driver #2 (to Driver #1’s back, following her out as she exits):  “I’ll tell you who’s late 
almost every day -- Mary!” 
 
After stage is clear, narrator reenters holding up sign #3, “Scene Two: Same garage, 4:00 
p.m.” 
 
Scene Two: Driver #2 (John) is sitting at the table, reading “National Enquirer.”  Driver 
#3 (Jane -- name sign pinned on her) enters, carrying her clipboard and a get-well card 
with a couple of dollar bills stuck inside it. 
 
Driver #3:  “John, would you like to chip in a dollar for Mary?  The Sunshine Club’s 
taking up a collection for her.  She didn’t just have the flu, she had walking pneumonia 
and now she’s in the hospital.  It’s really too bad.” 
 
Driver #2:  “She didn’t contribute to me when I was sick last year.” 
 
Driver #3:  “I don’t remember you being sick last year, John.” 
 
Driver #2:  “Listen to this, Jane -- did you hear who’s getting the new bus?” 
 
Driver #3:  “Oh, I don’t care who gets it, they’ve always been pretty fair about that 
around here.  Do you want to chip in a dollar or not?” 
 
Driver #2:  “What would you think if I told you Sue’s going to get the new bus?” 
 
Driver #3 walks out of the room, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. 
 
Narrator reenters holding “The End” sign, and then the entire cast reenters for bows and 
applause. 
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Lead a brief discussion of the play, asking audience “What did you get out of the skit?”  


Improving attitude in your operation  


Discuss these tips which build on the message of the skit, personalizing them by using 
local examples and asking the students to supply experiences whenever possible. 
 
1. Control rumors and refuse gossip.  Remind your audience of the truth of these old 


sayings:  “Evil wins when good people are silent.”  “The person who will speak ill of 
another person to you, will speak ill of you to another person.”  Discuss ways gossip 
can poison human relationships and how everyone has a responsibility to refuse to 
listen.  Discuss “rumor control” methods such as “going straight to the source” when 
a rumor floats to the surface, for instance asking a supervisor to confirm or disprove a 
rumor before it gets out of hand. 


 
2. Understand and respect the diversity of our work force.  Words do hurt people 


(including “innocent” ethnic, racial, or sexist jokes).  Stick up for each other!  Don’t 
allow the belligerent few who refuse to grow up to dominate your workplace 
environment.  Appeal to the best in every employee to refuse to “go along” with mean 
and hateful humor or comments.   
 


3. Courtesy.  It makes a difference!  Including on the radio.  Remember not only your 
fellow employees are listening, so is the public.  Remind your audience of the lethal 
impact of sarcasm on communication.  Discuss “the most beautiful words in the 
English language:”  “Please” and “Thank You.”  Sometimes adults complain about 
kids’ lack of courtesy, but adults can be just as bad. 
 


4. Appreciate what we do for each other.  Don’t take each other for granted.  Each 
employee in this operation fulfills an extremely important role.  Many do extra favors 
for the rest of us all the time -- picking up children on another driver’s route when 
that driver is delayed, helping with the pre-check, bringing in home-baked items for 
everyone to share, offering to help out when a coworker's having a family problem, 
organizing social events and activities.  Do we remember to say thanks?  Remind 
drivers and attendants and staff that the job of pupil transportation isn’t easy -- we 
need each other. 
 


5. Take personal responsibility for improving our working environment.  What 
would the “perfect” drivers’ room look and feel like?  How can we make it real?  
Does it help the situation to “give up” and turn our backs on our coworkers?  
 


6. Forgive each other.  “Let bygones be bygones.”  Why go on trying to “get even” or 
“get revenge?”  No one’s perfect.  If a coworker wronged you, why not forget it?  
Maybe they’ve changed.  Maybe you’ve changed.  Maybe you’d be happier and the 
workplace would be happier if you just let it go.  Remember the old Native American 
saying that “I can’t understand another man until I’ve walked two moons in his 
moccasins.”  Think for a minute about the individual who wronged you in the past -- 
could it have been true that they were undergoing some powerful challenges in their 
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own life at the time?  Maybe they had a sick parent or child, were encountering health 
or financial or marital difficulties...how could positive instead of only negative 
responses from you “lighten their load”? 
 


7. Remember our overriding common goal: student passenger safety.  
Remembering our common goal helps us rise above pettiness and personality 
conflicts.  Every member of the staff deserves respect for their dedication to this goal, 
regardless of our personal likes or dislikes of their personality or habits. 


 
Prepare small pieces of paper (1/8 of a sheet).  Ask drivers to reflect on the skit and the 
“seven tips” and make a commitment to take one step to improve attitudes in their 
operation.  Have them write the idea down on the small piece of paper and put it in their 
wallet.  At the second or third class ask them to take out the paper and reflect on their 
success.  Do this again at the last class session if there are additional sessions. 
 
Confidentiality -- This chapter has stressed the importance of knowing and caring for 
students, their families, and coworkers.  There is a fine line to walk between caring and 
“spilling the beans”.  Information used in the context of the job or the context or a 
working relationship with a colleague is appropriate.  But if information is shared in 
public settings or with people who do not have a “need to know”, the driver and the 
school district or contractor could be exposed to tremendous liability.  This issue arises 
most often in regard to special needs students and will be discussed in context of the 
Family Rights Privacy Act in the Transporting Students with Disabilities Chapter. 


Professional Growth 


Although there have always been many excellent school bus drivers who were totally 
dedicated to children's safety, being a school bus driver was once considered a part-time 
job that anyone could do.  Today, it is recognized that being a school bus driver involves 
a high level of responsibility and continuous training -- in other words, a New York State 
school bus driver is a professional. 
 
In recognition of the exceptional safety record established by school bus drivers, 
attendants, mechanics, dispatchers, trainers, instructors, and supervisors, New York State 
Transportation Personnel Appreciation Week is the 2nd week of May each year. 
 
This course, or the next course, or the course after that will not give your drivers all they 
need to know to do their job.  The job description of a school bus driver is a constantly 
moving target.  Today it includes tasks such as: 
 
• Handling the bus 
• Student management 
• Understanding special needs students 
• First aid and emergency response 
• Safety instruction 
• Reporter of child abuse, sexual harassment, drug abuse, etc. 
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• Expand the list from your own experience 
 


School bus drivers who want to continue to stay ahead of the demands of the job need to 
be lifelong learners.  “What can I learn this year which will make me a better driver?”  
Encourage drivers to sit down at the end of each year and do a self-evaluation.   


 
1. What went well during this school year? 
2. What made me feel out of control? 
3. What new trend or responsibility seems to be on the horizon? 
4. What growth or educational goals do I want to set for next year? 
5. How will I accomplish these goals? 


Class Activity – Design a classroom safety program 


A hypothetical goal could be to do a classroom safety program for the children in the 
district.  Let the drivers develop a step-by-step plan to implement such a program.  Use 
these suggestions if they get bogged down.  
 
• Find out if others might want to work with you on this project. 
• Seek supervisor’s permission. 
• Talk with building principal(s). 
• Identify training through school, BOCES, scouting, or elsewhere on working with 


children. 
• Establish a budget. 
• Seek community sponsors if funding is not available in-house for printing, props, 


give-away items, etc. 
• Design program. 
• Schedule presentation. 
• Evaluate and review success.   
• Broaden the base of involvement and keep the program fresh for continued success. 
 
Drivers who constantly challenge themselves to improve will experience success and 
satisfaction.  They will be positive role models, respected by students and adults alike.  
Their stress level will be manageable; they will have enough energy left after work to 
have a rewarding personal life.  Each driver can be that driver. 
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Conclusion 
The goal of this chapter has been to paint a picture in the driver’s minds of what it means 
to be a professional school bus driver.  The activities provided each present a different 
strategy to evaluate if that picture now is painted in the drivers’ minds.  Choose 
discussion questions that seem to focus on areas which you want to place final stress on 
for this chapter. 


Class Activity – Understanding Leadership 


1. What I expected from a chapter on school bus drivers as leaders was?  What I got 
was? 


 
2. Have the drivers write 25-40 words to describe a driver that is not motivated, 25-40 


words to describe a driver that is motivated, and 25-40 words to describe themselves. 
 
3. Have the drivers describe the driver that encompasses the knowledge and skills we 


have discussed in this chapter.  Now instruct the drivers to get comfortable in their 
seat and close their eyes -- imagine they are riding that driver’s bus.  Have them 
imagine how it would look and feel as that driver began and continued through her or 
his day.  The instructor can describe the driver arriving for work and leaving the 
garage and then pose some scenarios as the drivers are visualizing riding the bus.  


 
• Motorist runs a red light. 
• Special needs child wets his pants. 
• Kindergartner brings dandelions to driver. 
• Driver sees a minor accident. 
• Student who just made all-state gets on bus. 
• Student opens emergency window. 
• Student has large science project at bus stop. 
• Parent apologizes to driver for not being home yesterday to meet pre-school child. 
• Add scenarios from your experience.   
 
As the bus gets to school and after the children have gotten off ask the drivers to open 
their eyes when they are ready.  Let the drivers report verbally what they see and 
experience riding this bus in their minds.  
 
Challenge them to become the driver of that bus.  
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Chapter 3 -- Laws and Liability 


Overview 
This chapter is designed to provide an overview of the agencies that regulate school 
transportation in New York State.  The New York State Education Department (SED), 
the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV), the New York Department of 
Transportation (DOT)), and the Federal DOT (USDOT) will be reviewed.  In addition, 
the role of policies and procedures established both at the state and local level will be 
examined.  Setting the stage for a discussion of legal mandates, a brief description of 
liability and school bus drivers’ exposure to liability will be provided. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Be able to explain how they can avoid personal liability and protect their employer in 


their job as a bus driver. 
2. Understand their responsibility to have a basic understanding of SED, DMV, DOT, 


and Federal DOT regulatory authority. 
3. Be able to identify information sources for regulatory information. 
4. Understand the similarities and differences between laws, regulations, or training 


procedures and local policies or procedures. 


Instructional Strategy 


Pre Class Activity -- District and Company Policy 


Ask drivers to bring a copy of their district or company driver handbook and a copy of 
their district transportation policy or the policy of one of the districts that they serve. 
 
Drivers should have already received a lot of information on laws and regulations as they 
prepared for their CDL and during their pre-service instruction.  This chapter does not 
attempt to provide a list of laws or regulations for memorization.  Rather, it is hoped that 
drivers will grasp the interaction of the agencies and how these agencies impact their 
work and the operation they work for.  It is recommended that students have available 
copies of Laws and Regulations for School Bus Drivers and Attendants. 
 
Games and contests are fun ways to make a dry and tedious topic more interesting.  
Develop a game board, a Jeopardy- or Family Feud-style game, or flash cards to keep 
them interested and get across the basic points you want the drivers to understand. 
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Drivers are always interested in liability.  The question always comes, “Can I get sued?”  
Small group activities and role-plays will be used.  Choose those activities which you 
believe will be most successful for your drivers.  Courtroom role-play could be set up for 
the following class if drivers wanted to plot their strategy. 
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Chapter Content 


School Bus Driver Liability  


Those involved in pupil transportation are critically judged both by the legal courts and in 
the court of public opinion.  This high expectation exists because school bus drivers are 
entrusted with the safety of children, and they are often held to a high legal standard in 
court.  It is also a function of our success as an industry.  Children are regularly killed on 
bicycles, by drunk drivers, with handguns, and in drug violence.  While there is initial 
shock to these events, societal outrage quickly dies down. The repercussions from a 
school bus accident can reverberate for years.  Protecting children is the most important 
goal of a school bus driver, but protecting your employer and yourself from unreasonable 
lawsuits is also important in today's world. 
 
Liability is a legal concept used to identify responsibility for the outcome of a certain 
situation.  Liability is determined in civil suits to collect a financial settlement in return 
for physical, financial, or mental loss or injury.  In most cases three conditions must 
occur for driver liability to exist after an accident:   
 
• An injury must have occurred. 
• It must be able to be proven that your actions caused the injury. 
• It must be able to be proven that you were aware of the potential risk to the party 


before the injury occurred.  This condition is sometimes referred to as "willful 
indifference to safety" or "gross negligence."  Juries may use the "reasonable person" 
standard to judge a driver's actions after an accident -- what would a reasonable 
person have done in similar circumstances? 


 
If an injury or fatality occurs in a school bus accident, and it can be shown that the bus 
driver made one of the following mistakes, a judgment of "gross negligence" or even 
personal civil liability could result. 


 
1. The school bus driver clearly broke a law, regulation, or failed to follow a written 


training procedure.  Examples include: 
 
• Bus driver use of alcohol or drugs. 
• Bus driver ticketed for moving violation. 
• Bus driver failed to post-check the bus. 
• Bus driver failed to follow written loading or unloading procedures in the Basic 


Course Manual. 
 
2. The school bus driver failed to follow established district or company policy. 


Examples include: 
 
• Driver was off approved route. 
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• Driver was making a pickup or drop-off at an unauthorized bus stop. 
 
3. The school bus driver violated "custodial responsibility" ("in loco parentis," meaning 


"in the place of the parents").  Examples include: 
 
• Bus driver forced child off bus in spite of child's protests that he or she should get off 


someplace else that day. 
• Bus driver refused to transport child or suspended a child without approval. 
 
4. The school bus driver exhibited "willful or wanton disregard" for the child's safety.  


Examples include:   
 
• Bus driver failed to report sexual harassment. 
• Bus driver moved bus while child was visible near the bus. 
• Bus driver failed to heed warnings from students or others nearby that a child was at 


risk of injury. 
 
In general, school bus drivers expose themselves to personal liability when their actions 
are not approved or directed by their supervisors.  If they are following the operation 
policy and procedures the liability rests with their employer.  The school bus driver may 
still be sued, but the employer should provide legal defense.  For instance, if a crash 
occurred on a school bus route that was determined to be hazardous, the employer would 
be liable.  If the driver deviated from the established route and the unauthorized route was 
determined to be hazardous, the liability could rest squarely on the driver. 
 
Drivers must learn that when all else fails, they must protect themselves through 
documentation.  If unsafe or illegal practices are not addressed that drivers have reported, 
the drivers should put their concerns in writing to the supervisor to emphasize their high 
level of concern and to protect the drivers if legal action results.  The drivers should keep 
a copy of the letter. 


Class Activity – Identifying liability 


Make copies of newspaper articles providing a different accident for every five class 
members.  Be sure to include different types of school bus accidents.  If you can’t find 
the right articles, write hypothetical descriptions.  Divide the class into groups of five or 
less and give each group an accident to discuss and determine liability.  Give the group 
five to ten minutes, wait for the discussion to die down or wander and then bring them 
back together.  Have one member of each group provide a brief summary of the accident 
for the class and have another member describe the driver’s or operation’s liability.  Have 
the entire class briefly review their decisions. 
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Understanding Laws, Regulations, and Training Procedures 


Governmental oversight of school transportation has been built in a haphazard fashion as 
state or federal legislation has been enacted in response to perceived needs.  Very often, 
laws are the direct result of some tragedy.   
 
The Congers, NY train/school bus accident was such an incident.  The National 
Transportation Safety Board of the federal government investigated the crash and 
identified the need for additional school bus driver training in their report.  Requirements 
for driver training and the development of Article 19-A for monitoring school bus driver 
driving records, skills, and physical requirements were the direct result of that crash.  
Similarly, a series of school bus driver DWI’s, particularly in the Albany area where 
legislators spend a lot of time, and increased school bus related student fatalities during 
the 1995-96 school year, prompted a higher priority on school transportation safety issues 
in 1996 than had existed for many years.  The 1997-98 school year brought greatly 
increased funding for safety programs. 
 
In New York State, a law begins as a bill, which then must be passed by both houses of 
the state legislature and signed by the governor to go into effect. Bills can result in 
changes in current laws or the establishment of new laws. 
 
Examples of laws that affect school bus drivers are the Department of Motor Vehicles' 
Vehicle and Traffic Laws. 
 
A regulation is created by a state agency to implement a law.  
An example of a regulation that effects school bus drivers is the Department of 
Transportation's Hours of Labor Regulations. 
 
A training procedure or guideline is written by a state agency to clarify what employees 
under its jurisdiction should do to carry out their responsibilities.  An example of training 
procedures that affect school bus drivers are the safety procedures covered in this course  
-- the State Education Department's Basic Course of Instruction for School Bus Drivers.  
A regulation or a written training procedure can have "the force of law" -- that is, failure 
to follow a regulation or training procedure can be held against a bus driver in court. 
 
Federal laws also effect New York State school bus drivers and operators. 
An example of a federal law that effects school bus drivers is the Federal Department of 
Transportation's Drug and Alcohol Testing law. 
 
School bus drivers are responsible to be aware of all applicable school bus safety laws, 
regulations, and training procedures.  DOT and SED actually specifically state this in 
their regulations.  The old saying, “Ignorance of the law is no excuse,” certainly is true 
for those involved in pupil transportation. 
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The “Big Three” in New York State 


School transportation operations, and school bus drivers in particular, are governed 
primarily by the “Big Three” state agencies, SED, DMV, and DOT.  Some of the laws, 
rules, and regulations of these agencies focus on non-driver aspects of the transportation 
operation, but many have direct impact on school bus drivers.  This section will look at 
the relevant areas of regulation for school bus drivers.  
 
One interesting aspect of all three agencies is that there is an agency/local operation 
partnership used to implement the requirements of each department.  SED uses non-
employee instructors, MIs and SBDIs, to provide its required training.  DMV uses non-
employee 19-A Certified Examiners to implement its requirements.  DOT’s requirement 
for regularly scheduled inspections is implemented by local operation mechanics.  These 
partnerships are built on the shared commitment to safe transportation.   
 
Another interesting fact about the three agencies is that their regulations overlap, 
intertwine, and sometimes conflict.  For instance: 
 
• DOT, DMV, and SED all regulate standees. 
• SED references the 19-A Medical Exam in its regulations, but requires it annually 


instead of biennially, as required by DMV. 
• DMV references the SED Physical Performance Test requirements in its regulations 
• SED requires drivers to be familiar with all laws, rules, and regulations governing 


pupil transportation. 
• SED regulations require a special speed restriction for school buses, but speed limit is 


regulated through law enforcement and Vehicle and Traffic Law. 
• SED requires seat belts in school buses, but DOT establishes standards for seat belts 


and inspects the belts. 
• Vehicle passenger capacity is calculated differently for DMV licenses and DOT 


construction standards. 
 
This chapter will not make school bus drivers experts on these regulations.  Drivers will 
learn the important requirements that apply to them in order to safely and legally operate 
their school bus.  


Class Activity – Laws & Regs Quizzer 


Use the “Quizzer” in “Laws and Regs” as a pre-test for this chapter.  Give drivers a few 
minutes to complete and then go over answers as a group. 


New York State Education Department 


The primary source for SED’s laws, regulations, and training procedures include: 
 
• Section 156, particularly 156.3, of the Commissioner’s Regulations 
• PT 900,901 that outline procedures for the Physical Performance Test 
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• Training manuals for this course and the Pre-service Course 
 
The Board of Regents determines policy and implements regulations as necessary to 
carry out these policies. The Commissioner of Education is the person responsible for the 
administration of the State Education Department and recommends and oversees the 
regulations and policies established by the Board of Regents. The regulation that impacts 
school bus drivers directly is Commissioner of Education Regulation 8 NYCRR 156.3. 
 
The Department responsible for school transportation related issues unit is part of 
Educational Management Services and is titled "Pupil Transportation Services.” 
 
Primary areas mandated by the State Education Department include School Bus Driver 
Safety Training, Driver Qualifications -- physical, moral, operational responsibilities and 
Student Training.  SED does not have staff representatives functioning in the field to 
oversee their requirements, but has trained a cadre of Master Instructors that implement 
SED training regulations in the field by training SBDI’s who are subsequently approved 
by SED and provide direct or supervised instruction to school bus drivers. 


Training Requirements – 156.3(d)    


Pre-service:  Two hours of pre-service instruction before transporting students.  An 
additional hour is required for those transporting students with disabilities exclusively.  
Many districts require three hours for all drivers. 
Basic Course during first year of driving. 
Two-hour driver refresher sessions twice a year, first between July 1st and the first day of 
school and the second between December 1st and January 31st.  Content shall be school 
bus safety related, not discussions of administrative procedures, union business, route 
bidding, or any other non-safety training issues. 


Student Management – 156.3(f) 


• Drivers are responsible for reasonable behavior of students 
• Students may not put their heads or arms out the window 
• Students may not leave bus while in motion 


Student Safety Drills – 156.3 (h) and (i) 


• Three annual bus safety drills - Instruction of students within five days after the start 
of school, during November or December, and during March or April.  Instruction 
shall include bus safety, bus emergency procedures, and the proper use of seat belts 


Driving Rules – 156.3 (f) and (g) 


• Fuel tank shall not be filled while pupils are in the bus. 
• School buses must stop at RR crossing and at unregulated intersections with state 


highways. 
• Drivers shall not leave school bus when children are inside. 
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• The maximum speed limit for school buses while transporting students is 55 mph or 
the posted speed limit, whichever is lower. 


• Drivers may not smoke, eat, drink, or do anything to distract their attention while 
driving. 


• Drivers cannot be held liable for the injury of a student because the student was not 
wearing a seat belt. (Education Law 3813) 


• Standees are limited to 20% of capacity and may not travel more than ten miles as 
standees. (156.2 (b)) 


School bus driver qualifications – 156.3(c) and (d) 


• Each school bus driver shall have the appropriate license. 
• Drivers must provide three references as to good moral character and reliability. 
• Drivers must be at least 21 years old. 
• Drivers shall have the physical and mental ability to safely operate a school bus. 
• Each driver shall receive an annual medical exam and a biennial physical 


performance test. (Your Physical Self, Chapter 13) 


The New York State Department of Motor Vehicles  


DMV has three main areas of school bus related regulation. They are: 
 
1. Determining qualifications and setting standards for school bus drivers 


(Article 19-A). 
2. Rules of the road - for all motorists (Vehicle and Traffic Law). 
3. Special laws/regulations of the road -- for school buses. 
 
DMV is responsible for the development and administration of rules and regulations for 
the proper operation of motor vehicles and licensing of drivers on our state's highways. In 
addition it also develops laws and regulations specific to school bus operation. 
 
One of the sections of the department with a specific focus on bus drivers is the Bus 
Driver Certification Unit. This unit is responsible for monitoring driver, company and/or 
district compliance to the requirements of Article 19-A.  This unit:  
 
• Tracks the driving, accident, and criminal records of all school bus drivers 24 hours a 


day.   
• Processes fingerprints, checking new drivers for driving and criminal records. 
• Monitors transportation operations for their compliance with all reporting 


requirements. 
 
The Department of Motor Vehicles also is responsible for the field auditing of district and 
company 19-A driver records. This usually is conducted by the local district office and 
may be done once a year or at least once every three years.  
 
The way school bus drivers will most likely interact with the DMV, other than originally 
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getting their CDL is through the work of 19-A Certified Examiners.  These individuals 
are often employees right in the local operation who have been approved by DMV to 
implement or oversee certain aspects of the 19-A Regulations: 
 
• Annual Defensive Driving Review 
• Bus driver medical examination (required biennially by 19-A, but increased to 


annually by SED requirement) 
• Biennial Behind the Wheel Road Test 
• Biennial Written Test 


Class Activity – DMV Forms 


Distribute copies of the forms for DMV new driver and ongoing 19-A.  Make sure 
students are clear about the requirements and record keeping at each step. 
 
School bus drivers are required to follow Vehicle and Traffic Laws just like all other 
motorists.  There are specific laws that govern only school bus drivers because of the 
special nature of their driving task. 


Special School Bus Operating Rules 


• School buses may not turn right on red with students on board. 
• School buses must stop for all railroad crossings.  (Chapter 7, Driving the Bus, 


discusses exemptions ) 
• School buses must operate with their headlights on whenever students are on board. 
• School bus drivers are required to wear a seat belt at all times. 
• School bus drivers are required to use the eight light warning system whenever 


loading or unloading students. (Chapter 8, Bus Stop Safety) 
• Standees only allowed for ten miles. 
• Reflectors must be set out whenever the bus is stopped along the roadway.  They 


must be set out within ten minutes. 
• School bus drivers must never drive if they are unable to do so safely because they 


are ill or fatigued. 
• Employers cannot retaliate against employees for objecting or refusing to drive a bus 


that they believe is not safe to drive. 


School Bus Driver Reporting, Disqualification, and Re-testing  


• School bus accidents must be reported on the MV104-F form whenever the following 
conditions exist (Chapter 5):   
° There are passengers on board or in the loading or unloading process, and 
° There are injuries to any party or $1,000 property damage to any one party. 


• Qualifying accidents with no students on board should be reported on a MV-104. 
• School bus drivers must report all accidents they are involved in anytime in any 


vehicle.  Failure to report will result in a five-day suspension. 
• A school bus driver is disqualified if they accumulate over 9 points on his or her 
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driving record for acts occurring during an 18-month period. 
• Three accidents meeting DMV criteria as reportable and chargeable can lead to a 


reexamination. 
• Two additional accidents can result in disqualification for a one-year period. Passing 


a reexamination after completing a DMV approved accident prevention course can 
allow a driver to be re-qualified. All accidents, even with personal vehicles, are 
considered in determining disqualification. 


• Drivers are required to report the loss of their license for any reason to their employer 
by the end of the business day following their notice of the suspension.  Failure to 
notify can result in suspension. 


• A driver who is convicted of a traffic infraction in any jurisdiction shall notify his or 
her employer within five working days from the date of conviction.  Failure to report 
can result in suspension. 


The New York State Department of Transportation  


DOT is responsible for three major areas of pupil transportation responsibility. They are: 
 
1. Vehicle and emergency equipment specification, maintenance, and inspection. 
2. Rules for passengers and cargo on school buses.  
3. Driver hours of operation and log book. 
 
School bus drivers are most likely to become aware of DOT because their regular bus has 
been pulled for inspection or they see a DOT inspector in the garage. 


Inspections and Specifications 


While some equipment is required through DMV laws (such as lighting or color), DOT 
develops construction specifications for all aspects of school bus construction. DOT 
construction standards generally do not involve the bus driver.  These standards guide the 
construction of the bus.  The bus driver’s responsibility during pre-trip and post-trip is to 
determine if the bus is in proper working order, not to determine if the spacing between 
seats is accurate.   
 
The one DOT standard that bus drivers must be knowledgeable about is the mirror 
standard.  This standard does not identify the size or location of the mirrors; rather it 
identifies what the mirrors must be able to see.  This adjustment is the responsibility of 
the bus driver, and is covered fully in Chapter 9, “Knowing Your Bus”. 
 
DOT operates through regional offices and teams of inspectors that work out of each 
region. DOT’s school bus inspection is one of the toughest, most rigorous inspections in 
the country.  If the bus does not pass inspection standards it will be withheld from service 
until those standards are met. The data from all inspections is entered into a database so 
that all operations can track the success rate of their buses against industry averages. 
 
Vehicle inspection is a three-part process: 
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• School bus drivers fill out their daily report identifying vehicle condition. The report 
must be examined and noted defects corrected before the bus is returned to service. 


• Mechanics provide a regularly scheduled preventive maintenance inspection to all 
school buses. 


• DOT inspectors inspect vehicles before they are put in service, every six months 
thereafter, and after any qualifying accident or mechanical failure.  Inspectors may 
require more frequent inspections for older vehicles or when there is evidence of 
improper maintenance. 


School Bus Passengers  


DOT regulations require that "Drivers shall be familiar with DOT’s safety rules and 
regulations governing motor carriers of passengers."  Drivers must be aware of these 
regulations and how they apply in driving. 
 
DOT regulations have some very specific requirements for interaction of the driver with 
passengers and passenger behavior. 
 
• In a school bus with a seating capacity of 22 or less, standees are not allowed 
• While driving a bus, no driver shall engage in any unnecessary conversation or other 


activities tending to distract his attention from the operation of such vehicle. 
• Passengers shall not be permitted to stand forward of the marking...while the bus is in 


motion. 
• Passengers shall not be permitted to stand in neither the step well, nor any locations 


so as to obstruct the driver's vision to the front and sides while a bus is in motion. 


Interior of Bus and Cargo 


• No item may be carried on the bus unless it can fit in the lap of the student.  Baggage 
may be carried in a bus seat if a net or other device secures it so that it cannot fall into 
the aisle.  


• The main aisle and the aisle(s) to door(s) shall be unobstructed. 
• The emergency door(s) shall be maintained in a free operating condition and both the 


door(s) and the passageway thereto shall be unobstructed. 
• The passenger section shall be kept in a clean sanitary condition. 
• Combustible materials are not to be carried in the passenger compartment. 
• All doors shall be securely closed and the driver's view of the entrance doors shall be 


unobstructed while a bus is in motion. 


Hours of Labor 


A final area of DOT responsibility is in the area of hours of operation for drivers. These 
regulations are not fully understood in many school bus operations.  The driver must 
understand that they are personally responsible to meet these standards, just as much as 
an over-the-road trucker is for maintaining his or her own logbook.   
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Maximum driving time for commercial drivers is 10 hours following 8 consecutive hours 
off duty and maximum on duty time is 15 hours following 8 consecutive hours off duty.  
On duty time includes all other work the driver would do for his or her employer in 
addition to driving such as: 
 
• Time at work before the driver leaves the garage. 
• Pre-trip and post-trip inspections. 
• Time spent reporting an accident. 
• Attending to a disabled vehicle. 
• Time spent on a field trip keeping an eye on the bus. 
• Any time spent working for another motor carrier. 
 
Total on duty hours may not exceed 60 hours in 7 consecutive days or 70 hours in 8 
consecutive days when the employer does not operate seven days a week.  Two 
exemptions reduce the bookkeeping for many school bus drivers and these exemptions 
often cause drivers not to think about hours of labor requirements at all. 
 
• School bus drivers are not required to consider outside non-driving employment as on 


duty time as all other commercial drivers must. 
• All drivers operating only within 100 air miles radius of their garage are not required 


to keep a logbook. 
 
Daily operation of school bus drivers is generally not impacted by hours of labor 
regulation.  As long as the employer has a record of hours worked on time sheets or 
driver daily reports, little more is necessary.  Field trips are the one activity that can put 
drivers in jeopardy.  This can happen three ways: 
 
• A late field trip return could mean that a driver would not have 8 hours off duty 


before a regularly scheduled morning run.  Solution – driver needs to choose between 
the field trip and regular morning run. 


• An extended field trip could mean that a driver would be on duty for more than 15 
hours.  Solutions –  
° Driver not drive regular daytime runs,  
° A second driver arrives early to the destination and gets the required rest before 


driving the return trip,  
° Driver is relieved of all responsibility for supervising the bus while the activity is 


taking place.  These hours do not have to count as on duty hours, even if the 
driver is being paid. 


• A field trip or a daily route goes further than 100 air miles from the garage.  Solution 
– driver needs to take a logbook which identifies her or his driving and on duty time 
for the previous seven days. 


 
Two final considerations for unusual circumstances are a part of the hours of labor 
regulations for school bus drivers.   
 
• When an unexpected emergency prolongs a trip that would otherwise have been 
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completed within the regulations, the driver may continue the trip even if hours of 
labor requirements cannot be met.  


• A driver who is fatigued or ill may not be required to drive except in the case of a 
grave emergency or beyond a point where the safety of the vehicle and passengers is 
assured. 


Federal Requirements 


The federal government became involved in setting standards for licensing commercial 
drivers in the late 1980’s when the Commercial Driver’s License system was developed.  
Previously each state set their own standards for commercial drivers and some states did 
not even require a road test for an individual to become a school bus driver.  In New 
York State the changes were not as noticeable because a strong licensing program was 
already in place, but standards for testing were increased.  The same legislation that 
implemented the CDL also established a timeline for drug and alcohol testing for all 
commercial drivers. 
 
School bus drivers in this course have already been through the licensing process and 
begun their participation in the drug-testing program.  The drug testing requirements are 
covered in detail in Chapter 13. 


Local Policies and Procedures 


State and federal regulations are established to create minimum guidelines that all drivers 
and transportation operations are required to meet.  The establishment of these standards 
in all but a few instances does not prevent districts or contractors from establishing higher 
standards.  Frequent examples of such higher standards include: 
 
• Requiring biennial 19-A requirements annually. 
• Holding monthly safety meetings instead of refreshers only twice a year. 
• Require all drivers to hold a CDL B even if they only drive smaller buses. 
• Not allowing standees at any time on buses. 
• Immediate dismissal of a driver with a positive drug test. 
 
While operations voluntarily choose this higher standard, once the standard is established 
in policy and implemented, the driver must comply with the higher standard. 


Class Activity – Local Policies 


Have drivers review the local policies and driver handbooks that they have brought to 
class.  Have them identify areas where local guidelines exceed the law as listed above and 
areas where local guidelines identify non-law issues drivers must follow such as: 
 
• How long do drivers wait at stop? 
• How do drivers find out school is cancelled? 
• How do you call in sick? 
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• Who checks children after a “non-injury” collision? 
• Where do you turn in daily reports? 
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Conclusion 
Close this chapter by reassuring drivers that a basic understanding of the laws and 
regulations governing school transportation, combined with common sense, will assure 
their success and protect them from liability.  Cutting corners is the quickest way to get in 
trouble.  If they have questions or concerns, they should always take the time to look it up 
or ask their supervisor.  The following activities are challenging opportunities to evaluate 
the drivers’ grasp of the concepts covered in this chapter.  


Class Activity – Finding Information 


Finding Information -- Drivers can’t stuff their heads with the regulations of all the 
supervisory agencies during this chapter, or in fact a week of instruction.  It is important 
however that they understand where this information is available.  The instructor should 
have available two current copies of; Vehicle and Traffic Law (available at most DMV 
offices for $1.50), Article 19-A regulations, DOT regulations for school transportation 
(currently section 720-723), SED regulations part 156.3, and the federal CDL and drug-
testing requirements (available from J.J. Keller or PTSI).  There should be copies of 
PTSI’s Laws and Regulations for School Bus Drivers and Attendants for each student. 
 
Do not make any of the resources available yet.  Divide the class in half (make sure the 
talent seems to be split evenly) and give both teams 5 minutes to come up with five, and 
two alternates, of what they consider to be unanswered questions to stump the experts on 
the other team.  You will be the judge, if one or two of the questions are inappropriate, 
throw them out and use the alternate question(s). 
 
Give each team ten minutes to research the questions and provide definitive answers to 
the other team.  If you are unsure of the answers – don’t guess.  Tell the class you will 
research the topic and get back to them with an answer at the next class.  You might want 
to print up law school diplomas to present to the members of the wining team. 
 


Class Activity – A day in court 


Our country is fixated on lawsuits.  This activity allows students to try a case.  The 
instructor will need to establish the complexity of the cast of characters based on how 
many are in the course.  These are the alleged circumstances surrounding the incident:  
 
A student’s drawstring stuck in the bus handrail as he exited the bus.  The driver closed 
the door and proceeded away from the stop, dragging the boy.  The drawstring broke as 
the student tried to pull away from the bus.  He fell alongside the bus and the wheels of 
the bus ran over his legs.  The boy had been offered a football scholarship to Syracuse 
University that was then withdrawn because of permanent damage to his legs.  The 
handrail had been retrofitted one year ago to avoid such an incident, but the retrofit kit 
had been incomplete and the district mechanic had substituted a similar bolt for the one 
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missing from the kit.  The bus had passed DOT inspection the week before.  The driver 
had been on the job for four years, is alleged to have received all required training, and 
have been given a copy of PTSI’s Laws and Regulations for School Bus Drivers and 
Attendants.  The supervisor in this operation believed that paper trails increase liability 
so there were no documents identifying training topics, times, instructors, attendance, or 
materials to verify the training. 
 
Possible cast of characters could include: 
 
• Judge – you may want to play this role to maintain order 
• Jury members – three to six members 
• School district lawyer – Trying to blame the student and the manufacturer 
• Student and Mother’s lawyer – Trying to show their harm 
• School bus driver 
• Victim student 
• Student’s mother who has suffered terrible mental anguish.  The tension of her son’s 


extended recovery dissolved her already shaky marriage and she is now living in a 
homeless shelter. 


• Student witness on the bus that said that the driver was calling to a friend on the far 
sidewalk as she pulled away from the stop. 


• School Superintendent 
• Transportation Director 
• Mechanic 
• Bus manufacturer’s representative 
• DOT inspector who inspected bus previous week 
 
Be sure to refer to the section earlier in this chapter defining liability.  Allow each side a 
brief opening statement, the plaintiff’s lawyer (boy and mother) calls witnesses first, 
defense may cross-examine.  Then defense may call any additional witnesses and 
plaintiff cross-examines.  Set a time limit for each witness to keep the time under control.  
Each side makes a closing statement and the jury deliberates – briefly please!  Allow the 
verbal deliberation to be observed by the whole class, but the class may not comment or 
discuss the deliberations as they proceed.  The jury may identify percentages of 
responsibility among the parties if desired.  
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Chapter 4 – Lessons from History 
Overview 
This chapter provides a historical perspective on the safety and dangers of school 
transportation.  Drivers will be provided information to help them sharpen their 
perspective about exactly where school transportation dangers lie both inside and outside 
the bus.   


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Have a brief history of the modern school bus. 
2. Identify the three common characteristics of common fatalities. 
3. Understand dangers inside and outside the bus. 
4. Be aware of current dangers impacting school transportation 


Instructional Strategy 
This chapter relies heavily on the companion document “School Bus Safety is One Bus 
Stop at a Time” (SBSIOBSAAT) which is a part of every Professional Development 
Seminar manual and is provided to new SBDI’s during their training.  The information 
provided in this chapter sets the framework for the safety emphasis of this course and of 
this industry.  Small group activities will focus on discussion of current and historical 
New York State and national crash/accident data. 
 
This chapter can be enhanced by your collection of articles, photos, videos, 
acquaintances, etc.  A few pictures of early school buses or newspaper articles about 
school bus crashes will give reinforcing realism to the discussion.  If you know a retired 
driver who drove in the 40’s or 50’s have the driver come in and tell them (briefly) what 
it was like back then. 
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Chapter Content 


History of the School Bus 


Today's school bus is the safest vehicle on the road.  School bus design and construction 
standards have evolved and greatly improved over many years.  Historical milestones in 
school bus transportation include: 
 
• 1865:  public tax monies were used to provide transportation for school children for 


the first time in the U.S. -- horse-drawn wagons. 
• 1920’s:  the first steel-bodied school bus bodies were built on truck chassis -- but 


there were no standard bus designs, colors, etc. 
• 1939:  the first National Standards for Pupil Transportation conference was organized 


by Frank Cyr of Stamford, NY to standardize school bus design and construction -- 
"school bus yellow" was selected as a uniform color for all school buses in the U.S. 


• 1966:  the Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Act was passed by Congress -- motor vehicle 
safety standards mandating construction and safety features (for all motor vehicles, 
including school buses) became law. 


• 1977:  new federal school bus safety standards went into effect, requiring improved 
joint strength, rollover protection, and fuel system integrity for school buses. 


 
New safety standards are passed every few years requiring further improvements in 
school bus construction, design, and safety features.  Key safety features of today's 
school bus are: 
 
• It is "Built like a tank" -- school bus design and construction standards have created a 


vehicle that survives collisions extremely well.  
° Collisions with small vehicles are survived well. 
° Large vehicles and trains remain serious threats to school bus passenger safety. 


• Compartmentalization - school bus seating (high, padded seat backs) is designed to 
protect children in a collision. 
° But unless students are seated correctly, they may be more likely to be injured in a 


collision. 
° Compartmentalization is not a "passive" safety feature - it requires active 


enforcement of student seating. 
° Most student injuries still occur on board the bus. 
° Non-collision incidents (sharp turns, bumps, and quick stops) cause many student 


injuries. 
• Mirrors have been drastically improved in recent years. 
 
Pupil transportation is the safest form of ground transportation.  Per passenger mile 
traveled, school buses provide the safest form of transportation in the world.  Being a 
New York State school bus driver is something to be proud of. 
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While the safety record is excellent, school bus crashes do happen.  Even though the 
school transportation industry has the lowest fatality rate of any form of transportation, 
the lowest is not good enough.  Each student life lost rips apart a family, a school, and a 
community. 
 
Loading and unloading students is the moment of truth for a school bus driver.  The 
common characteristics of the most common school transportation fatalities are referred 
to as the “Big 3” and include: 
 
• Most student fatalities occur during loading or unloading. 


° By-own-bus fatalities are the most common way children are killed in school bus 
accidents. 


° Passing motorist fatalities are the second most common way children are killed in 
school bus accidents. 


• Youngest children (ages 4-8) are most at risk during loading and unloading. 
° Young children are impulsive and unpredictable. 
° Young children's physical development doesn't allow them to judge spatial 


relationships (such as the distance, direction of travel, or speed of an approaching 
car) accurately. 


° Young children may not have been taught safety rules -- they haven't had years of 
safety training yet. 


° Young children are shorter and easier to lose sight of around a bus. 
• Afternoon runs are most dangerous and account for most loading and unloading 


fatalities. 
° Children are "pent up" from being in school all day. 
° Children may carry loose pieces of paper or other items home, which can easily 


be dropped near the bus when they get off.  Students reaching under the bus are 
run over by bus drivers who have lost them from sight. 


° Motorists may be in a hurry to get home after work. 
° Bus drivers may be tired in the afternoon.  The afternoon hours of 2-4 p.m. are a 


natural low energy time in our daily cycle. 
 
Many activities and traditions take place on an annual basis to stress school bus safety 
issues in New York State. 
 
• National School Bus Safety Week and poster contest 
• NYAPT’s Annual Safety Message for the fall refresher 
• Annual letter to school bus drivers included in SBSIOBSAAT 
• New York State School Transportation Personnel Appreciation Week 
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School Bus Safety Is One Bus Stop At A Time 


All drivers should have their copy of SBSIOBSAAT with them for this chapter.  Use the 
section titled “Diagnostic Analysis of School Bus Accidents” and the corresponding 
Overhead Masters #1-14 in the PDS Manual to lead a detailed discussion of fatality 
trends.  Use newspaper articles or video news coverage of representative school bus 
crashes to provide additional realism.  Do not get into extended discussion of loading and 
unloading procedures, which will be covered in detail in Chapter 8.  Be sure drivers have 
a firm grasp of the “Big 3”, the reversed relationship of injuries and fatalities inside and 
outside the bus, and the Congers crash. 


Class Activity -- SBSIOBSAAT 


Have drivers break into three groups.  Assign a separate task to each group and have the 
groups report back to each other.  Provide groups with newsprint and markers to create 
visuals for their presentations. 
 
1. Look at the page that summarizes national statistics.  Identify national trends in 


loading zone fatalities and make a report to the group.  Provide them with a complete 
copy of the annual Kansas Loading Zone Survey available from the Kansas SED.  
Contact: State Director, Larry Bluthardt  913-296-4567 


2. Examine the annual New York State Accident Summary that reviews the crashes 
from the previous school year.  What changes have happened since the previous year?  
What are the issues of concern that arose during the year? 


3. Review the document New York State Fatality Summary that lists school bus 
accidents since 1960.  Have the group verify common characteristics of fatalities and 
identify changes in trends over the past few years. 


 
 
Safety is never "finished."  Although New York State's school bus drivers have an 
outstanding safety record, many new challenges lie ahead. 
 
• Complacency can kill -- a good safety record is a "two-edged sword."  As crashes 


decrease, it's only natural to "let your guard down" and begin to think, "it can't happen 
to me."  


• Student management problems have generally grown more severe in recent years, and 
are a major contributing factor to school bus accidents. 


• Traffic congestion has generally grown worse in most areas in recent years, and 
makes defensive driving for a school bus driver more challenging. 


• "Road rage" appears to have increased in recent years, making the traffic environment 
much more challenging for school bus drivers. 


• The danger of a multiple fatality crash, fire, or immersion is still a reality which 
haunts every member of the school transportation community. 


 


Chapter 4   Lessons from History   page 4 







° Fire dangers in school buses haven't been eliminated yet, as seat cushion materials 
remain flammable and produce toxic smoke, the potential for tragedy is ever 
present. 


° Collisions with large trucks, buses, or trains happen with chilling regularity across 
the country. 


° School buses can sink in less than one minute and the potential loss of life is 
staggering. 


° 500 student injuries inside the bus each year in New York State remain a serious 
safety concern. 
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Putting it all together 


Have the group divide into groups of four or five students.  Give each group a piece of 
newsprint and markers.  Have them divide the paper in four quadrants and draw or depict 
the following four ideas in each quadrant. 
 
Have groups reflect on the different representations of the same data.  Be sure all are 
accurate.  Give silly prizes for most artistic, most creative, most crossed out, and best 
teamwork. 
 
 


 
 


Typical  
NYS fatal  
school bus 
accident 


 
Relationship 
of injuries 


and fatalities 
inside and 


outside 
the bus 


 
 


 


Safety 
concern 
for the 
future 


 
 


Worst 
New York State 


Crash 
in history 


 
 


 


Chapter 4   Lessons from History   page 6 







A hundred years from now --   
it will not matter what my bank account was,  
the sort of house I lived in,  
or the kind of car I drove.  
But the world may be different because  
I was important in the life of a child.   
 
Each new driver writes her or his piece of school bus history.  What will the history 
books say about you? 
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Chapter 5 – Emergency Planning 
Overview 
School bus collisions create a window of liability for school bus operations.  During the 
few moments that this window is opened every facet of the operation is exposed to 
review and evaluation.  How are buses maintained, how are drivers trained and 
supervised, and how are safety concerns addressed?  The first actions to be reviewed are 
the actions of staff at the collision scene.  This chapter provides a broad overview of the 
responsibilities of the school bus driver at the scene of an emergency.  Every procedure 
from securing the crash site, to evacuation, to dealing with law enforcement and the 
media will be addressed.  The two topics that will not be addressed in detail are first aid, 
which is covered in Chapter 6, Medical Emergencies and bus safety drill procedures, 
which are covered in Chapter 11, Student Safety Training. 


Objectives 
 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Understand their role in evaluating and securing a collision scene. 
2. Know techniques for dealing with media, law enforcement, motorists, and parents. 
3. Demonstrate procedures for school bus evacuation. 


Instructional Strategy 
 
No other situation during the career of the drivers in your class will be more out of 
control than what can occur at a crash scene.  No amount of training can assume to 
prepare drivers for every eventuality they might encounter.  What training can 
accomplish is the preparation of drivers to make intelligent decisions in this chaotic 
setting.  The way drivers will learn to make the choices required at a real emergency is 
through practice decision-making.  Discussion and activities will be used to encourage 
drivers to develop skills in situation evaluation and identification of options. 
 
The best instructional aids for this chapter are experiences that the instructor can bring to 
bear on the topics.  Reports of actual crashes lend an air of authenticity that gets drivers’ 
attention quickly focused on the topic.  Many instructors have extensive files of school 
bus accident records, articles, and even news videos.  If you have just begun your 
instructional career, get together with other instructors in your area.  Most instructors are 
very willing to share their resources. 
 
Classroom activities suggest the use of someone involved in emergency response in your 
area, a fire chief, EMT, or other qualified person.  Their real life experience can really 
bring home the importance of preparedness.  In addition, if those individuals are not 
familiar with school bus crash issues it will also be a learning experience for them.  These 
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individuals often have access to a smoke machine that they use for training that can be 
used to demonstrate a smoke-filled bus.  A fire or rescue expert may also be able to 
provide a lesson in lifting and drag techniques for one or two person evacuation team. 
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Chapter Content 
 
In most crashes, student injuries are minor and the drivers’ task is simply to place 
reflectors and await emergency response personnel.  In rare occurrences, school bus 
crashes or emergencies require school bus drivers to make immediate, authoritative, 
accurate responses to protect the children in their care.  Three emergencies in particular 
require an immediate response: 
 
• Exposure to collision:  A school bus stalled or trapped on railroad tracks or in a 


roadway where imminent collision with a large vehicle or train is possible. 
• Fires:  School buses can be filled with toxic smoke from a fire in one to two minutes.  
• Immersion:  School buses can sink in less than 30 seconds. 
 
Each driver must appreciate the reality of evacuation emergencies.  Every year in New 
York State approximately 500 school bus crashes result in a similar number of student 
injuries.  This overview of emergencies requiring evacuations builds on discussion of 
school bus crash history in Chapter 4, Lessons from History. 
 
Train/school bus collisions have produced some of the most horrific collisions in the 
history of school transportation.  The Congers’ crash discussed in the previous chapter 
and the Fox River Grove crash of 1995 both riveted the attention of the entire country. 
 
School bus fires are not “extremely rare,” as was once thought.  On the average, 8 to 12 
school bus fires occur each year in New York State -- including some fires in which the 
bus is totally destroyed.   
 
• Most school bus seat materials are flammable and produce highly toxic smoke and 


gases when ignited.   
• There may be as little as one minute to safely evacuate children once the seats are on 


fire. 
• Some buses are equipped with "fire block" seat covers, which can slow the spread of 


a fire. But the cushion under the seat cover is still highly flammable.  While fire-
block seat fabric takes longer to ignite, if it does catch fire the smoke it produces is 
even thicker than regular seat material. 


• Wheelchair buses must have fire block upholstery in New York State. 
 
Mechanical system failures or defects, or collisions can cause school bus fires.   
 
• Most school bus fires originate in the engine compartment.  Many transit buses and 


some school buses are equipped with a fire extinguishing system in the engine 
compartment to put out these types of fires. 


• In 1988, a school bus that had been sold to a church was involved in a head-on 
collision with a drunk driver near Carrollton, Kentucky.  Although the collision itself 
did not seriously injure anyone on the bus, the fuel tank of the bus was punctured.  As 
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the bus skidded to a stop, its fuel (gasoline) ignited, and the flames poured in through 
the front door and set fire to the bus seats.  In the ensuing fire, temperatures inside the 
bus may have reached 2000 degrees.  Of 67 passengers on board, 24 children and 3 
adults -- including the bus driver -- were killed.   


• In 1981 in Hermanville, Mississippi, an overloaded Head Start school van slid off a 
bridge and rolled over.  After the bus came to a stop, the bus driver failed to turn off 
the ignition and the engine caught fire.  Even with the help of Good Samaritans not 
all passengers could be evacuated in time.  Four young children and an adult (the bus 
attendant) died. 


 
Many other types of school bus fires and incidents occur each year.   
 
• Collision-related fuel spills (from the bus, or from another vehicle involved in the 


collision) occur. 
• Unfortunately, school bus fires are also caused by student vandalism, such as setting 


fire to bus seats or trash with a lighter or matches, or by igniting aerosol sprays.  
Students may not understand how flammable bus seats are -- drivers should educate 
them. 


• Electrical wiring anywhere in the bus can short out and create a fire.  Wiring 
harnesses for wheelchair lifts have created this kind of a problem. 


 
School bus immersions are rare, but do occur. What bodies of water in your area are deep 
enough for a school bus to be covered with water? 
 
• In 1989, a school bus in Alton, Texas involved in a minor collision with a truck was 


knocked into a gravel pit partly filled with water.  The water only covered the bus by 
a few feet, but of the 81 high school students on board, 21 drowned when they were 
unable to get out of the bus. The National Transportation Safety Board concluded that 
emergency evacuation drills would have improved the victims' chance to survive. 


• Shortly after the Alton tragedy, a substitute bus driver in Wellsville, Kansas lost 
control of his bus as it approached a bridge.  When the bus plunged into the water, 
most students were able to evacuate from the rear door -- but one student died when 
the bus overturned and trapped him inside.   


• In New York State, there have been several documented school bus immersion 
incidents, including an incident in which children had to be rescued by boat from 
their bus roof when it was caught in a flood. 


 
Chain reaction bus - bus collisions are not uncommon (even five-bus chain reaction 
collisions have occurred) and can easily involve more than 100 children at once creating 
supervisory nightmares even without serious injuries. 
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Class Activity – Collision challenges 


"What's the greatest challenge a bus driver faces at a collision or incident scene?"  Have 
the class respond with ideas while you put the ideas on newsprint.  Have the class vote on 
the greatest challenge.  Make proponents of different answers defend their positions. 
 
Pass out copies of the following page titled “Driver Role at the Crash Scene.” 
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Driver Role at the Crash Scene (S.T.E.A.M.) 
 
The school bus drivers’ role at the scene of a school bus collision 
is first, to protect children from further harm, and second, to do no 
harm to their carrier or themselves through irresponsible 
statements or actions.  Drivers are under incredible stress at a 
collision scene and must be given simple directions for making 
good decisions.  The following acronym, STEAM, provides a 
memory device for drivers.  In a severe collision, the first four 
steps may be almost simultaneous, but each must still be 
considered separately for training purposes. 


 
Stop  In a safe place 
 No matter how minor 
 
Tell  Quickly let base know where you are and severity 
 
Evaluate  What is your condition? 


Must bus be evacuated?   
Are students injured? 


 
Act  Evacuate if necessary. 


Provide necessary emergency first aid. 
Secure the scene. 


 
Maintain  Keep base informed. 


Account for students and document seating positions. 
Supervise, calm students. 
Work with emergency personnel/law enforcement. 
Work with school and/or company supervisors until 
relieved. 
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Stop 
Stop at once.  There is no crash, collision, accident, or incident so minor that the school 
bus driver should make an independent decision to not stop.  If stopping is not safe 
directly at the scene and the bus may be driven, stop as soon as may be done safely.  
Documentation of every crash situation is vital to protecting the operation from future 
liability and the bus driver from possible criminal charges (V.T. 600 & 601). 
 
• Do not leave the scene of an accident or incident, no matter how minor, until so 


directed by your supervisor.  What appears to be minor damage could worsen if the 
bus is driven. 


• This includes incidents that do not involve collisions, such as an onboard injury to a 
student resulting from a fall from a bus seat.  If a student is injured in a non-collision 
incident while the bus is moving, pull the bus over at the first safe location and 
contact base. 


• Don't move your bus unless absolutely necessary after a collision unless directed by 
police or your supervisor.  Documenting the final positions of vehicles involved in a 
collision is important, do not move your bus simply to let traffic pass.   


• Move it only if there is danger of another collision, to move it away from a fire, 
railroad tracks, etc.  In such case, make a clear mental note of exactly where your bus 
was stopped after the collision -- for instance, the bus bumper was over the stop line, 
etc.  


Tell 
Immediately notify your dispatcher that your bus has been involved in a collision, your 
location, and a very brief description of the severity of the situation as it appears from the 
driver’s seat.  Radioing is a vital first step: 
 
• Every second counts for emergency response.  Taking 20 seconds to evaluate the 


situation on the bus could delay medical help, perhaps dangerously. 
• If the driver is seriously injured and only can perform one act it should be to initiate 


radio contact. 
• If the bus has been damaged or there is a fire the radio could stop working at any 


second.  A brief initial contact is the best chance for communication. 
• Once the driver has begun to check students and make the evacuation decision it may 


be hard to break away and get back to the radio. 
 
Radio procedures vary from operation to operation.  Drivers will need to understand how 
these procedures integrate with local policies and procedures. 
 
• Use your school district or company emergency or accident code, if any.   If there are 


no prearranged codes in your operation, make it clear that your message is urgent by 
stating "This is Bus Number ___, I am at _____________, and I have an emergency." 


• In a severe emergency, begin evacuating students while radioing base.   
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• Stating your bus number is important, for it allows base to pin down the general 
location of your bus even if no other information comes across. 


• If time allows, and your operation policy allows, give the following additional 
information to base by radio: your exact location; the nature of the emergency; if 
there appears to be injuries; if there appears to be danger of fire; if are you evacuating 
students.   


• If base does not answer your radio transmission, repeat your basic message once more 
(be sure to give your bus number each time).  Base may hear your transmission, but 
you may not be able to hear their response.   


• If you can't raise base on the radio, ask a bystander or passing motorist to call police 
or 911 (don't ask them to call your base -- they might get confused about who to call 
and cause a further delay). 


• If you can't notify base by radio or any other means in an emergency, send two older, 
reliable students to the nearest residence or business to call for help.  (Give the 
student several quarters in case they must use a pay phone.)  Tell the student to watch 
for traffic walking for help, and exactly what they should say -- location, bus number, 
and the nature of the emergency.   If possible, write down exactly what you want 
students to report.  


• All other drivers in the fleet must stay off the radio whenever an emergency is 
reported by radio. 


Evaluate 
Assess the situation.  As a professional, you must train yourself to overcome panic and to 
calmly assess the situation immediately after the accident.  
 
• What is your physical condition?  Do a self-inventory.  Are you injured or 


experiencing shock?  Don’t attempt to act beyond the scope of your condition. 
• Is there danger of fire, immersion, downed wires, or another collision?   
• What is the condition of the bus, is it drivable? 
• Are your students safer in the bus, or should you evacuate?   
• Are students able to evacuate or do they need assistance? 
• Do there appear to be student or other injuries?  Are there serious injuries that require 


you to provide emergency first aid before help arrives? 
• Are you alone or are there bystanders who have stopped and can assist you with 


evacuation or first aid? 
 
Reassure your students.  Your ability to remain calm can have an enormous effect on 
your students, and especially with young children or children with special needs.  Take a 
moment to reassure students.  Children are your #1 priority after an accident. 
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Act 


Act – Secure the bus 


Be sure that the bus is carefully secured to avoid the possibility of the bus rolling away 
into a dangerous traffic situation or creating conditions that would cause a fire. 
 
• Set the emergency brake and put the bus in neutral. 
• Turn off the ignition.   
• Take the keys. 
• Turn on 4-way hazard lights 
 
If you can do so safely, return to the bus after students are evacuated to update base. 


Act -- Protect the scene   


Place reflectors to warn approaching traffic, or ask bystanders for assistance in placing 
them or directing traffic away from the accident scene.  Protecting the scene effectively is 
very important - approximately 5% of all traffic fatalities nationally occur when a 
disabled vehicle (disabled from a previous accident or a breakdown) is struck by another 
vehicle. 
 
• Place reflectors far enough back to effectively protect your bus from another 


collision.  To protect yourself, hold one opened triangle reflector in front of you as 
you walk back to place it behind the bus.  One triangle should be placed 100 feet in 
front of the bus, one 10’ behind the left corner and one at least 100’ behind the bus.  
If there is a view obstruction behind the bus the reflector can be placed up to 500’ 
behind the bus to warn a motorist coming over a hill or around a curve. 


• If your bus is located in a hazardous position after the collision, such as stopped on a 
highway where it may be struck by another vehicle, you should move it to a safe 
location even before authorities arrive. 


• In cases involving serious injury to students -- for instance, severe bleeding -- you 
may not have time to place reflectors to protect the accident scene before beginning 
first aid.  Every emergency is different -- use professional judgment and do what's 
best for the children. 


• Make sure your 4-way flashers are activated.   
• If you've evacuated students, make sure they are located in a safe place well off the 


roadway and are not wandering off. 


Act -- First Aid 


Immediately put on rubber gloves to protect yourself from bleeding students.  Begin first 
aid if necessary.  If an injury can wait for emergency response to arrive let the 
professionals handle the job. 
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• Never move an injured student unless absolutely necessary for evacuation.    
• Do not exceed the limits of your first aid training -- for instance, the training covered 


in Chapter 6, Medical Emergencies. 
• Attend to life-threatening injuries first: severe bleeding, stopped breathing, and shock.   
• Follow universal precautions -- use the rubber gloves provided in your cleanup kit. 
• Let students treat themselves, for instance holding a bandage on to stop bleeding. 
 
A "mass casualty" incident is a severe emergency in which five or more children or other 
parties require transportation to hospitals. Because of the large number of victims and 
responders, special procedures are used by the fire and EMS personnel to handle the 
situation. 
 
• In a mass casualty incident, emergency responders will often be dispatched from 


more than one department or area to assist at the scene. 
• It's difficult to account for all students on your bus if they are being treated or 


escorted away by many different emergency responders. 
• Large numbers of emergency vehicles can hamper rescue, extrication, and fire 


fighting efforts.  Communication among the various units responding can be easily 
become confused. 


• Emergency responders at a mass casualty incident will usually establish a command 
post.  The purpose of the command post is to coordinate rescue efforts and maintain 
lines of communication between emergency personnel at the scene.   


• Find out who is to receive student medical information; and identify for that 
individual special needs children or children with medical conditions such as drug 
allergies on your bus and how their condition may affect them in the emergency.  
(Emergency responders may not realize that you have this important information.)  


• The incident commander will usually be a local fire chief, but different localities may 
have different incident command protocol -- ask who the incident commander is. 


• Let emergency personnel do their job.  Provide an update on what you have done 
prior to their arrival and then move your attention to supervising and calming your 
students.  Even if you are a trained emergency responder (EMT, fire fighter, etc.), get 
out of the way and let those in a better mental state handle rescue or first aid efforts. 


Class Activity – Emergency response 


Invite a local official of the fire department, emergency response, or county office of 
emergency management to speak to the class about mass casualty procedures in your 
area.  The course instructor or a local individual who has been involved in a school bus 
Mass Casualty Incident simulation/drill can explain the school bus operator’s role at the 
scene. 
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Act -- Evacuate 


Know Your Bus 


Knowing your own bus is crucial to making an appropriate evacuation decision. 
 
• Bus drivers must be able to immediately locate, open, and exit every emergency exit 


on their bus -- with their eyes closed (See Chapter 11, Student Safety Training, for 
procedures). In a fire, the bus might be filled with smoke, and in an immersion, it 
might be filled with muddy water.   


• Know the exact location of the fuel tank under your bus.  Knowing the location may 
help you assess the need to evacuate and which exit to use after a collision and may 
help emergency responders assess fuel system leaks and fire dangers after a collision. 


• Know the location of the battery.  Emergency responders may want to disconnect it to 
remove possibility of electrical fire. 


 
Be able to immediately locate, remove, and use all emergency equipment on the bus.  
 
• Fire extinguisher brackets can be difficult to unlatch.  Know how to release the 


bracket on your bus.  Know how to use a fire extinuisher (P.A.S.S.). 
 


° P Pull the pin. 
° A Aim at the base of the fire 
° S Squeeze the trigger/handle 
° S Sweep back and forth 


 
• Don’t count on simply “kicking the windshield out” -- windshields can be difficult to 


break loose.  A fire extinguisher makes an excellent battering ram.  Shield your eyes 
and use the bottom end of the extinguisher to strike the windshield in the corner, very 
hard.  You may need to hit it several times. 


• Practice how to set up a reflector triangle -- they can be tricky. 
• First aid kit.  Use covered in Chapter 6, Medical Emergencies. 
• Seat belt cutter (required in wheelchair buses) should be located so the seated, belted 


bus driver can reach it (to cut himself or herself free). Know how to use a seat belt 
cutter effectively-- belt should be taut; cut at an angle. 


• Fire blanket (required in wheelchair buses) to be used for suppressing fires, dragging 
immobile students, warming a student with hypothermia, etc. 


Class Activity – Emergency Equipment Olympics 


Divide the class into two.  Announce the “Emergency Equipment Olympics”.  Have them 
get in lines for a relay race (If one team has one less member, the first team member can 
go twice.). Let every driver participate, even if the other team has already finished.  
Award silly prizes to winners in each event. 
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1. Each team is given a folded reflector triangle.  Each team member must unfold the 
triangle, walk carrying it in front of them to a table ten feet away.  They place the 
reflector on the table and get approval from the event judge (the instructor) for correct 
assembly and carrying it in front of them.  They then completely refold the triangle 
and return to their line and the next member repeats the process.  


2. Each team is given a 3’ piece of seat belt material and one sharp seat belt cutter.  Seat 
belt cutters or blades do get dull and may need to be replaced after each class.  Team 
members must make cuts in turn until the time runs out.  The team that makes the 
most pieces in two minutes is the winner. 


3. Choose two relatively light volunteers who are willing to be dragged around.  Use a 
tile or wood floor to make this exercise easier.  Set up cones or some other marker 
about 10-15 feet in front of the lines.  Have dragees lie down on a fire blanket and 
each team member must drag them around the cone and back to the next team 
member. 


4. Have the teams estimate 100’ for reflector placement.  Try and do this in a setting 
where floor tiles or suspended ceilings can’t be used for measurements. 


Know Your Students 


• Know the names and seating position of every child on every route you drive.  
Knowing children's names helps you account for children in an emergency.  Assigned 
seating makes it much easier to know which children were on board at the time of an 
accident and where they were seated.   


• Select 4 reliable students as evacuation helpers.  Students selected as evacuation 
helpers should be on the bus most of the route. 


• Which students can be counted on to stay calm and follow your directions in an 
emergency and which students will need close monitoring to make sure they don't 
panic or leave the scene?  


• Be aware of any special physical, mental, emotional, or medical conditions that could 
affect how children on your bus react in an emergency.  Federal confidentiality laws 
do allow someone who is responsible for a child's safety to have information about 
the child that could effect the child in an emergency.  It is against the law to share 
such information with anyone else, except to protect the child in an emergency. (The 
Buckley Amendment governs confidentiality and is covered in Chapter 12, Special 
Needs Transportation.) 


Bus Evacuation Procedures 


Have a plan:  Having a plan means knowing exactly which students will be evacuated in 
what sequence -- and from what exit.  It means “thinking the evacuation through” in 
detail and careful mental preparation for each scenario.   
 
• Written plans should be followed up by actual student evacuation practice during bus 


drills for both front and rear evacuations.   
• No plan or training can cover every possible emergency.   Your most valuable asset in 


an emergency is professional judgment and common sense.   
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• Professional judgment means remembering that children’s safety is your priority, and 
being willing to take charge of a chaotic situation until emergency help arrives.  


• Common sense means acting decisively in the best interests of your students when 
faced with unforeseen events. 


• Injured students or students with disabilities may need to be carried or dragged off the 
bus.  Instructions for these procedures are included in Special Needs Evacuation 
Procedures later in this chapter. 


 
Assess the situation and make the “evacuation decision.” Evacuation should not be 
undertaken automatically after every collision or incident -- evacuation is hazardous. 
 
• Students can be injured getting off the bus. 
• Students can wander into traffic. 
• Students can wander away from the area.   
• After most “fender-bender” bus crashes, children will usually be safer inside the bus 


until emergency help arrives.   
• Unless there is a danger of fire, another collision, rolling over, or an immersion, keep 


children inside the bus until authorities arrive.  It is easier to keep track of children 
inside a bus. 


 
Don't hesitate – evacuate if necessary.  In some types of emergencies such as fires or 
buses stalled on railroad tracks, there may be only seconds to evacuate.  Once you’ve 
made the decision to evacuate, you must decide the “best exit(s)” to use -- before 
beginning the evacuation.  Some exits might not be safe to use. Be careful not to send 
children out an emergency exit until you’re certain it can be opened and that it’s safe 
outside. 
 
• An exit might be totally or partially blocked from the inside or outside by debris (or 


even by victims).   
• Broken glass inside or outside the bus could make it difficult to use an exit.   
• Rear emergency doors can jam, especially in rollovers.  Jamming of emergency exits 


usually occurs in small buses and vans, but can also occur with full-sized buses).   
• Don’t direct your passengers to an exit unless you know it can be opened -- a 


"bottleneck" in the bus aisle could result, hampering quick evacuation. 
• There could be spilled fuel or even a burning vehicle lodged under your bus just 


outside an emergency exit.   
• Dangerous traffic conditions outside an exit should be taken into account.   
• An electrical wire from a broken pole could be hanging against an exit or lying on the 


ground nearby. 
 
Another common problem with emergency exits in evacuations is elevation.  After a 
crash your bus might be located on a hill, or nose-down into a ditch, so that the rear exit 
is further off the ground than usual.   
 
• The rear of your bus could be projecting over a cliff.   


Chapter 5   Emergency Planning   Page 13 







• Children have been injured when they got out of an emergency exit high off the 
ground.   


• Incidents have also occurred where children hesitated to go out an emergency exit 
when they saw how far from the ground they were, adding to confusion during the 
evacuation. 


 
Stay calm -- of course, that’s easier said than done in a real emergency, but bus driver 
composure has a profound effect on how students respond to an emergency.   
 
• Tone of voice can make a real difference to students in an emergency.   
• Don’t scream. 
• Speak forcefully but calmly.   
• Reassure your students, and tell them exactly what you want them to do.  For 


example:  
 
 “This is not a drill.  Don’t be afraid -- we’re going to be OK, but there’s 
a problem with our bus.  In just a few seconds I’m going to ask you to 
evacuate from the rear emergency door, just like we did it in our drill last 
month -- seat-by-seat, front to rear, no pushing or shoving.  See that big 
tree next to the blue house?  I want you to go there when you get off the 
bus.  Begin evacuating now.” 


 
Stay on the bus -- to maintain order and make sure all students get off, bus drivers should 
remain on the bus during an evacuation. 
 
• This is why it’s important to select responsible evacuation helpers who can be outside 


assisting students as they exit the bus.   
• If you must get off the bus to help evacuate disabled children, make sure you go back 


inside to conduct a final check of the bus and make sure that everyone’s out.  Look in 
and under every seat. 


 
Keep students together.   
 
• One evacuation danger is children wandering off.  If they’re not closely monitored, 


frightened or excited children can stray into moving traffic or other danger.  
• Train evacuation helpers to keep all students together during and after an evacuation.   
• Teach students to “buddy up” and make a "safety chain" by holding hands during an 


evacuation.  Give responsible older students the job of supervising younger students. 
• Some bus drivers keep a “safety rope” on their bus and train young children and 


children with special needs to hold onto it after they’ve gotten off the bus -- a great 
way to keep kids together.  


 
Bystanders can make the difference between life and death in a school bus emergency.   
In accidents and emergencies requiring evacuation and involving large numbers of 
children, school bus drivers should quickly utilize bystanders and Good Samaritans to 
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help keep watch over student passengers and keep children from wandering away from 
the scene. 
  
• In normal circumstances, it’s never a good idea to allow strangers near your students, 


and especially to allow strangers onto your bus -- but in fires and other severe 
emergencies you may need help to get children off the bus in time.  


• Tell bystanders exactly what to do -- give clear, simple directions.  You are in charge 
of the accident scene until authorities arrive. 


• Caution:  never allow “Good Samaritans” to transport students to school, hospital,  or 
home after a collision, incident, evacuation, or breakdown.   


• In severe weather, ask residents or businesses nearby if students can wait inside as a 
group -- stay with your students.   


 
Safety drills make a tremendous difference in how prepared your students are for an 
actual emergency.   In many severe crashes school children have mentioned that they 
knew what to do because of having just practiced in a bus safety drill. 
 
• Drivers who work hard at it are gratified to discover how well students (of all ages 


and abilities) respond to effective safety drills.   
• Practice evacuation scenarios as realistically as safety allows, at least once a semester.   
• Give students frequent but brief reminders about emergency readiness.  
 
Field trips and athletic trips provide special challenges for emergency situations. 
 
• Bring supplies which might be needed in the course of the trip such as extra 


windshield washer fluid, a flashlight, emergency blanket, and money or a credit card. 
• If you are out of radio range it might be helpful to have a cell phone to call 911 or “0” 


in an emergency.  If you don’t have a cell phone, ask a motorist or resident to make 
the call. 


• Be sure to have emergency numbers to reach your supervisor.  It’s also a good idea to 
carry a disposable camera with flash to take crash scene pictures if you are involved 
in an accident and your supervisor cannot get to the scene. 


• Ask a teacher, chaperone, or coach to provide a passenger list, or make one yourself 
as passengers board your bus at the beginning of a trip.  It could be vital to account 
for students at a crash scene.  Place the passenger list on your clipboard or somewhere 
on the bus where emergency responders can locate it easily.   


• Train your students so they know what to do in an emergency.  Do a brief “mini-drill” 
just in case some of your riders, students or adults, may not be familiar with 
emergency procedures. 


 
The safety of your students is your main concern.  A school bus can be replaced -- 
children can’t.  If you get your students safely off the bus in a fire emergency, you’ve 
done your job.  
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Bus Fire Procedures 


Although bus fires can have many different causes, and every fire emergency is unique, 
school bus drivers should have a clear, specific plan for how they will evacuate their 
students in the two most common fire scenarios. 
 
• A fire at the front of the bus.  (Most front-end fires originate in the engine or 


electrical system.) 
• A fire at the rear.  (Most rear-end fires occur when the bus is struck from behind by 


another vehicle.) 
 
Bus fire extinguishers are too small to extinguish most bus fires -- leave the fire fighting 
to the professionals and get your students off the bus at once.  A bus can be fully 
engulfed in flames in less than two minutes -- there’s no time to waste.   
 
• Bus drivers have saved children’s lives when they made the decision to begin an 


evacuation when they only suspected a fire.  
• If you “smell something hot,” or notice an unusually strong fuel smell, evacuate your 


passengers as soon as you can stop in a safe location. After children are safely off the 
bus, you may be able to investigate further to determine if your bus is actually on fire.   


• Notify base by radio that you are evacuating because of a suspicion of fire -- give 
your exact location. Never “risk it” by continuing your run and "letting the mechanics 
check out the problem" when you’re back to the garage. 


 
If possible, drive your bus away from the source of a fire.   
 
• If another vehicle collides with your bus and catches fire, driving away from the 


source of the fire will usually be much quicker than an evacuation -- but you must act 
immediately.   


• Move your bus far enough from the burning vehicle that it’s out of danger from fire 
or explosion.  Be careful that your students aren’t downwind from smoke or fumes 
from a burning or damaged vehicle -- it could be highly toxic. 


 
Shut your engine off -- it may stop a bus fire in its early stages.   
 
• Shutting your engine off is especially important when your bus is on its side after a 


rollover -- fuel can spill onto a hot engine and might ignite.   
• Shutting off the ignition may also stop a fire caused by an electrical short.  
• Tell other motorists involved in a collision to shut off their vehicle’s engine too, or if 


the other motorist is incapacitated tell a bystander to shut the engine off. 
 
Don't open the hood if you suspect an engine fire.  
  
• Even after successfully evacuating your students, never open the bus hood if you 


suspect an engine fire -- an influx of oxygen can cause an explosion and you could be 
seriously hurt.   
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• If you are absolutely certain your students are safely off and away from the bus, and 
you choose to use your extinguisher on an engine fire before firefighters arrive, it 
should be discharged through the front grill of the bus.  Do not stand in front of a gas 
vehicle that is burning.  A shorting spark plug wire could cause the vehicle to lurch 
forward.  Discharge the extinguisher through the opening behind the wheel. 


• You probably won’t succeed in extinguishing the fire anyway, because typical fire 
extinguishers are inadequate for most bus fires.   


 
Stay low in a fire -- smoke from burning bus seats can be deadly.   
 
• Superheated air and toxic gases quickly gather just below the ceiling inside a burning 


bus.   
• While evacuating from a burning bus, bend over to stay low, and keep children 


bending low as they move down the aisle towards an exit.   
 
Vent smoke and heat from roof hatches if it doesn't slow down the evacuation.  
  
• In a fire, your main goal is to get students off the bus as quickly as possible.   
• But, if you are temporarily stopped behind students you are shepherding ahead of you 


toward an exit, it is a good idea to open a roof hatch to allow smoke and fumes to 
“vent” from the bus as you evacuate. 


• Venting the bus is not entirely positive because it will increase oxygen flow to the fire 
and therefore make the existing area of fire burn more intensely.  But fire safety 
experts believe venting can slow the spread of a school bus fire, as superheated air 
that has gathered at the ceiling and is “mushrooming” down towards bus seats is 
released through the roof hatch.  


• Because burning bus seats produce thick black smoke (similar in appearance to 
smoke from burning tires) which gathers at the ceiling, train yourself to operate a roof 
hatch latching mechanism with your eyes closed.  With some types of hatches, a 
simple upward push opens a vent, which would be enough to release heat and smoke.  


Class Activity – Smoke-filled bus 


Make arrangements to get a smoke machine from the fire department, a rock band, or the 
theater department.  There are three different activities to do with the smoke-filled bus.  
Some individuals with asthma or other breathing problems may be excused from this 
exercise.  Theatrical smoke is not toxic, but may upset some highly sensitive individuals.  
Split the class into two sides by height, tall drivers vs. short. – just for fun. 
 
1. Have the drivers sit in the bus while it is filling up with smoke just to experience the 


lack of visibility.  Have drivers exit from the front door after the bus is filled with 
smoke. 


2. While drivers are sitting in the bus, before the smoke is put into the bus, give them 
three minutes to memorize the location of all the emergency exits in the bus.   


3. Once everyone is outside the bus, have each side appoint a team with as many 
members as there are emergency exits on the bus (not counting “pop-out” windows).  
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The team will line up at the bus door and see how many seconds it takes for a 
member to be at and open every emergency exit – doors, windows, hatches.  Don’t 
leave exits open too long; it lets the smoke out.  See which team is fastest. 


4. Each team will assign three members for a second exercise.  Put 5 large dolls or 
dummies in a suitcase and take them on the bus.  Put 2-4 in seats and at least one 
under a seat fairly near the aisle.  The team will enter the bus, collect the “students” 
and exit the bus (they can leave through any exit).  Time the exercise, but do not 
announce whether or not they found all the dolls.  Repeat with second team, but leave 
a different number of dolls on the bus.  After the second team has completed, 
announce the times and identify if any  “children” were left on the bus to “burn”. 


 
Repeat exercises 3 and 4 enough times to allow each driver to participate in at least one 
event.  Ask drivers to reflect on how they felt completing these tasks in the smoke-filled 
environment. 


Hazardous Materials Procedures 


Many commercial vehicles transport hazardous materials today.  Hazardous materials 
may be present at an accident scene. If you can, check for hazardous material placards on 
vehicles involved in an accident to assess dangers. 
 
• Quickly move students upwind and uphill, away from smoke, fumes, or liquids at or 


near an accident scene -- they may be extremely toxic.  
• Assume the worst about any smoke, fumes, or liquids present at an accident scene. 
• Children with asthma or allergies may be extremely sensitive to smoke or fumes. 
• Many components of modern vehicles (including school buses) are made from 


materials (such as plastic) which produce highly toxic gases when ignited. 
• Toxic fumes are often more dangerous than the fire or heat itself. 


Downed Power Lines Procedures 


Power lines and electrical wires can pose serious dangers at an accident scene.  If a pole 
is struck during the collision, electric lines can fall onto or near your bus. 
 
• Assume the worst if a wire has fallen on or near your bus -- treat it as a live, high 


voltage line.  Stay inside and keep all passengers inside. Downed high voltage lines 
can be very frightening -- they may emit sparks or crackle loudly. 


• You can safely use your radio to notify base of the situation -- they will send fire and 
utility crews to the scene. 


• Stay calm, and reassure children -- singing may help calm younger children until help 
arrives. 


• Don't let Good Samaritans approach your bus if a wire is touching it -- they could be 
electrocuted.  Use the outside P.A. if the bus is so equipped. 


• If the bus is not in a safe position and is drivable, consider carefully driving the bus 
out from under the wires.  Evacuate only if absolutely necessary, such as if your bus 
is on fire or in an extremely dangerous position. 
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• If you must evacuate your passengers, make sure none of them touch the bus and the 
ground at the same time -- they could be electrocuted. 


• Tell children to "jump and roll" away from the bus in such an emergency. 
• With very young or disabled children, you may have to toss them away from the bus  


-- they may be injured but won't be electrocuted. 


Special Passenger Evacuation  


Special needs students must be included in safety drills and emergency preparedness to 
the best of their abilities.  It is against the law to exclude disabled students from school 
activities.  Having a plan is more complicated if you transport special needs children who 
may not be able to evacuate as quickly and who may need additional assistance to 
participate fully.  Evacuation must be completed in 2 minutes or less.  Actual evacuation 
practice is just as important for special needs runs. 
 
• A student should never be transported until a successful plan for his or her evacuation 


is completed and practiced.  “Don’t put them on until you can get them out.” 
• Written evacuation plans for special needs routes should also be reviewed by 


substitute drivers and attendants before driving a run.   
• Work with school staff to find ways to involve children with severe disabilities in bus 


drills without injuring them.  
• Many disabled children will be able to evacuate themselves or even assist other 


children in getting off a bus -- don't stereotype disabled children or think they're 
"helpless." 


Special Needs Route Evacuation Plan 


Driver and attendant should work as a team to create an evacuation plan.  In a real 
emergency, “crossed wires” between driver and attendant could be catastrophic.  Creating 
a good plan requires lots of discussion -- there are no simple, "black and white" answers 
about what's the best plan for your route.  Regular practice will make difficult 
evacuations routine. 
 
• Create a seating chart of your special needs route. On the seating chart, note the 


location of each exit on your bus and the location of every child on your route. 
• Create a plan for both a front (engine) and rear fire. 
• Number children by their sequence in an evacuation -- 1, 2, 3, etc. -- and draw an 


arrow for each child to the exit you will remove them by.  Some students may be able 
to get out of the bus on their own while you are removing a more disabled child. 


• In determining the most effective evacuation sequence, take into account whether an 
emergency exit might be partially blocked by a wheelchair until it has been moved. 


 
Determine exactly what both driver and attendant should do during the evacuation. 
Who will be inside the bus and who outside, etc.  Don't assume that each of you have 
exactly the same idea about what you should do.  Don't wait for a real emergency to find 
out you're both confused. 
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• Your trainer or supervisor should review special needs evacuation plans. 
• Practice your plan to see if it really works.  Driver and attendant should practice as a 


team. 
• With school and supervisor support and assistance to prevent an injury to fragile 


students, practice with your students. 
• You can also practice the plan without using actual students, but using drivers or 


training dummies. 
• Time the practices and keep working to make the time as low as possible.  Shoot for 


one minute! 
• Revise plans when there are any additions or deletions to your route. 
• Substitute drivers and attendants on special needs routes should review evacuation 


plans before they begin the route. 


Know Your Special Passengers 


• If you are assigned to a route with special needs children, ask your supervisor to help 
obtain information about your passengers that could be essential in an emergency, 
such as specific fears or medical conditions.   


• When you learn such information, it is strictly confidential -- don’t share it with 
anyone, even coworkers who don’t transport the child.   


• A violation of confidentiality could lead to legal action against you or your employer. 
• Don’t assume that disabled children or adults will be helpless in an evacuation -- 


many children with disabilities are entirely capable of getting off a bus by themselves, 
releasing their seat belts or restraints on their own, or of helping other children.  


• Ask disabled students how much help they need -- they may be capable of getting off 
the bus on their own in an emergency. 


• Try to understand each passenger’s special needs and medical conditions and how 
they could be a factor in an emergency evacuation.  


 
Be especially aware of students whose disabilities include a difficulty in communicating 
with others.   
 
• Hearing impaired and visually impaired students may have a harder time 


understanding your instructions in an emergency.   
• Similar concerns exist on runs with non-English speaking children or drivers.  Be sure 


to have a plan for basic communication. 
• Some mentally disabled passengers may need slow, simple directions.  Tell them 


exactly what you want them to do.  Reassure them.   
• Autistic children may present unusual evacuation concerns.  One characteristic of 


autism is a difficulty handling unexpected change.  In an emergency, an autistic child 
may refuse to get off the bus.  Talk with school staff or the child’s parents about ways 
to overcome such resistance.  Regular practice will allow the autistic child to feel 
more comfortable in a real emergency. 
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Special Needs Evacuation Procedures 


Select the "best exit” for evacuating special passengers before beginning the actual 
evacuation; determine which exit is safest. 
 
In an emergency, immediately begin releasing disabled passengers in wheelchairs, 
harnesses, or car seats from their belts or restraints. 
 
• Cutting securement straps or belts is often faster than unbuckling them.  (Each 


situation is unique.)   
• It will usually be faster to remove a child from a wheelchair than to remove the 


wheelchair from its restraints.  School staff such as the child's teacher or physical 
therapist may be helpful in determining which method is best.  For students who sit in 
a molded seat which is attached to a base unit, cut the molded seat from the base and 
evacuate the student in the seat. 


• Some medically fragile children may not be easily removed from their wheelchair, 
but you must have a plan to accomplish that for every student.  Such a plan must 
include backup manual procedures to maintain any life support system(s) that are 
battery operated.  Broken bones or dislodged feeding tubes are better than leaving a 
child in a burning bus. 


• Know where the seat belt cutter is located on your bus and know how to use it. 
• With children in car seats, it’s usually faster to unbuckle (or cut) the seat belt securing 


the car seat to the bus seat, leaving the child in the car seat to evacuate.  You may be 
able to carry two occupied car seats at once towards an exit - you’ll need to walk 
sideways down the bus aisle to do this.  Practice this procedure with spare car seats.   


• Leaving young children fastened in their car seats during an evacuation also prevents 
them from wandering off. 


• If you transport students with oxygen, make sure it’s turned off in a fire or other 
emergency.   


 
Moving students with disabilities in a bus emergency is a very real possibility.  Possible 
crash injuries may add to the assistance already required by the students’ disabilities. 
 
• Even in an emergency, don’t try to lift a passenger that weighs more than half your 


own weight.  You will probably hurt yourself and then you won’t be able to proceed 
with the evacuation.   


• Drag or assist disabled children to the exit.  Dragging is usually more effective than 
lifting or carrying if you must evacuate heavier passengers who can't walk.  


• To safely lower a physically disabled child to the floor, kneel next to the wheelchair 
or seat and slide the child onto your knees, and from there to a sitting position on the 
floor.  Then lower them to the floor onto their back, supporting their head and neck as 
you lay them down.   


• If possible, lower the child directly onto a fire blanket - dragging a heavy child is 
much easier on a fire blanket.   


• Make sure the passenger’s head is pointed toward the “best exit” you have selected as 
you lay them down. 
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Dragging is a very effective way for a driver to move even a large student.  Proper 
techniques and the use of a fire blanket make this task easier.  (Lifts and carries are also 
possible for larger students.  These must be taught by a qualified instructor.  Contact the 
fire department or emergency rescue personnel.  This suggestion is also included in 
Chapter 15, Protecting Yourself.) 
 
• Drag children head first, cradling their head and neck with your forearms to protect 


them.  Dragging headfirst prevents the passenger’s shoulders and arms from catching 
on seat stanchions in the bus.   


• To drag someone in an emergency, kneel at their head with one knee on the floor next 
to their head. 


• Grasp the child securely under their armpits.  Pulling a child by their arms can cause 
dislocation of the shoulders.   


• Then “scoot” the child backwards towards the exit, one “scoot” at a time, keeping 
your back as vertical as possible to avoid an injury.   


• In this way even a driver or attendant of slight build can drag a very heavy child or 
even an adult to an exit.  


 
Once at the exit, move the child from the bus floor to the ground outside.  If you are 
working with an attendant or an able-bodied bystander, position one team member inside 
and one outside.  If not, the driver is on his or her own to move the child from the bus. 
 
• Ask bystanders to assist you to prevent an injury to the disabled child or you.   
• Work as a team with your bus attendant (if you have one).  Practice regularly and talk 


together about your evacuation plan.  As you have new ideas, integrate them into the 
plan. 


• If you must remove a disabled child from the bus by yourself, stand outside the bus, 
grasp the child under their armpits, cradling their head with your forearms, and walk 
carefully backwards until their hips are nearly out of the bus.  Then circle their chest 
with your arms and their head on your shoulder, brace yourself for the weight, and 
pull them slowly all the way out of the bus onto your chest and knees.  Kneel and 
lower them to the ground.   


 
Be sure all children are moved to a safe location at least 100’ away from the bus and 
adequate supervision is in place. 
 
Only if safe to do so, retrieve children's wheelchairs or other adaptive equipment from the 
bus after the children are out -- they are very valuable to disabled children.   


Class Activity – Evacuation decision 


Use the following scenarios or use newspaper articles of actual accidents to have the class 
find the answers to these questions: 
 
1. Should the bus be evacuated? 
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2. If the bus should be evacuated, what exit(s) should be used? 
3. If the bus should be evacuated, are there any special preparations that should be 


followed? 
4. If the bus should not be evacuated, should the bus be moved? 
 
Scenario #1: A 60-passenger bus with 42 passengers including one blind student stalls on 
a railroad track.  A train whistle is heard as the driver attempts to restart the bus. 
Answer: Immediate front/rear evacuation.  Evacuation helper should be assigned to assist 
the blind student. 
Scenario #2: A 60-passenger bus with 12 passengers, including two students in 
wheelchairs, is stopped at an intersection, waiting for a red light.  There is an attendant on 
the bus.  A car runs into the back of the bus and smoke or steam is immediately visible at 
the back of the bus. 
Answer: Driver should check traffic and pull away from the car as quickly as possible.  
Stop as soon as the bus is 100’ away.  Attendant stays on board with children and driver 
exits to make sure no smoke or fire is visible on the bus. 
Extra credit!  Scenario #3: A 12-passenger bus lift-equipped bus with 2 autistic children, 
one developmentally delayed student, and an oxygen-dependent student in an electric 
wheelchair is struck in the right rear corner by a truck running a stop sign.  There is an 
attendant on board.  The bus is seriously damaged, jamming the rear exit and lift doors.  
The bus ends up in the middle of a busy road and fuel is spilled on the ground. 
Answer: Attendant immediately leads autistic students and developmentally delayed 
student out the front door to a safe location, instructing all three students to hold hands 
and stay put, possibly using the assistance of a bystander.  Driver turns off the oxygen, 
releases the student in the wheelchair and carries or drags student with manual ventilator 
off bus with attendant’s help.  Manual breathing is maintained for oxygen-dependent 
student until emergency help arrives. 
 
Use these scenarios, newspaper articles of crashes, or let the students design possible 
scenarios.  Try scenarios #2 and #3 without an attendant. 


Maintain 
Once students are safe and the scene is secure, the role of the bus driver shifts.  By this 
time emergency personnel and district or company officials will probably be on the 
scene.  The drivers’ function shifts away from establishing control to helping to maintain 
control through helping students keep calm and documenting what has taken place. 


Maintain – Calm 


The school bus driver most likely knows the children on the bus better than any other 
adult on the scene.   
 
• Once your focus can shift away from the roadway situation, focus on the children.   
• Let your supervisor take care of external discussions with law enforcement, media, 


parents, etc. 
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• Your attitude of calm will help the children relax as well.  Bus drivers have often 
started singing songs with younger children to keep their minds off the situation. 


Maintain – Account 


Account for all your passengers. As soon as you can, make an accurate passenger list and 
document exactly where each passenger (students, bus attendant, etc.) was located at the 
time of the accident.   
 
• Ask your supervisor about carrying a passenger position chart in your bus to help 


after an accident. 
• If possible, also note whether seat belts were worn.    
• Be prepared to provide emergency responders with the exact number of passengers on 


board -- this is extremely important.  Notify emergency responders of any children on 
your bus with special needs, and the nature of those special needs.  


 
Keep students at the scene until authorities arrive. 
 
• Even in minor accidents, do not release students to bystanders, Good Samaritans, 


neighbors, other bus drivers, etc., or allow any students to leave the scene to walk 
home on their own.   


• Unless evacuation is necessary, children will usually be safer waiting inside the bus 
than outside -- you know where they are while they're on the bus.   


• As parents arrive at the scene, ask them to remain at the scene with their child until 
authorities arrive.  If a parent insists on taking a child from the accident scene, ask the 
parent to leave a signed note and notify base by radio.  If you have release forms on 
the bus, have the parent sign one for their child. 


Maintain – Document 


It is very important for districts and contract operations to document every facet of the 
crash circumstances.  Documentation gathered at the scene can also help protect a bus 
driver in court. 
 
• Note any witnesses to the accident and point them out to your supervisor. 
• If witnesses begin to leave before your supervisor arrives, courteously ask anyone 


who may have observed the accident to wait for police to arrive or at least give you 
their name and phone number.   


• Jot down the license plate numbers of all vehicles at the scene, especially of vehicles 
involved in the collision and potential witnesses who may decide to leave before 
police arrive.   


• If your operation policy recommends, use witness statement or "courtesy cards" if 
available on your bus to encourage witnesses to write down their name and phone 
numbers and anything they observed.   


• If no direct witnesses are available, note the names or license plate numbers of the 
first people who arrived at the scene such as bystanders, law enforcement, other 
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motorists, tow truck operators, etc.  What they saw as they arrived may help police 
reconstruct what happened. 


 
File required reports and make your own notes about the accident. The most important 
purpose of accident reporting and investigation is to help prevent similar accidents in the 
future.  School bus accident reports are invaluable sources of information about safety 
problems.   
 
• As soon as possible, make clear and legible written notes of everything you remember 


about the accident.  Write a simple narrative of what happened the entire day of the 
accident, including anything unusual about the day and what first alerted you that an 
accident might occur.  Do not make any erasures on the notes – cross out any 
changes.   Keep the originals of your notes in a secure place at home.  Court cases can 
take many years to come to trial -- written notes help you remember what happened. 


• You must file a School Bus Accident Report (MV 104F) within 10 days of the 
accident if there is any injury or at least $1000 property damage to any party. 


• Ask your supervisor for the Accident Report form.  Your supervisor may help you fill 
out the form, but you must sign it.  Make sure your description of what happened is 
accurate. 


Class Activity – MV 104F 


Give each student a copy of a MV 104F.  Use a local crash or one of the scenarios in the 
previous exercise and have the students fill out the 104F completely.  Move around the 
class to make sure everyone is following the correct process. As a wrap-up to the exercise 
use an overhead of a 104F and fill it out as a class. 


Maintain – Working with Authorities 


When emergency responders arrive, they will need help from you in knowing exactly 
what happened, who is involved and who needs immediate help.  Transfer these medical 
roles to them  
 
• Emergency responders need to know exactly how many passengers were on your bus 


at the time of the accident.  They need your help -- you know more about the children 
on your bus than anyone else.   


• As emergency personnel arrive, they will take over rescue and first aid efforts.  Let 
them do their job.  If a child is injured, you may find it difficult to leave them -- but 
professional emergency care can save the child's life. 


• Don't be alarmed if emergency personnel place children in neck stabilizers or on 
backboards -- it's standard procedure at accident scenes and doesn't necessarily mean 
that child is seriously injured. 


• Never leave the scene of an accident until your supervisor and law enforcement 
personnel formally release you. 
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Be honest when law enforcement and your supervisor ask you what happened. Never try 
to hide something when reporting an accident.  
 
• Law enforcement and/or your supervisor may take photos or make measurements of 


the accident scene -- don't feel threatened.  Professional documentation of the 
accident scene may help you later. 


• Be professional and polite at the accident scene, but admit nothing, and promise 
nothing.  What you say at the scene may be admissible in court.   


• Statements at the scene can easily be "taken out of context" by an attorney 
representing the other party -- be careful. 


• Do not discuss the details of the accident with anyone other than law enforcement, 
your supervisors, or your school or company lawyer.   


• You may also be approached later at home by insurance company investigators or 
lawyers representing the other side -- don't discuss the accident with them.  Refer 
them to your supervisor. 


 
You may be required by law or operation policy to take a drug and alcohol test soon after 
the accident -- cooperate fully. 
 
• Drug and alcohol tests protect school bus drivers - you have nothing to hide. 
• Refusal to submit to a drug or alcohol test will result in loss of school bus driving 


privileges. 
• After a very serious accident, you may be required to answer to a Department of 


Motor Vehicle inquiry. 


Maintain – Your Composure 


Other parties present at an accident scene can present special difficulties for the school 
bus driver. 
 
Make no statements to the media at the scene. 
 
• If approached by media at the accident scene, politely explain that your school or 


company policy does not allow drivers to comment to the media at an accident scene.   
• Direct reporters to talk to your supervisor.   
• But, don't antagonize the media.  Don't respond to questions from a reporter by 


simply saying "No comment."  It sounds like you have something to hide. 
• Reporters are persistent and may contact you at work after the accident, or even at 


home -- courteously tell them to talk to your supervisor. 
 
Motorists directly involved in the collision may become angry, aggressive, or even 
violent.  New York State law requires you to only provide license, registration, and 
insurance information. 
 
• Don't argue with another motorist after an accident -- be a professional. 
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• Don't interrupt another motorist's description to the police of what happened -- wait 
your turn and ask the police officer if you can give your account of what happened in 
privacy. 


• Other motorists involved in the collision may be impaired by alcohol or drugs and 
their emotional response may be irrational -- pass any concerns you have about the 
mental state or condition of the other motorist on to law enforcement. 


• Incidents of violence and road rage are not uncommon after minor traffic accidents -- 
don't argue with, challenge, or provoke another motorist.  Let law enforcement handle 
any disputes that arise. 


 
Concerned parents will often begin arriving at a school bus accident shortly after it 
occurs. 
 
• Understand how natural it is for parents to be frightened when they learn their child is 


involved in a bus accident -- even a minor one.  To the best of your ability, calmly 
reassure parents as they arrive. 


• You are in charge of the accident scene until authorities arrive -- don't let parents or 
other parties get in the way of rescue or first aid efforts, or add to the panic and 
confusion at the scene. 


• If a parent becomes upset at you at the accident scene, maintain self-control and 
professionalism.  If necessary, physically distance yourself from an upset parent. 


 
Excitement seekers and "ambulance chasers" may quickly arrive at a school bus accident 
scene.  In some communities, many people listen to radio scanners and will quickly know 
that a school bus accident occurred -- they may arrive before law enforcement or 
emergency responders do. 
 
• Too many people at an accident scene add to the confusion and chaos. 
• Until law enforcement or emergency responders arrive, you are in charge of the 


accident scene -- utilize bystanders to help, but don't let them take control. 
 
Take care of yourself after an accident. 
 
• After an accident, most school bus drivers are mainly concerned about "their kids".  


Don't refuse medical treatment or act like everything's fine if you think you may be 
injured. 


• It's a good idea to be checked by a doctor or nurse after an accident, even if you feel 
all right -- serious injuries may not be apparent immediately after an accident. 


• You will probably experience intense and confusing feelings after an accident -- 
depression, guilt, fear, sleeplessness, etc.   


• Talk to someone you trust about your feelings after an accident -- a good friend, a 
minister or rabbi, or a trained counselor from the school, union, hospital, or fire 
department. 


• Don't try to "hold it in" -- talking about your feelings helps you get beyond what 
happened. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter may well have created some emotional reactions in the drivers.  Many 
drivers have not considered all the possibilities and dangers that have been discussed.  
Give them an opportunity to share in an open discussion any reactions to the material or 
additional planning or preparation that they will do personally.   


Class Activity – Collision challenges revisited 


Return to the newsprint from the first exercise of the chapter.  Ask students if there are 
any additional “challenges” they would add to the list.  Have them vote again on the most 
difficult and defend their choice.   
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Chapter 6 -- Medical Emergencies 


Overview 
This chapter teaches emergency care techniques for common medical emergency 
situations school bus drivers are likely to encounter.   This unit does not qualify for first 
aid certification or qualify a bus driver to perform any but the most basic precautionary 
measures while awaiting arrival of medical help.  It does discuss issues relative to the 
protections from liability because of great driver concern about helping. School bus 
operators might want to consider providing all drivers with an approved full-day first aid 
course, especially in areas where emergency response times are very long because of 
remoteness. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Understand how to recognize common school bus medical emergencies. 
2. Know what information to gather when radioing base with a medical emergency 
3. Be able to demonstrate basic techniques for treating specific medical emergencies   


Instructional Strategy 
The first question the SBDI must answer in teaching this chapter is “Am I qualified?”  In 
particular, basic first aid techniques, Abdominal Thrusts, Severe Bleeding, and Rescue 
Breathing are included in this chapter which are fairly simple to learn, but would be most 
effectively taught by a qualified instructor.  There might be an EMT or first responder in 
the class or in your operation who might be willing to assist with instruction.   
 
If this resource is not available, consider the use of a video to provide accurate depictions 
of the recommended techniques. 
 
For drivers with no background in this area, availability of supplies to practice will go a 
long way towards actual comprehension and retention of these skills.  You can substitute 
mock supplies in many cases rather than purchase actual medical equipment.  It is the 
procedure that is important.   
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Chapter Contents 


What is First Aid? 


If not you....who?  Anytime a child is injured while under your care you may need to 
provide first aid until professional help is available.   You are the only adult available.  
The federal CDL regulations require a commercial driver to “render all reasonable 
assistance to injured persons” after an accident.  You must first:  
 
1. Recognize that an emergency exists and decide to act.  Extensive review of 


evaluating the emergency scene is covered in Chapter 5, Planning for Emergencies.  
For first aid, you also need to assess the situation.  Critical information to gather 
includes: 


 
• Are they conscious? 
• Are they having trouble breathing? 
• Are they bleeding severely? 
• Must they be moved? 


    
2. The most important piece of first aid equipment on the bus is the radio.  Radio base 


with accurate information or activate the Emergency Medical System (EMS - 911) 
yourself, For any medical emergency, no matter how trivial, stay in touch with your 
dispatcher.  Even if you gave a child a Band-Aid, let the dispatcher know the injury, 
and your response.  Contact base when the emergency happens, keep base posted 
throughout the emergency, and give a final report once the situation has been 
handled.  Do not give names over the radio unless necessary because of a specific 
medical need.  Give a full report when you return to the garage.  Do not attempt to 
make any medical emergency decisions on your own unless the catastrophic nature of 
the situation requires such action.   


 
If you are not able to contact base to summon emergency assistance, ask a passer-by 
or homeowner to call the Emergency Medical System (EMS - 911).  911 is an 
important network of community resources that you are a part of.   Calling 911, or "0" 
in areas where “911” is not available, is the most important thing you can do in the 
event of an emergency 


  
3. Provide the care needed to stabilize the victim(s).  First aid is the care provided to an 


injured individual until the EMS System takes over. Within the limits of your ability, 
provide the necessary care required to stabilize the victim(s).  There are first aid 
techniques that require immediate actions that you can learn within the format of this 
course.  In emergencies seconds and minutes can make a world of difference.   


 
• Control severe bleeding first to avoid shock and more serious complications.  


Loss of blood can turn into a life threatening condition – the dizziness sometimes 
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accompanying donating blood is an example of how losing only one pint of blood 
can affect a person. 


• Lack of oxygen can kill -- "how long can you hold your breath?"  Check the 
unconscious student passengers next for breathing, pulse, or other possible 
injuries. 


• Stabilize all other student passengers trying to limit shock and other complications.  
Do not move anyone unless it is absolutely necessary. Moving the victim may 
worsen many injuries.  Obviously, if the bus is burning you do whatever you 
must. 


 
Most likely the times you will be called upon to provide first aid will not be multiple life-
threatening situations, but individual sick children, scrapes and bruises, and bloody 
noses.  Take your time, communicate with your dispatcher, and handle the situation 
calmly.   


Student Management in an Emergency 


Whether your bus is involved in a serious crash involving multiple serious injuries or one 
student has a seizure on the bus, medical emergencies create stressful situations for 
everyone, but especially children.  You may be confident of the outcome of a given 
situation, but a young child might decide that the victim is going to die and present more 
of a problem than the original situation. 
 
As discussed in Chapter 5, Emergency Management, one of your most important roles in 
an emergency is keeping calm and reassuring students.  Especially once the EMT’s 
arrive, the children’s state of mind is your top priority.  Remain calm when you make 
your radio call, when you interact with the student needing attention, and when you 
respond to the other students who might be somewhat irritating as they crowd to try and 
see what is happening, jump to wild conclusions about the outcome, and ask incessant 
questions.  


Legality of Rendering First Aid 


We often hear stories about situations where people just stood around and watched in a 
situation where an individual needed emergency medical care.  As a part of the school 
system, either as an employee or a contracted service, school bus drivers have the 
responsibility of acting “in loco parentis,” or in the place of parents.  What would you 
want a bus driver to do for your child? 
 
What concerns hold people back from rendering first aid?  Drivers may get into 
lively disagreements over answers to this question.  Keep them on track and make sure 
the following topics are touched on: 
 
• The presence of other people.   People are nervous that they might be judged for 


acting in a particular way.  Doing nothing allows them to disappear into the crowd. 
• Fear of being sued. 
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• Fear of doing something wrong. 
• Fear of catching a disease. 
• Uncertainty about the victim.  Do they have a communicable disease? 
• The type of injury and illness.   
 
Anybody can sue anybody for any reason at any time.  Even if you do everything right 
something can still go wrong.   The bottom-line is you will have a bus of children with no 
one but you to turn to. This course will help provide you with the skills needed.  Your 
action may save a life, prevent a disability, or be the difference between a rapid recovery 
or long hospitalization. 
 
Your job responsibilities require you to make decisions every day.   School bus drivers, 
by the nature of the job, are required to make judgment calls.  Their supervisors are not 
right down the hall.  Ultimately, if you follow the guidelines of this chapter and someone 
tries to sue over an incident, they would be suing the school district and/or contractor, not 
you personally. 


DNR Orders 


A DNR (Do Not Resuscitate) order is often hard for a school bus driver to understand 
and plan for.  Children with DNR orders are generally children who have a degenerative 
condition.  Often a bus driver and attendant have been transporting this child for a 
number of years and are saddened by the thought of the child finally losing their fight for 
life.  It is ultimately a very serious decision that is made by the parents in consultation 
with the child’s doctors.  The parents believe that the pain and fear caused by extreme 
medical procedures to further extend the child’s life would subject the child to 
unnecessary suffering.   
 
A DNR order is basically a medical prescription for inaction.  Medical prescriptions are 
best carried out by medical personnel.  The difficulty in a school transportation setting 
with allowing a child to die without attempting intervention is that school bus drivers are 
not medical personnel.  Space restrictions on a school bus also cause difficulties because 
it is almost impossible to separate the child who might be dying from the other children. 
 
Any school district that is transporting a child with a DNR order should have established 
district policy and procedures which have been carefully reviewed by district counsel.  
Many districts have taken the position that every child is treated equally by the school 
bus driver.  Once medical personnel arrive, they are provided with documentation of the 
DNR order and can move the child from the bus and follow medically appropriate 
procedures. 


Good Samaritan Act 


This law was passed back in the 1950's to provide immunity from lawsuits for lay people 
who provide first aid care.  The reason for the law was to remove the lawsuit barrier to 
first aid.  Forty-eight states, including New York, have this law on their books.  Nobody 
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has ever been successfully sued as long as the person providing the care has done all of 
the following things: 
 
• Do no further harm.  Only move a victim when their life is in danger. 
• Obtain permission to provide first aid.  With a conscious adult, ask for permission 


before giving care.  Even with an unconscious adult, ask loudly, “Are you all right?”  
If there is no response then you have obtained what is legally called “Implied 
Consent.” This means that any reasonable individual that was conscious would agree 
to be treated. With student passengers, consent is implied unless the parent or 
guardian is present. 


• Provide only the care that you know how to provide.  You must check for life 
threatening conditions, call the EMS (911), and provide only the care you know how 
to provide -- "You are not a medical professional". 


• Continue to provide the care until more highly trained personnel arrive.  This means 
that you provide care until then or until you drop from exhaustion. 


Blocked Airway 


Oxygen is vital to life -- "How long can you hold your breath?"  When breathing stops 
the heart will stop beating soon.  In 4-6 minutes brain damage is possible, in 6-10 
minutes brain damage is likely, and after 10 minutes irreversible brain damage is certain.  
 The national average response time for Emergency Medical Care to arrive is 
seven minutes.  If the victim can't breathe and proper action is not provided death will be 
the result.  


 
The physical makeup of the respiratory system. 
 
• You breathe air through the mouth and nose, it travels down through the throat, and 


into the lungs.  This system is called the airway. 
• The lungs is where the oxygen is supplied to the bloodstream and the blood transports 


oxygen to the entire body. 
 
The dynamics of breathing. 
 
• Underneath the rib cage is the diaphragm.  The diaphragm separates the lungs/heart 


from the stomach and other lower organs.  It controls the entire breathing process.  
This is an involuntary process. 


• When you have the breath knocked out of you, the stomach took a blow.  This blow 
disrupted the natural rhythm of the diaphragm.  It took awhile for the diaphragm to 
get its rhythm back. 


• If any part of the respiratory system gets blocked -- breathing will be interrupted. 
• When unconscious the tongue relaxes, falling back over the throat opening, blocking 


breathing -- snoring occurs for the same reason. 
• Choking results from a physical blockage of the airway. 
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School age children account for only four percent of all choking deaths, but each year 
school bus drivers in New York State rescue children who are choking on an item lodged 
in their throat.  Being prepared for this emergency can turn a potential tragedy into a 
scary but quickly remedied situation.  Common causes of choking are large pieces of 
food, eating while talking excitedly or laughing, eating too fast, or swallowing objects. 
 
What a person reacts like when choking: 
 
• May appear that they can't catch their breath or are gasping for air.  This is not total 


blockage. 
• May appear to be breathing faster or slower than normal. 
• May be wheezing or coughing.  This is not total blockage. 
• May not be able to talk.  This is total blockage. 
• Their skin may be damp and look flushed at first and later may look pale or bluish. 
• They may clutch their throat with one or both hands in the universally recognized 


distress signal for choking. 


Abdominal Thrusts 


What to do for a conscious victim: 
 
Coughing is the body's natural Abdominal Thrusts.  Encourage the victim to continue 
coughing.  Do nothing until coughing has stopped and no noise or air can be heard 
coming from the throat.    
Caution: If you have a child with a feeding tube or shunt, check ahead of time for proper 
procedure for choking. 
The Abdominal Thrust will not work until total blockage has occurred.   (There is a 
descriptive handout at the end of the chapter.) To perform the Abdominal Thrust: 
 
• Make a fist with your dominant hand (right hand for right-handers) with your thumb 


on top of the fist. 
• Stand behind the victim with your feet placed perpendicular to each other -- This will 


prevent you from falling should the victim lose consciousness. 
• Locate the victim’s belly button with you non-dominant hand. 
• Place the thumb side of your dominant hand in-between the belly button and the 


bottom of the rib cage.   
• Place your non-dominant hand over the dominant hand. 
• Give quick, upward thrusts -- These should be separate motions. 
 
If the airway was a large plastic soda bottle and a Ping-Pong ball was the obstruction you 
would only have two choices to remove the Ping-Pong ball.  One would be to grasp the 
ball with tweezers or to slap the sides of the bottle.  This would force the air up against 
the ball forcing it to fly out of the neck of the bottle.  
 
How to perform Abdominal Thrusts for an unconscious victim: 
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• Ensure that the victim makes it to the ground without getting hurt and is face-up.  


Check for breathing by putting your ear above victim’s mouth and watch victim’s 
chest.  Look and listen for any signs of breathing.  If victim isn’t breathing, perform 
Abdominal Thrusts. 


• Straddle the victim facing them and turn his or her head to the side. 
• Place the heel of your dominant hand just above the belly button, with your fingers 


pointing towards the victim's head, place your other hand on top of your dominant 
hand, interlock the fingers, and then give five quick abdominal thrusts. 


• Because of the tongue falling back in the throat, the blockage will not fly out of the 
mouth -- it will hit the tongue and stay in the mouth.   


• You need to perform a finger sweep to remove the object.  Grasp the jaw and tongue 
with one hand opening the mouth as wide as possible.  Look inside the mouth to see 
if you can see the object.  If you cannot see the object, do not perform the finger 
sweep.  If you can see the object perform the finger sweep. 


• Use your other hand's index finger to sweep down on the inside of the mouth and 
with a hooking motion sweep across the mouth to remove the object.  


• Then try giving two breaths (See rescue breathing below.).  If the breaths do not go in 
repeat the above steps.  If some breaths go in, but the victim is not breathing on their 
own, continue rescue breathing so the victim gets some oxygen.   


Rescue Breathing 


If a victim is not breathing, brain damage may well occur before professional help 
arrives.  The bus driver can “breathe for the victim”; prompting breathing to start 
voluntarily or sustaining oxygen to the brain until help arrives.  Rescue breathing can be 
done with greatest safety using a barrier device that provides a shield between your 
mouth and the victim’s.  (See – Contamination Dangers) 
 
How to perform rescue breathing: 
 
• Place one hand on the forehead while pinching the nostrils shut and place the other 


hand underneath the chin.  If the mouth is damaged, close victim’s mouth and breathe 
through the nose. 


• Tilt the head back almost as far as it will go.  This will pull the tongue away from 
blocking the throat. 


• Give two slow breaths -- lasting around 1 and 1/2 seconds.  Look for the chest to rise 
to indicate that the breaths went in.  If the breaths are too fast the air will go into the 
stomach and the victim will vomit.  If the breaths do not go in try tipping the head 
back again to assure that it was done right the first time. 


• If you have to breathe for the victim give one breath every three seconds for an 
individual ages 1-10, or once every five seconds for an older individual until help 
arrives.  Every couple minutes check the victim’s pulse to verify that the heart is still 
beating.   
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If there is no pulse, CPR is necessary.  CPR is not within the bounds of this chapter, but 
individual drivers or employers may choose to have their employees trained and certified 
in CPR, particularly drivers working with a medically fragile population. 


Contamination Dangers 


The media rightfully has alerted us to the spreading dangers of contagious diseases that 
exist in our society today.  Restaurant or cafeteria workers found to have Hepatitis B can 
require the inoculation of hundreds of individuals.  What does this mean for drivers as 
providers of basic medical care to their students?  There are two categories of contagious 
diseases, Airborne and Bloodborne. 
 
Airborne Diseases are those diseases that are transmitted through the air, through bodily 
fluids, and through physical contact.  The risk of contracting an Airborne Disease from 
rescue breathing is very low. 
 
Bloodborne pathogens are those diseases that live in and are only transmitted by blood to 
blood contact.  Only two types of Bloodborne Pathogens are dangerous to life for 
Americans, Hepatitis B and HIV that causes AIDS. 
 
It is very difficult to transmit these diseases.  You have to have direct blood to blood 
contact, unprotected sex, or share needles with someone infected.  No bodily fluids have 
these diseases unless there is visible blood contamination. 
 
The risk from these diseases is very real.  During the course of a day we will touch many 
door handles and we do not bother washing our hands.  Neither does anybody else.    
 
• The HIV virus can survive up to 24 hours on a surface. 
• The Hepatitis B Virus can survive up to two weeks on a surface. 
• Nobody who has these diseases exhibits any outward signs of the disease in the early 


stages. 


Universal Precautions 


Universal Precautions means to treat everyone as if they have the disease and not to 
allow any blood to blood contact.  Avoid contact with blood, or other bodily fluids.  
 
• Use barriers between you and the victim - gloves, cloth, plastic bags, or other items. 
• Use proper glove removal procedures - grab the palm of one glove, yank that glove 


off, wadding it up in the one gloved hand, slide your index finger of the bare hand 
inside the other glove, turning the glove inside out pull the second glove off. 


• Wash your hands with soap and water immediately after giving care. 
 
Many buses are equipped with Body Fluid Kits to assist the drivers in safely handling 
medical emergencies on the bus.  These items can assist the driver in containment of 
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potentially dangerous materials.  The driver must check the kit each day during the pre-
trip to make sure it is fully stocked. Suggested items in a body fluid kit: 
 
• Odor Mask  
• Latex or Rubber Gloves – Most EMTs consider latex most protective. 
• Antiseptic Wipes – A driver may give a student a wipe to use, but not administer it 


directly.  This would constitute “treating” the student which the bus driver is not 
certified to do. 


• Paper Towels  -- Helpful to give a child for a bloody nose.  To deal with a large 
volume of fluid such as vomit, carry a roll of paper towels on the bus or keep 
newspaper handy. 


• 2 ounces I.L.S.C. powder – Helpful in absorbing and neutralizing body fluids. 
• Plastic Scraper – To use in cleaning debris from floor.   
• Disposable Bag w/Scoop – All fluids, soiled paper, bandage wrappers, and the gloves 


should go in the bag. 
• Disinfectant Wipe – After disposing of the bag in the garbage the driver should clean 


his or her own hands with the disinfectant wipe as a precautionary measure. 
 
Proper Decontamination Procedures. 
 
• Dilution is the solution to pollution.  Wash down the area and yourself after an 


incident. 
• Disinfect with a germicidal solution or bleach and water.  1/4 cup of bleach to one 


gallon of water.  This is only usable the day of mixing -- dispose of it after use. 
 
School bus operators may identify school bus drivers as being at risk for contacting 
Hepatitis B.  If the drivers are so identified, the employer must offer drivers the option of 
receiving the Hepatitis B vaccine. 
 
• The vaccine is up to 97% effective and can protect for up to seven years. It consists of 


three shots to the arm given at prescribed intervals. 
• It is just as effective if given within 72 hours of an incident and is 75 % effective if 


given within seven days of exposure. 
• The vaccine has no human blood products in it.  There is no danger of acquiring the 


Hepatitis B Disease from the vaccine. 


Class Activity -- Fluid clean up 


Have students demonstrate cleanup using universal precautions.  Provide students with 
latex or rubber gloves, kitty litter, plastic bags, paper towels, and ketchup.  Have the 
students pair up to demonstrate and evaluate each other.  Spill ketchup on a 
counter/desktop and have them role-play following procedure beginning with a radio call 
to base, moving other students away, cleaning the spill, and disposal.  If you have access 
to actual fluid cleanup kits use them.  Otherwise just get the gloves and use the 
recommended, less expensive supplies. 
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Vomiting 


Vomit is contaminated only if blood is visible.  Otherwise it most likely poses no risk of 
Bloodborne Pathogens.  You must still practice Universal Precautions.  Vomiting may be 
a symptom of a more serious problem.  Keep an eye on the child throughout the trip and 
report the incident immediately or as soon as you return to the garage, depending on your 
radio protocol. 


Bleeding 


Bleeding includes the broad spectrum of injuries from scratches, which seem like a 
catastrophe to a 1st grader, to major bleeding as a result of a collision or a knife wound.  
The danger to the school bus driver in all these circumstances is from bloodborne 
diseases that can be carried in the blood.  Universal precautions must be followed, even 
when the risk appears small. 
 
The first aid kit that is required by DOT to be on school buses includes some basic 
equipment that can be used to deal with most day-to-day bleeding emergencies.  It is the 
bus driver’s responsibility to replace any supplies that might be used and to check the kit 
for completeness during the pre-trip each day.  DOT-required supplies: 
 
2 bandages (1 inch x 10 yards) 
6 sterile gauze pads (3 inches x 3 inches) 
1 adhesive tape (1 inch x 2 ½ yards) 
12 plastic strips 
2 triangular bandages (approximately 40” x 36” x 54”) with 2 safety pins 
1 pair of scissors 
3 single units – sterile eye pads (1 per unit) 
(While not required, latex gloves should be included.) 


Nose Bleed 


• Pinching the nostrils starts the blood clotting process. 
• Leaning forward prevents vomiting.  The old way of leaning back allowed blood to 


drain into the stomach.  Blood in the stomach can cause the victim to vomit. 
• You can incorporate Universal Precautions in this instance by having the child pinch 


his own nose. 


Cuts and Bruises 


Small cuts and bruises may not be a big emergency, but to a small child a Band-Aid can 
really make everything better.   
 
• Give the child a paper towel or gauze pad to stop the bleeding and clean off the 


blood. 
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• Give the child a Band-Aid to cover the wound.  If the child is too young to open the 
Band-Aid, do so first. 


• Use direct pressure on minor bleeding.  This will help start the clotting process.  Let 
the student help hold the gauze or bandage in place.  This protects you and takes the 
student’s mind off their fear or concern.  


• Put your rubber gloves, paper towel, and bandage wrappers in the disposable bag in 
the Body Fluid Kit. 


• Be sure to notify the dispatcher, the school, or the parent as appropriate.  Don’t leave 
a child who has received medical attention off the bus alone unless directed by the 
dispatcher. 


Significant Loss of Blood 


When blood loss occurs the brain realizes that something is wrong -- it is not receiving 
oxygen the brain needs to survive.  The brain sends messages out requesting help. 
 If you observe the following signs and symptoms you will know that the victim’s loss 
of blood is serious: 
 
• Lungs – Individuals with a blood loss will be breathing rapidly to get more oxygen 


into the depleted blood supply. 
• Heart – The heart will be pumping very fast at first, but as blood is lost, the pulse will 


weaken due to blood volume going down to such a point that there is little blood to 
pump. 


• The victim may be thirsty because of the body’s effort to replace the blood fluid loss.   
Do not give fluid to a victim -- they might vomit. 


 
If a major bleeding emergency exists, take the time to follow procedures.  Notify the 
dispatcher or call 911.  Use the rubber gloves provided to protect you in this emergency. 
 
• Place a clean covering over the wound and apply direct pressure. 
• Use roll bandages to hold gauze or other bandage material in place. 
• If there are no broken bones elevate the wound above the heart. 
• If the above steps do not seem to work apply direct pressure on a nearby artery. 
• If the contents of the first aid kit are inadequate, use clothing, plastic bags, or papers.  


If bandages soak through, add more bandages on top existing ones.  Removing 
soaked bandages will interfere with the beginning of the clotting process. 


• Never - ever - use a tourniquet.  Eliminating blood supply can be as dangerous as loss 
of blood.   


• Use pressure points on major bleeding.  Discuss the main pressure points in the body.   
- The major artery in the arms. 
- The major artery in the groin. 
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Specific Strategies and Concerns 


• Impaled Object -- Do not remove the impaled object it may be the only thing stopping 
the victim from bleeding to death.  Try to support the impaled object and use 
bandages to stop bleeding around it.   


• Injury to Eye – Cover the injured eye with an eye pad and the non-injured eye as well 
to reduce eye movement.  If there is an impaled object in the eye, tape a paper cup or 
similar item over the object to hold it in place and then cover the second eye. 


• Try not to loose any teeth or body parts that are broken or severed in an injury. 
• If internal organs are exposed, do not attempt to touch them.  Cover the wound with 


the cleanest cloth possible.  


Shock 


In any serious injury or illness, especially blood loss, shock is likely to develop.  Shock is 
a life-threatening condition and must be treated immediately.  Symptoms of shock include:  
 
• restlessness or irritability,  
• mental confusion,  
• pale, cool, moist, skin,  
• rapid breathing and  
• rapid pulse 
 
Treatment of Shock 
 
• Have the victim lie down in the most comfortable position. Care for any external 


bleeding. 
• Help the victim to maintain normal body temperature.  Cover the victim if cold. 
• Elevate the legs about twelve inches if there are no leg injuries.  Elevating the legs 


keeps blood in the vital organs above the waist. 
• Reassure the victim. 
• Do not give the victim anything to eat or drink. 
• If vomiting begins, turn the victim on their side to keep airway clear.   


Class Activity -- Shock 


Have students treat each other for shock.  Make the scenario a little tricky by having 
some victims have one or two injured legs and some victims vomiting. 


Fainting 


Fainting is caused by a sudden loss of blood to the brain.  We have all experienced this to 
a certain degree by standing up from the floor too fast.  By itself, fainting is not 
dangerous if that is the only symptom.  In most cases you may not know that. 
• Lower the victim carefully to the floor or some other flat surface   
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• Elevate the legs 8 -12 inches and keep the victim comfortable 
• Loosen tight clothing such as ties or collars. 
• Check for breathing, if necessary open the airway and maintain it open. 
• Do not give the victim anything to eat or drink. 
• If the victim vomits, roll them onto their side. 
 
Fainting is usually a self-correcting condition.  Be especially concerned when the victim 
has no history of fainting.  Even if the victim recovers rapidly with no apparent side 
effects, request directions from dispatch for transporting student to appropriate location.  
Assign a friend to sit next to the student for the remainder of the ride and monitor their 
condition. 


Hyperventilation 


Hyperventilation is when a victim has an imbalance of oxygen and carbon dioxide.  
Hyperventilation occurs when a victim breathes faster than normal.  It is often caused by 
fear or anxiety, but can also be caused by injury.  They may have rapid shallow 
breathing.  Treatment consists of: 
 
• Calm and reassure the victim. 
• Encourage the victim to breathe slowly keeping the mouth closed.  Using the 


abdominal muscles, inhale through the nose, hold the full inhalation for several 
seconds, then exhale slowly through pursed lips.   


• Other strategies include having them cup their hands over their mouth or breathe into 
a rubber glove or paper bag.  Be sure they breathe slowly.  This forces the victim to 
re-breathe exhaled air which will stabilize the imbalance between oxygen and carbon 
dioxide. 


• A person hyperventilating can experience cramping and/or tingling in the toes or 
fingers that can cause anxiety. 


• The victim will eventually pass out if the breathing is not corrected.  It is the body’s 
way of naturally correcting the problem. 


Heat Exposure 


Prolonged exposure to hot sunny weather coupled with dehydration from lack of 
adequate liquids can lead to Heat Stroke and Heat Exhaustion.  In both cases, the victim 
should be made as comfortable and cool as possible on the bus as you transport them as 
directed.  If there is water available, soak the triangular bandages and apply the compress 
to the neck and head.  Be sure to describe the symptoms to the dispatcher so appropriate 
medical treatment can be planned on arrival.   
 
• Heat exhaustion symptoms include moist, clammy skin, fatigue, confusion or 


disorientation, nausea, and raised temperature.   
• Heat stroke involves hot red or splotched skin, very high temperatures, confusion, 


and even convulsions or lack of consciousness. 
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Cold Weather Dangers 


Students waiting for a bus made late by winter conditions could be experiencing 
hypothermia or even frostbite when they are picked up.  Symptoms of hypothermia 
include shivering, weakness, confusion, or drowsiness.  A victim of severe hypothermia 
is no longer shivering, has become more awkward and irrational, and has a slow irregular 
pulse.  Frostbite involves cold painful skin that gets pale and hard.   
 
Communicate with your dispatcher for instructions.  You do not have equipment on the 
bus to put the victim in warm water, but you can help to warm the victim while traveling 
to medical attention.  Be sensitive to the embarrassment possible with these procedures. 
  
• If student is wearing wet clothing remove it and replace it with dry warm clothing.  


Others on the bus might volunteer to share a piece of their clothing.   
• Place the student in the warmest position on the bus.  
• If victim’s condition is worsening and you will not arrive at medical help soon, use 


another person’s body heat to keep the victim warm. 


Seizures 


Seizures cover a wide range of behavior.  Epilepsy or other conditions can prompt 
seizures.  A mild or petit mal seizure may simply include inappropriate or purposeless 
behavior with subsequent amnesia regarding the episode.  The seizure usually lasts two to 
five minutes and may happen fairly regularly.  A grand mal seizure is much more severe 
and includes uncontrolled muscular contractions, rigidity, difficulty breathing, and bluish 
tinge on the lips and fingertips.  Most seizures will only last a few minutes. If a student is 
experiencing a seizure follow these guidelines: 
 
• Protect them from injuring themselves by placing a cushioning material around the 


victim, especially protecting the head. 
• Move objects away from the victim that could cause injury. 
• Do not interfere with the seizure in any way until it has run its course. 
• Place a coat, shirt, or blanket over the lower area of the victim.  They will sometimes 


lose bowel control.  Covering them may save them embarrassment. 
• If they vomit turn them on their side to keep airway clear. 
• Keep students away from the victim.  People crowding over the victim can trigger 


another seizure. 
 
For the victim’s medical follow-up, it is important for the driver to be able to make a full 
report on the circumstances of the seizure: 
 
• Where did it happen?  Was the student sitting next to the window or not? 
• What time of day was it? 
• How long did the seizure last? 
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After the seizure has run its course the student will be very lethargic.  The victim should 
lie on their side maintaining an open airway. If the victim remains on the bus and you 
continue your route assign another student to monitor the victim. 


Anaphylaxis Shock -- Stings and Allergies 


Anaphylaxis shock is a condition brought on by a foreign protein entering the body.  The 
body treats this protein as an invading enemy.  The throat starts to close up and breathing 
becomes difficult.  If not treated promptly death could result.  Drivers should be aware of 
any students with sting allergies on their buses. 
 
Causes of anaphylaxis shock include: 
 
• Bees and wasps  
• Protein foods such as peanut butter  
• Allergies to chemicals and other substances 
• Reaction to medication 
 
Signs and symptoms of anaphylaxis shock are: 
 
• Sneezing, coughing, and wheezing  
• Shortness of breath 
• Tightness and swelling in the throat 
• Tightness in chest 
• Increased pulse rate 
• Developing a rash 
• Swelling of affected body part or 


area 


• Swelling of mucous membranes 
(tongue, mouth, and nose) 


• Blueness around the lips and mouth 
• Dizziness 
• Nausea and vomiting 
 


 
Treatment for anaphylaxis shock: 
 
• Student may carry a self-administered EPI pen – a dose of adrenaline that will open 


up breathing passages. 
• Get the victim medical help quickly. 
• Until help arrives, continue to monitor breathing and consciousness of the victim.  


Report victim’s medical condition to dispatch. 


Reactions to Poisons 


Poisons enter the body through ingestion, inhalation, absorption, and injection.   
 
• Ingestion happens with medicine, foods, alcohol, illegal drugs, cleaning products, 


pesticides, and other items that can be swallowed. 
• Inhalation occurs most often with gases/fumes from carbon monoxide,  glues, 


chlorine, paints, and other items if burned. 
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• Absorption occurs through the skin and can come from fertilizers, plants, and 
pesticides. 


• Injection happens mainly from insects, animals, snakes, and drugs.   
 
The dispatcher should have the Poison Control Center phone number available.  Be 
prepared to provide as much information as possible. 
 
• Age and size of the victim. 
• What the poison is if known -- take any container found to the phone/ radio. 
• Describe how much was swallowed -- e.g. anywhere from a teaspoon to an unknown 


quantity. 
• Ask other students if they have any idea what was ingested. 
• How long ago did it occur. 
 
The signs and symptoms of poisoning: 
 
• Abdominal pain and cramping. 
• Nausea and/or vomiting. 
• Diarrhea. 
• Drowsiness or unconsciousness. 
• Burn injuries around the lips or tongue. 
• Unusual odors. 
 
You will have limited resources to respond on your bus.  Do not take any action unless 
you are directed to do so by EMS Personnel or the Poison Control Center. Transport 
victim to help as quickly as possible. 
 
For an unconscious victim -- place the victim on their left side, this will delay the poison 
from entering the small intestine, with their mouth facing towards the ground/floor so if 
they vomit they won’t choke. 


Bites 


School bus drivers are exposed to the possibility of being bit by students.  Younger 
students and students with emotional disabilities are particular threats for biting.  The 
mouths of people and animals are full of bacteria.  Persons who are bitten run a high risk 
of infection and should seek medical attention and check to see if their tetanus 
immunization is up-to-date. 


Diabetic Reactions 


There are two Diabetic emergencies, Hyperglycemia and Hypoglycemia.  Hyperglycemia 
is when the victim has high blood sugar and Hypoglycemia is when the victim has low 
blood sugar. 
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The signs and symptoms of Diabetic emergencies: 
 
Hypoglycemia (low sugar)         and  Hyperglycemia (high sugar)   
 
Sudden onset    Gradual onset 
Staggering, poor coordination  Drowsiness 
Anger, bad temper   Extreme thirst 
Pale color     Very frequent urination 
Confusion, disorientated  Flushed skin 
Sudden hunger   Vomiting 
Excessive sweating  Fruity breath odor 
Trembling     Heavy breathing 
Rapid unconsciousness  Eventual unconsciousness 
 
Treatment is the same for either condition.  If conscious give the victim sugar diluted in 
water or juice or any carbohydrate/sugar. Seek directions from dispatch in getting victim 
to medical attention. 


Asthma 


There is a growing population of children and adults in our country with asthma.  Many 
students riding the buses are carrying inhalers or other medicines with them to respond to 
asthma attacks.  Asthma attacks should be taken very seriously and can be fatal. There is 
nothing you can do for a child suffering an asthma attack other than remain calm and 
reduce their anxiety. If a child does not have their medicine with them, radio base 
immediately for directions.  You may need to transport the child to medical attention. 
 
Be cautious of the effects of smoke or air pollution of any kind on these children.  Do not 
drive through smoke, for instance from a burning vehicle or building.  It might provoke 
an asthma attack. 


Transporting and Administering Medications 


School bus drivers are sometimes asked to transport and/or administer medications to a 
child.  Medicines that would need to be transported would include prescriptions that were 
administered both at home and during the school day.  Districts should have strict policy 
in writing for the transportation of medication. 
 
Some district policies prohibit the transportation of all medications.  Other districts use a 
structured system of locked bags and signatures for receiving the drug.  The danger of 
allowing parents to hand a bottle of pills to a driver to give to a teacher is that the driver 
can be accused of mismanagement, real or imagined, and has no paper trail to document 
what happened.  A sample system might look like this: 
 
• Teacher hands medicine in a locked bank bag to the driver. 
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• Teacher signs and indicates date and time on a form documenting giving the bag to 
driver. 


• Driver signs the form acknowledging receipt of the bag,  
• Driver hands the bag to the parent, who has the second key to the bag, who also signs 


and indicates date and time when the bag was received. 
 
Asthma and bee stings are good examples of medical situations where self-administered 
drugs are used as a matter of course.  There is a difference between a child or a parent 
administering a dose of medicine and a bus driver administering that same medicine.  If  
drivers administer medicine, they are now “treating” a medical condition.  Treating is the 
domain of medical personnel.  For drivers to accept this responsibility there must be a 
support structure in place to reduce their personal liability.  If it is identified as the 
drivers’ job to administer any medication at all, the drivers must: 
 
• Be approved by the school, parents, and child’s doctor to administer medication. 
• Receive appropriate documented medical training. 
• Know possible side effects or reaction to the medication. 
• Know procedures for transporting and storing the drug. 


Driver Medical Emergencies 


Children are not the only individuals who can experience a medical emergency on a 
school bus.  The school bus driver, often the only adult on the bus, can also suffer a 
sudden illness or be injured in a collision.  Chapter 11, Student Safety Training, discusses 
training students for this possibility.  This chapter provides guidance to drivers for self-
care and recognizing signs of heart attack, drug interactions, and shock in themselves.  
As with every other emergency discussed in this chapter, the first, most important task, is 
to contact the dispatcher.  Let them know what’s going on. 


Heart Problems 


The most common reasons drivers lose consciousness while driving are heart attacks and 
strokes.  As a bus driver you must recognize symptoms that you are having a heart attack, 
or a stroke, and know what to do before you put the children into a dangerous situation.   
 
The signs and symptoms of a heart attack include: 
 
• Persistent chest pain or discomfort that can radiate to the arms. 
• Breathing difficulty. 
• Changes in pulse rate. 
• Skin appears pale or bluish.  Face may be moist or you may be sweating profusely. 
 
A stroke occurs when a blood vessel that delivers blood to the brain ruptures or becomes 
plugged.  Part of the brain does not get the blood/oxygen it needs and that section of the 
brain starts to die. The signs and symptoms of a stroke include: 
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• Weakness, numbness, or paralysis of the face, an arm, or a leg on one side of the 
body. 


• Blurred, or decreased, vision in one eye. 
• Problems speaking or understanding. 
• Dizziness or loss of balance. 
• Sudden, severe, and unexplained headache. 
• The pupils deviate from P.E.A.R.L..  Pupils Equal and Reactive to Light.  This means 


the brain is not getting the oxygen it needs. 
 
If any of these signs and symptoms appear pull over the side of the road at the safest 
location possible.  Call for help and rest for ten minutes.  If you do not feel better you 
must get medical help - do not drive to the hospital. 


Poisoning and Drug Interactions 


Prescription and non-prescription drugs, as well as different foods can cause reactions 
and interactions that have the same effect as and should be treated as poisoning.  The 
signs and symptoms for drug interaction are the same as those for being a victim of 
poisoning.  It doesn’t matter if it is a drug reaction or the fish sandwich you had for 
lunch, pull over at a safe place, call base or the EMS system (911), and wait for them 
there.  They will need to know a few things: 
 
• What type of poison/medication/food was it?  
• How much was consumed?  
• How long ago? 


Shock 


Whenever you are involved in an emergency, shock, fainting, and hyperventilation are all 
possible responses to the stress of physical injury that you have suffered.  Be sure to treat 
yourself.  Pushing yourself with reduced physical and mental function will serve to 
endanger others, including the students you are charged to protect. 
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Mock Emergency 


An interesting class activity is to stage a mock emergency.  Split the drivers into two 
groups.  Three quarters of the drivers will be bus passengers, a few will be passer-bys, 
and two will be a driver/attendant team – get volunteers for this role, but not trained 
EMT’s.  Give the “students” and the team a few minutes to plan separately.  The 
“students” will plan their injuries – there should be 3 or four serious injuries and the rest 
minor, but interesting ones.  If you have access to theatrical makeup this can be very 
realistic, but optionally victims can explain their injuries.  Unconscious victims might put 
a paper describing their injury next to them, for example, “bleeding from head”.  The 
driver/attendant team will discuss together how they would plan to deal with a major bus 
collision.  Have the “students” as a group decide the crash scenario and begin.  The team 
will need to role-play the scene from radioing base until Emergency Response in the 
form of  the instructor, “arrives” in about 3-5 minutes. 
 
It is the goal of every bus driver that the only time they will need the first aid kit is to get 
out a Band-Aid.  If you are in a serious collision with multiple injuries, take a moment to 
reflect on what you have learned in this chapter, say a prayer, and do the best you can.  
Remember: 
 
• Contact base if your radio is working, otherwise, ask a motorist to call on a cell phone 


or send two responsible students to a nearby house to ask them to call 911. 
• Check out the scene, see who needs immediate help, and begin to prioritize. 
• Care for students whose injuries are life threatening in ways which you have learned 


in this chapter.  Don’t attempt skills you haven’t been trained to perform. 
• Finally, don’t feel that you are alone.  Motorists, pedestrians, and people working or 


living in the area will come to the scene.  There will be medically trained individuals 
and first responders in the group who will identify themselves.  Use the assistance of 
these nice people until the emergency personnel arrive and take over the scene.   


• You will make a difference by providing the first few minutes of care for these 
children.  
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Chapter 7 – Handling the Bus 


Overview 
This chapter reviews, in a classroom setting, the skills of driving a school bus.  It is not a 
substitute for quality training in the behind-the-wheel setting, but provides an opportunity 
for drivers who already have some driving experience to evaluate their skills and build 
greater awareness and knowledge.   The chapter begins with a review of preventability 
for the professional school bus driver and then proceeds to a review of defensive driving 
principles.  A general overview of defensive driving is followed by a discussion of 
driving situations of special caution and finally a review of challenges specific to school 
bus driving. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Understand the higher standard of preventable crashes for school bus drivers. 
2. Be able to explain the three basic parts of the defensive driving formula and the 


driving skills necessary to implement the formula. 
3. Be aware of dangers they will face while driving in specific environments and 


situations.  
4. Recognize strategies to drive safely in situations of particular danger for school 


buses. 


Instructional Strategy 
This chapter provides long lists of “how tos”.   It is important for the instructor to create 
changes of pace and activity during this chapter so one topic doesn’t just run into the 
next.  Use examples from your own experience and other local examples to make topics 
seem real to the drivers.  Many videos are available on driving strategies; judicious use of 
a video will provide an instructional change of pace.   
 
Be sure to encourage drivers to share their experiences.  School bus drivers on regular 
routes have the opportunity to analyze their routes closely and develop defensive driving 
strategies for predictable hazards on their routes; this chapter should challenge them to 
take these skills and examine their daily routine in detail.  Don’t let the discussion of this 
chapter be dropped after this session.  Continue to lift up defensive driving principles 
during discussions in: 
 
Chapter 8  Bus Stop Safety  Chapter 11 Student Safety Training 
Chapter 9 Know your Bus 
Chapter 10 Student Management  Chapter15 Protecting Yourself 


Chapter 13 Your Physical Self 
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Chapter Content 
School bus driving is perhaps the most challenging of driving professions.   Our cargo is 
challenging and precious and school bus drivers are held to the highest standard.  We are 
expected to perform our duties day in and day out without injury or loss of life to a single 
individual in our care.   


Crash Preventability 


This high standard is reflected in the definition of crash preventability for school bus 
drivers: 
 
• A crash is non-preventable if the school bus driver took all reasonable precautions to 


avoid becoming involved in a crash-producing situation. 
• A crash is preventable if the school bus driver failed to take all reasonable 


precautions to avoid becoming involved in a crash-producing situation. 
 
The “possible precautions” that are expected of professional school bus drivers are 
outlined in this chapter.  Drivers may or may not have heard about the concept of 
preventability during their in-house behind-the-wheel training.  Whether this is a review 
or an initial exposure to this high standard, drivers must come to recognize and accept the 
challenge. 
 
Accepting the challenge means participating in daily self-evaluation. The best road test of 
all is one we perform on ourselves.  Honestly looking daily at our own driving habits 
isn’t fun, but it's usually the best way to learn about ourselves.   


Defensive Driving Formula 


Defensive driving can be defined as the ability to protect your passengers against the 
unsafe actions of other motorists and roadway users, while driving in challenging 
roadway and environmental conditions. 
 
There have been many attempts to “formulize” defensive driving.  Each formula includes 
the same principles, expressed in varying ways.  The three-part formula presented here is 
perhaps defensive driving at its simplest.  Nine defensive driving principles follow which 
provide the “flesh” on the “skeleton” of the formula. 


Recognize the Hazard 


The first step in professional driving is to recognize where the dangers are.  “Recognizing 
the hazard” includes systematically searching the environment, maintaining a cushion of 
time and space to allow for accurate decision-making, identifying potential hazards, and 
predicting how each hazard might affect your safety.  If the driver recognizes the hazard 
far enough in advance, then simple, safe responses are possible.  If hazards are 
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recognized too late, the driver is in the position of choosing the better of poor 
alternatives, “Which tree should I hit?” 


Understanding the Defense 


The second step a professional driver follows after recognizing a hazard is making the 
proper choice of defense against that hazard.  It means understanding all the alternatives 
for response.  For drivers who are new to handling a large vehicle this means in some 
cases learning strategies that are quite different than those for a passenger vehicle.  
Predicting how situations will play out and hypothesizing the outcomes of possible 
responses is a task good defensive drivers engage in at all times, even when they are 
riding as a passenger. 


Act Correctly in Time 


While this discussion may be taking place safely in a classroom, driving decisions must 
be made quickly, almost instinctively.  School bus drivers must not only know the 
defense; they must be able to implement it in a timely fashion while good options are still 
available.  Every step of the defensive driving formula is time driven. 


Class Activity -- Identifying hazardous driving situations 


Divide the class into groups of three and have each driver describe a recent driving 
situation that did or could have become hazardous.  Have them describe the defense they 
used and then have them review their response based on the defensive driving formula 
just discussed.  Have the groups report any other defensive driving concepts that could 
have been used. 


Defensive Driving Skills 


Professional school bus drivers must master eight defensive driving skills which will be 
used to successfully navigate all driving challenges, both environmental and those 
specific to school bus transportation:  
 
1. Vision and observation. 
2. Communication with other roadway 


users. 
3. Maintaining a space cushion. 
4. Speed control. 


5. Understanding and adhering to 
traffic controls. 


6. Anticipating and reacting to unsafe 
actions of others. 


7. Proper position of the bus. 
8. Physical control of the bus. 


 
Vision and observation:  Most driving information is received visually.  Driving a bus 
safely requires a constant visual search of the traffic environment for potential hazards.  
Professional vision habits are the single most important defensive driving skill for a 
school bus driver.  An expert school bus driver exhibits good vision habits. 
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• Active visual searching for potential hazards - continual eye and head movement to 
reorient direct vision.  School bus drivers must avoid "tunnel vision" (looking only 
straight ahead) on straight-aways, and must actively move in their seat and turn their 
head or "crane their neck" to actively check for hazards before entering traffic, 
changing lanes, or making a turn. 


• Careful direct visual observation of potential hazards - eye movement should be 
paced slowly enough (1-2 seconds per object) to allow the brain to make an accurate 
identification of what the hazard is.  Vision is not infallible and quick glances or 
scanning too quickly can misinterpret or miss a hazard altogether. 


• Reading the road ahead - in most driving situations, a driver's visual attention should 
be focused well ahead of the moving bus, typically 20 to 30 seconds ahead down the 
road, 1-2 blocks in the city and ¼ - ½ mile, or to the next hill or curve, in the country. 


• Checking driving mirrors every few seconds to be aware of hazards behind and next 
to the bus -- blind spots on buses create special dangers when changing lanes; bus 
drivers must be keenly aware of vehicles coming up on their bus from behind or 
already next to their bus. 


• Systematic search for cross-traffic approaching intersections -- bus drivers should 
never depend on traffic controls to protect their bus as they proceed into an 
intersection. 


• Active driver movement in the bus seat to "look around" view obstructions on the bus 
such as mirrors, posts, and pillars -- school bus drivers must always "rock before they 
roll" to look around such view obstructions before proceeding across an intersection. 


 
Communication with other roadway users:  The ability to communicate effectively 
with other motorists, pedestrians, and passengers while driving a school bus is a critical 
element of a safe bus. 
 
• “Driver sign language” is a nonverbal process by which motorists, pedestrians, and 


bicyclists can exchange information in the driving environment.  Examples of 
effective means of communication include use of bus signals and flashers; vehicle 
speed or position to indicate intent; horn; and hand signals to passengers outside the 
bus. 


• Expert school bus drivers activate amber overhead flashers early enough that other 
motorists have time to safely stop for the bus. 


• Tapping the horn lightly to alert motorists or pedestrians who do not seem to 
acknowledge the approach of the bus can be an effective means of preventing an 
accident. 


• Begin light braking to activate brake lights well before stopping for railroad tracks or 
other traffic controls in order to alert motorists behind that the bus will be stopping. 


• Slowing down early is a good way to signal your intention to stop to motorists behind 
your bus.  Abrupt stops can take other motorists "by surprise" and lead to a rear-end 
collision. 


• Establishing eye contact with other motorists or pedestrians can help determine their 
intentions. 
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Space cushion:  Maintaining a “space cushion” around the bus in all driving conditions 
is a sign of a professional school bus driver. 
 
• Maintaining sufficient following distance with vehicles ahead of your bus is the only 


sure way to prevent rear-end collisions.  Following at least 4 seconds behind the 
vehicle ahead is necessary in good weather conditions - increase space in slippery 
weather. 


• Don’t let tailgaters reduce your space cushion to the rear.  Slow down or pull over to 
let them pass.  Even if they can’t or will not pass, at a slower speed they will be better 
able to react if you need to make an emergency maneuver. 


• When stopped behind or next to other traffic at a red light, the bus driver should 
allow a 2-3 second pause before resuming motion into intersection after the light 
turns green, allowing all vehicles to clear the intersection. 


• When stopped behind another stopped vehicle (as at a stoplight), the bus driver 
should stop far enough back to be able to see the vehicle's rear tires on the pavement.  
Adequate space reduces the chance of the vehicle ahead rolling back into the bus, and 
also allows the bus to get around the vehicle if it stalls ahead of you. 


• Whenever possible, an expert bus driver avoids traveling next to other vehicles 
headed in the same direction.  Your bus could be in the other vehicle's blind spot and 
the vehicle could suddenly pull into your lane.  If necessary, slow down or speed up 
slightly to get away from other vehicles. 


• Defensive drivers swing away from pedestrians or bicyclists along the edge of the 
roadway or parked cars with passengers inside - give "wide berth" to such 
unpredictable hazards whenever possible.  Remember that mirrors make the bus 
wider than it seems. 


 
Speed control:  Excessive speed for conditions is the most common contributing factor 
in school bus accidents. 
 
• There is never a reason to exceed a posted speed limit in a school bus. 
• NYS school buses with students on board cannot exceed 55 mph on any road, inside 


or outside the state.   
• Keeping up with "the flow of traffic" is no excuse for exceeding posted speed limits -


- keeping up with the flow of traffic is illegal and can be dangerous in a school bus.  
Crash forces multiply as speeds increase – higher speed crashes have much greater 
crash impacts. 


• Advisory speed limits (posted on yellow signs) should be adhered to by school buses 
at all times.  Advisory speeds are posted because of significant hazards such as blind 
intersections.   


• An expert school bus driver adjusts speed downward accordingly in inclement 
weather, limited visibility, congested traffic conditions, or when approaching any 
potential hazard such as an intersection. 


• "Rushing" on a school bus route can lead to a tragedy -- school bus drivers should 
drive at a safe, deliberate, professional pace. 
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Understanding and adhering to traffic controls:  Driving errors occur because traffic 
controls are not fully understood or followed correctly. 
 
• A full and complete stop must be made at all stop signs.  A complete stop means all 


forward motion of the bus has ceased.  The bus driver will feel the vehicle "settle 
back" onto its suspension in a full stop.  "Rolling stops" at stop signs (slowing down, 
but never ceasing all forward motion) have contributed to many serious school bus 
accidents in intersections. 


• At a stop sign, stop at or before a painted stop line or crosswalk in the roadway.  
Otherwise, the bus should be stopped before it enters the intersecting roadway at the 
point where the bus driver's view of approaching traffic is maximized.  Routinely 
stopping "at or before the stop sign" can actually increase the chance of an accident, 
for the bus driver often will need to make a second stop to see better before entering 
traffic.  Vehicles behind the bus may not be expecting that second stop and a rear-end 
collision can occur. 


• Posted work zone traffic signs should be carefully noted and adhered to by school bus 
drivers, regardless what other motorists do. School bus drivers must also be careful 
when "waved on" by a flag person at a construction zone.  The bus driver must still 
check for adequate clearance for the bus when passing near construction equipment. 


• Pavement markings (such as arrows indicating turn lanes) should be carefully noted 
by school bus drivers to avoid being trapped in the wrong lane. 


• Stop at a yield sign only if you must to allow other traffic to proceed or if you aren't 
sure it's clear for your bus.  Stopping for no reason can lead to a rear-end collision to 
your bus.   


• School bus drivers should carefully observe overpass heights and bridge weights.  They 
must know the GVW rating and height of their bus.  (Ask your supervisor for help if 
you don't know.)  Unposted bridges are rated at least 80,000 lbs. and overpasses 14’.  
School buses are not exempt from posted bridge weight limits -- even short bridges. 
 
Average school bus dimensions   60 Passenger Bus                       20 Passenger Bus 
Weight without students                 18,000 lbs.                                 7,000 lbs. 
Height                                              9’ 8”                                           8’ 6” 
Width                                               8’ plus mirrors                           6-8’ plus mirrors 
Length                                              32’ 6”                                        20’ 


 
Anticipating and reacting to the actions of others:  School bus driving is a mental 
activity.  Expert school bus drivers train themselves to anticipate the actions of other 
drivers, pedestrians, as well as their own passengers, based on subtle clues and hints.   
 
• Slowing down and covering the brake -- professional school bus drivers always take 


their foot off the accelerator and rest it lightly on the brake pedal as their bus 
approaches any potential hazard (intersection, pedestrian, blind alley, children 
playing, parked car with passengers inside, etc.).   


• A professional bus driver is highly aware of clues indicating possible hazards, such as: 
a ball or other play equipment; unattended bikes; parked and idling vehicles, especially 
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with passengers inside or when the stopped vehicle's tires are turned to pull out into 
the traffic lane; a pedestrian's feet visible behind a parked vehicle; a motorist or 
pedestrian that doesn't look in the direction of the approaching bus; brake lights in 
traffic well ahead of bus indicating a traffic problem; etc. 


• Often, steering around a potential hazard in the road may be more effective than panic 
braking. 


• When the bus comes to a potential hazard (such as a child running along the road on 
the sidewalk) that may swerve suddenly into the path of bus, and the bus cannot 
safely turn away from hazard because of approaching traffic, a defensive school 
driver slows down and if necessary stops altogether before passing the hazard. 


• Bus drivers should be highly aware of oncoming vehicles that may veer over the 
center line, or of blind curves where such an incident is likely, and should move their 
bus to the right of the driving lane. 


• If an oncoming vehicle is headed directly for the bus, the safest action for the bus 
driver is to steer to the right - even going right off the road if necessary to avoid a 
head-on collision.  Never steer to the left, it is impossible to predict if the other driver 
will make a last-second correction.  You will be liable if the collision happens in the 
other driver’s lane. 


 
Maintaining proper position:  Keeping the bus in the safest possible position in the 
roadway is the sign of a professional driver.  Accidents can occur if the bus driver fails to 
select the safest lane for the traffic situation. 
 
• Unless there is a compelling reason otherwise, the school bus should travel in the 


right lane of four-lane roads.  On roads with three or more lanes in one direction, the 
second lane from the right provides a space cushion from dangers of exiting and 
entering vehicles. 


• Bus drivers should move their bus into turning lanes and cutouts as soon as possible 
to avoid being trapped in the wrong lane.  Likewise, the bus should move out of the 
right lane on multi-lane roads and interstate highways if there's merging traffic ahead. 


• The bus driver should turn into the closest lane on a multi-lane road.  As soon as 
possible the driver should move safely to the appropriate driving lane. 


• In most traffic conditions, the bus should be kept in the center of the driving lane.  On 
two-lane two-way streets with parked cars on the right, the bus should be in the center 
of the driving lane, leaving ample space between both the bus and parked vehicles, 
and bus and oncoming vehicles.  School buses should avoid driving close enough to 
parked cars that an opened car door would strike the side of the bus. 


• Approaching a right turn, the bus should be moved as far to the right as possible, 
reducing the possibility of other vehicles “slipping by,” and the turn should be 
completed as much as possible in lane being entered.  If an intersection is so “tight” 
that the bus can’t complete a turn without entering the oncoming lane to some extent, 
a professional bus driver waits until oncoming traffic has cleared the intersection 
before attempting the turn. 


• It's a good idea to glance in the right driving mirror to check the tracking of rear 
wheels during a turn - even veteran school bus drivers can mistakenly turn "too tight" 


Chapter 7   Handling the Bus   Page 7 







and come up over a curb. A right turn should not be attempted if pedestrians are 
standing too close to the corner - the bus driver should tap the horn if necessary to 
clear pedestrians. Check the left driving mirror to monitor tail swing. 


• When approaching a left turn, the bus driver should move as close as practical to the 
center line (or on a one-way street, move to the left side of the left lane), allowing 
traffic to pass on the right.  The turn shouldn't be started until the bus has entered the 
intersection; steering wheels should be kept straight ahead until the turn begins to 
prevent the bus from being driven into the oncoming lane if struck from behind.  
Check the right mirror to monitor tail swing.  Left turns shouldn't be attempted unless 
the bus driver is certain that the intersection is clear of vehicles and pedestrians. 


 
Maintaining proper position – Reference Points:  Bus drivers should understand how 
to establish reference points on their own bus to know exactly how far away they are 
from objects around it.  (Note:  reference points must be established individually for each 
driver and each bus, and require an assistant, tape measure, crayon or water based 
marker, and a 50' length of cord.) 
 
• Ahead of your bus.  Establishing a reference point on your hood or the bottom of your 


windshield allows you to know exactly how far ahead of your front bumper is the 
area in the roadway you see. 


• Laterally to side of bus.  Establishing a reference point on your right front bumper 
allows you to know exactly how far to the side of your right tire is the area along the 
road edge you see. 


• Behind bus.  Establishing a reference point on a rear wheel well allows you to 
position the rear bumper of your bus exactly where you want it during backing 
maneuvers. 


• Pivot point of bus during turns.  Knowing where your bus pivots during a turn allows 
you to safely negotiate tight turns without "tracking" over curbs or striking fixed 
objects at corners. 


 
Maintaining physical control of the bus:  The ability of the bus driver to control the 
bus in all driving situations and correctly use all the vehicle's mechanical equipment is a 
critical aspect of defensive driving. 
 
• Smooth, gradual acceleration from stops -- avoids "jackrabbit" starts. 
• Smooth, gradual braking -- well in advance of required stop; intermittent light 


braking to keep speed under control in slippery conditions. 
• Proper use of steering wheel: smooth, flowing turns, two hands on the outside of the 


wheel at "9 o’clock and 3 o’clock" position. 
• Vehicle control in a skid: stay off the brake and accelerator, turn the steering wheel 


quickly in the direction you want the bus to go, and quickly counter-steer if the 
vehicle begins to turn back past the desired direction of travel. 


• Manual transmissions: smooth shifting through gears at proper RPM; downshifts 
before turns, not during turns. 
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Class Activity – Roadway clues 


Divide drivers into pairs.  Cut out pictures from magazines showing roadways.  Give a 
picture to each pair and have them write their names on the back of the picture.  Then 
have them work together and circle roadway clues that a defensive driver should 
recognize.  Put the picture aside for wrap-up activity at the end of the class. 


High Caution Driving Situations 


New York State provides the entire spectrum of driving challenges to school bus drivers.  
The environment ranges from areas as rural and remote as any in the far reaches of the 
Rockies to the 24-hour excitement of life in one of the major metropolitan centers in the 
world.  Hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, Northeasters, ice storms, blizzards, freezing cold 
made even worse by wind chill provide constant weather challenges throughout the year.  
Short of extended periods of 100-degree heat, New York has it all.  In addition to the 
dangers presented by driving conditions, two specific unpredictable driving challenges 
will be addressed. 
 
1. Urban Driving 
2. Rural Driving 
3. Challenging Weather Conditions 


4. Downgrades and Mountain Driving 
5. Animals and Objects in the Road 
6. Tire Blowout


Urban Driving 


City driving presents an environment of constant stimulation and challenge to all drivers, 
but to those attempting to load and unload children with a large yellow vehicle, the task 
is truly daunting.  
 
Concentration of vehicles in urban environments means bus drivers must maintain a 
high degree of alertness at all times.  Traffic congestion makes defensive driving in urban 
areas a tremendous challenge.  Traffic volume has grown significantly in most urban 
areas in recent years.   
 
• Hectic pace of contemporary life affects the urban traffic environment -- "everyone's 


in a hurry."  Be prepared to compensate for other motorists' dangerous actions.   
• Large number of commercial vehicles (trucks, buses).  Parked delivery and municipal 


trucks may block view ahead.   
• Police vehicles, ambulances, fire trucks may go through red lights at any intersection 


at any time and sirens can be difficult to hear in urban environment.  Large buildings 
may block or distort sirens. 


• Skate-boarders, skaters, bikes, and motorcycles are common in urban areas, 
especially in good weather.  Any of these may try to squeeze by on the passenger side 
-- train children to "check as they step" off your bus. 


• Skaters and skate boarders often practice their sport along curbs and in the street in 
urban areas -- be careful as you approach them.  "Skitching" (grabbing vehicle 
bumpers for a ride down the street) is an extremely dangerous activity popular with 
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urban skaters, and buses are a favored target -- watch your driving mirrors if you are 
stopped near a group of skaters to make sure they aren't sneaking up on your bus.   


 
The roadway environment in the city ranges from roads almost too narrow for a bus to 
multi-lane expressways. 
 
• Narrow streets and tight turns create many difficulties when maneuvering buses in 


urban areas -- older urban areas may have streets and intersections that were never 
designed to accommodate large commercial vehicles such as school buses. 


• Illegally parked vehicles near corners are common and make tight turns very difficult. 
• Fixed objects (poles, signs) and pedestrians may be located right at the corner.   
• Rear wheels of bus can "track" over curb if the bus driver is not careful. 
• Rear overhang of bus can "swing around" and strike fixed objects at corners during a 


turn if driver turns too tight. 
• Leaning poles and signs, building portals and overhangs, and low-hanging wires can 


create hazards along narrow urban streets -- bus drivers should scan ahead carefully.  
 
Pedestrians of all ages and conditions may appear suddenly at any time in urban areas. 
 
• Children running from behind parked cars or other view obstructions directly into the 


street.  Watch closely for clues indicating children may be present, such as parked 
bikes, toys, sports equipment, etc. 


• Groups of teenagers walking side-by-side in the street instead of on sidewalks -- this 
has become a serious problem in many urban areas. 


• Be aware of dangerous or suspicious looking gang activity on streets you must go 
down.  If absolutely necessary abort a stop.  Use your radio to advise base of the 
situation. 


• Impaired or elderly pedestrians may stumble off the curb into your path -- give them 
plenty of room as you pass by. 


• Joggers may veer suddenly into the roadway to get around an obstacle or away from a 
dog -- tap your horn lightly well before you come upon a jogger to let them know you 
are approaching. 


Rural Driving 


The generally low frequency of other vehicles in rural areas may decrease motorists' 
concentration on driving.  The lack of traffic action creates a false sense of security. 
 
• Rural roads and highways have the highest traffic fatality rate of all types of 


roadways. 
• Isolated rural intersections can be very dangerous.  It only takes one car, tractor, 


buggy, or deer to create a tragedy.  Many serious school bus accidents have occurred 
at isolated rural intersections.  Open deserted roads often lead to excessive speeds. 


• Limited sight distance approaching bus stops (hills, dips in the road, curves) and 
other drivers who are not anticipating a school bus can be a dangerous combination.  
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Inform your supervisor about bus stops with inadequate sight distance.  A "School 
Bus Stop Ahead" sign may be posted.  


• Dirt roads, with potholes, ruts, and "wash boarding” are still part of routes in some 
rural school districts.  Violent bumps may damage bus components (springs, shocks, 
flooring) and the driver can lose control of the vehicle.  Non-crash injuries can also 
occur, especially in the back of the bus. 


• Buses can slide off high crowned dirt roads and stopping distances may be greatly 
increased by muddy or “greasy” conditions.  Tractors coming out of muddy fields and 
manure wagons can also create unanticipated slippery conditions. 


• Soft shoulders and ditches are common next to narrow rural highways.  On narrow 
rural roads, a single moment of inattention by the bus driver can allow the right side 
tires to drop onto a soft shoulder, a drop-off, or a ditch.  Snowy conditions can hide 
the pavement edge, making it difficult to determine where the shoulder is. 


• Turnarounds are more common on rural routes.  Transportation supervisor or terminal 
manager must approve turnarounds.  


• Buses may be out of radio range in some rural areas.  Have an alternate plan ready in 
case you need to contact base and can't reach base by radio.  Most parents of students 
on your route will be glad to make a phone call for you if necessary.        


Challenging Weather Conditions 


Snowy conditions create major traction, visibility, and braking problems.  Adjust 
speed to conditions -- slow down!  Don't try to maintain your normal route schedule in 
slippery conditions -- it's dangerous.  Remember other road conditions such as wet leaves 
and loose gravel can create similar challenges to snow covered roads. 
 
• Increase your following distance to accommodate reduced traction and the actions of 


others. 
• Shift down (with automatic as well as standard transmissions) and maintain a steady 


low speed to climb and descend hills in slippery conditions.  In severe winter 
weather, don't try to climb or descend extremely slippery hills - you could easily lose 
control of your bus. 


• Before winter begins, ask your supervisor about alternate routes and bus stops for 
severe winter weather. 


• Hard braking in slippery conditions results in your bus sliding, even at low speeds.  
"Feather" the brakes lightly in slippery conditions to slow down without locking your 
wheels and going into a slide.  Slow down and begin braking much earlier than usual 
in slippery conditions -- anticipate the need to stop well beforehand. 


• Accelerate gently on snowy roads. Too much acceleration in slippery conditions may 
cause the rear of your bus to "break free" and begin to slide sideways or "come 
around".  If your bus begins to slide as you accelerate let off the accelerator slightly 
to regain rolling traction. 


• Different types of school buses -- conventional, front-engine transit, rear-engine 
transit, vans, Suburbans, and school cars -- front, rear, and all-wheel drive -- handle 
very differently in slippery conditions.  Get to know the winter handling 
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characteristics of the type of bus you drive - talk to a trainer, mechanic, or other 
drivers who are familiar with that type bus.   


• Get the feel of a new bus’s braking and handling before you pick up your first 
students -- use an isolated street or the bus yard to try out brakes, acceleration, and 
steering. 


• Slush in the road can "grab" bus tires and pull your bus out of its lane suddenly.  Read 
the roadway ahead to see slush or piled snow before you hit it.  Accelerate briefly to 
regain vehicle control if your bus is suddenly pulled to one side by slush. 


 
Snow changes the roadway appearance. Roadway features change dramatically in 
snowy conditions. 
 
• Watch for snow blowing across the road ahead.  Hitting a snowdrift only a few inches 


high can throw your bus out of control -- slow down if there's any sign of drifting 
snow in the area. 


• Whiteouts are concentrated snow showers or snow driven by high winds that severely 
limit visibility -- sometimes it may be impossible to see the pavement in front of your 
vehicle.  Whiteouts are localized and unpredictable.  Snow swirling in the draft 
behind vehicles can cause similar blinding conditions, especially large vehicles. 


• Slow down, use your 4-way flashers, and if possible get well off the road onto a safe 
area until visibility improves.  Don't use headlight high beams in whiteouts -- the 
dense snow reflects light back, blinding you. 


• Road markings and pavement edges can be hidden by snow. 
• Residential streets gradually become narrower as snow banks accumulate during the 


winter.  Two vehicles may no longer fit side by side on a roadway that was wider 
before the snow accumulated, watch your mirrors as you try to fit through. 


 
Being prepared to compensate for the actions of others is even more necessary in 
slippery conditions. 
 
• The first snow of the season is especially dangerous.  Even experienced motorists 


may have forgotten how to drive in snow since the previous year.  Remember:  every 
season, a new generation of young motorists drives in snow for the first time. 


• Motorists in a hurry take unnecessary chances in snowy conditions.  Some motorists 
don't clean all the snow off their windshield or taillights or adjust their speed to 
slippery conditions.  Motorists with 4-wheel drive vehicles may have a false sense of 
security in snowy weather. 


• Never assume vehicles will be able to stop for traffic control devices at intersections. 
Vehicles frequently slide through red lights and stop signs especially on a downhill 
slope. 


• Stop your bus back further than normal when stopping for a red light in snowy 
conditions -- you will be less likely to be struck by a sliding vehicle. 


• Expect children to take risks in or near the roadway in snowy weather:  jumping from 
behind snow banks; sliding down a hill on a sled into the street; and throwing 
snowballs. 
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Take special precautions in preparation for winter driving.   
 
• Expect to run late in winter conditions -- don't worry about maintaining your regular 


schedule if the roads are slippery. 
• Prepare yourself for severe weather driving.  Winter driving is very stressful and after 


a day of winter driving, many school bus drivers feel completely exhausted. 
• Dress smart for winter conditions.  Be prepared for the worst -- for example, a 


breakdown -- always bring a winter jacket with you on the bus in winter conditions.  
Wear appropriate footwear -- boots or high-topped shoes with good traction.  Beware 
of boots that are so large, stiff, or bulky that you have difficulty moving between the 
pedals. 


• Even when the weather is nasty, take the time to do a quality pre-trip.  Lights and 
mirrors -- are they free of ice and snow?  Don't leave the bus yard until they are.  
Carry a snow brush and ice scraper with a long handle on your bus to clean off lights 
during your run or field trip if necessary.  


• Understand how the defrosting and ventilation system of your bus works -- there are 
many different types of defrosting systems.  Towels or rags should be carried on the 
bus in winter weather to clear windows. 


• Check wipers and washer fluid nozzles during your pre-trip, even if the windshield 
doesn't need cleaning -- they can be clogged with snow or ice.  If you used washer 
fluid frequently during your morning trip, fill it again before you go out in the 
afternoon. 


• Bus steps must be kept clear of ice and snow to prevent falls.  In snowy conditions, 
you may need to use your scraper to clear ice buildup from your entry steps 
periodically during your route. 


• If badly stuck in snow, don't keep trying to free the bus on your own with students 
onboard.  Often, you will get stuck worse if you keep trying to drive the bus free.  If 
you're stuck, call for assistance at once by radio; follow emergency procedures 
outlined in Chapter 5, Emergency Management. 


• Loading children in snowy conditions is extremely challenging.  Explain to children 
that during snowy conditions they should wait as far away from the road as they can 
get -- 25-50 feet is not unreasonable in certain situations. 


• Activate yellow overhead flashers much earlier than usual to give other motorists 
time to respond in slippery weather.  One of the most common winter bus accidents is 
a car sliding out of control into the bus when the motorist sees bus flashers. 


 
Ice storms and freezing rain are a bus driver's nightmare.  Driving safely may be 
impossible in completely icy conditions -- get your bus to a safe area well off the 
roadway and wait for a sander or salt truck to pass by. 
 
• Stopping distances can increase as much as ten times on icy roads. 
• Ice or snow at 32 degrees is the most slippery. 
• Freezing rain is unpredictable and dangerous -- rain may suddenly become freezing 


rain as the temperature drops slightly or as you drive into slightly colder weather. 
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• Bridges, shaded areas, and roads passing through open areas exposed to side winds 
may freeze before other areas -- "read" the road ahead and be careful. 


• Watch guardrails and signs along the road, and mirror brackets on your bus, for signs 
that rain is turning to ice. 


• Watch the rear tires of other vehicles ahead of you to see if rain is changing over to 
slush or ice.  The watery splash ("fishtail") left in rain will disappear as conditions 
change over to freezing rain or ice. 


• Black ice is a thin, clear film of ice that can occur in many ways.  It is moisture on 
roads frozen by a sudden drop in temperature and/or high winds.  The moisture can 
be from snow melting in the afternoon sun or road salt, freezing rain, or water vapor 
in vehicle exhaust on busy roads.  


• Black ice is hard to see, especially in daylight -- it may look deceptively similar to 
dry pavement.  Watch for a "gleam" or "sheen" as your headlights strike the road 
ahead. Watch vehicles ahead closely for signs of slippery conditions (swerving, brake 
lights, wheel tracks going off the road, etc.). 


• Isolated icy patches on generally dry pavement can be very dangerous.  It only takes 
one patch of ice to send a vehicle out of control -- drive your bus at a speed that is 
safe for the worst sections of road you're driving on that day. 


• Watch the road ahead for low-hanging electric wires during and after ice storms.  
Wires can catch on your bus as you drive under them.  See Chapter 5, Emergency 
Planning. 


• Tree limbs or entire trees often break in ice and snow storms.  Don't drive under or 
near trees heavily laden with ice or snow -- they may split or break. 


 
Heavy rain, water, and flooding in the roadway. 
 
• Driving in heavy rain is tricky.  Wet roads significantly increase stopping distance -- 


slow down. 
• Know where windshield wiper controls are located and be able to reach them and turn 


them on without looking.  When an approaching vehicle looks like it may splash 
water or mud onto your windshield, activate your wipers a second or two before the 
vehicle passes to prevent a moment of blindness. 


• Hydroplaning occurs when vehicle tires momentarily ride on a thin layer of water 
instead of actually touching the pavement -- traction suddenly disappears and your 
vehicle may feel like it's sliding or even floating.  If your vehicle begins to 
hydroplane, back off the accelerator slightly until you feel your tires engage again 
with the roadway.  You may have to correct steering quickly -- your vehicle may 
have spun sideways slightly while hydroplaning. 


• Don't try to drive through standing water if you can't clearly see the roadway ahead -- 
water might be shallow where you are now, but may become much deeper down the 
road.  The road might be washed out under the water or hazards may be obscured.  
Never underestimate the power of water -- fast flowing water only a few inches deep 
can move a vehicle entirely off the roadway. 


• Floodwaters can rise extremely fast.  If your bus stalls in rising water, get your 
passengers off the bus to higher ground at once if you can do so safely. 
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Fog is dangerous because when school buses stop in the roadway to pick up or drop off 
children, fog creates extremely risky conditions.  
 
• When preparing to load or unload students in foggy conditions, activate your 4-way 


flashers along with your amber overhead flashers.  In fog, a school bus slowing or 
stopped in the roadway constitutes a hazard, and motorists should be alerted with 
every means possible. 


• If your bus is equipped with a roof strobe light, turn it on in foggy conditions.  In 
severe fog, get off the road to a safe area and wait it out.  Follow emergency 
procedures outlined in Chapter 5, Emergency Planning.  If fog is so thick that you 
become disoriented, risking school bus stops, and especially crossing children is 
unadvisable. 


• As a school bus driver, it is your responsibility to assess local driving conditions.  
Use professional judgment with the children's safety as your priority -- never abuse 
your responsibility by making such a decision lightly.   


• To get safely off the road in severe fog, use the roadway edge or a painted traffic line 
to orient yourself.   


• Plan ahead for aborting a stop in heavy fog.  If you are approaching a bus stop and 
fear a vehicle behind your bus might not see you because of heavy fog, you may have 
to go past the stop. 


 
High wind and tornadoes. 
 
• Sudden loss of vehicle control can occur in strong winds.  High-profile vehicles such 


as school buses, vans, and trucks can be knocked out of the driving lane or even 
completely off the road by strong wind.  Slippery conditions can increase this danger. 


• Beware exposed areas such as "flats" between hills where a strong cross wind may 
unexpectedly strike your bus and throw you out of control.  Slow down and grip the 
steering wheel firmly to maintain control of your vehicle in windy conditions! 


• High winds can knock down electric lines, tree branches, or entire tree -- watch the 
roadway ahead for objects in the road. 


• Tornadoes are rare in New York State but do occur.  If a tornado warning has been 
announced for your area by radio and you are already on your route stay alert.  
Drivers should report any tornado sightings to base. 


• If you have children on board and spot a tornado, immediately get to a safe area and 
stop.  If possible, move children into a safe building nearby such as a school and 
escort them into the basement or the middle of the building. 


• Pull under a highway overpass if one is nearby.  Don't try to "outrun" a tornado -- 
tornadoes can move very fast. 


• If a tornado is approaching and no building is near, children should get out of the bus 
and lay face down on the ground, covering their heads, preferable in a ditch or hollow 
away from the bus. 
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Downgrades and Mountain Driving 


Braking on downgrades requires special care - brakes can heat up on long downgrades, 
especially with a fully loaded bus.  Intermittent braking is safest on downgrades. 
 
• Adhere strictly to posted speed limits for trucks and buses on downgrades, including 


advisory speed postings (yellow signs) -- limits are set to help drivers maintain 
control of large vehicles on downgrades. 


• As your bus begins to accelerate a few miles an hour beyond a safe speed, apply 
brakes firmly until speed drops 5 mph below the safe speed -- then release brakes 
fully. 


• When your bus begins to accelerate beyond a safe speed again, apply brakes again. 
• Intermittent application and release of brakes allows brakes to cool off slightly on 


long downgrades, maintaining braking efficiency.  Don't apply brakes too quickly 
after releasing them - you could pump air out of the braking system and your 
emergency brake could go on suddenly. 


 
Be prepared for brake loss on downgrades -- brake failure is very rare in modern 
school buses, but anything can happen. 
 
• Drop transmission all the way into low gear and activate 4-way flashers at once. 
• If your foot brakes overheat and won't slow you down on a downgrade, use your 


emergency brake. Warn your passengers and grasp steering wheel hard as you apply 
the emergency brake -- braking may be violent and your bus could go out of control. 


• Don't apply emergency brake going into or on a downhill curve -- you may lose 
steering when the emergency brake goes on and you could go off the road.  But don't 
wait more than a few seconds to apply your emergency brake -- your bus will speed 
up quickly once your brakes have failed and you could lose control completely and 
go off the road. 


• If your daily route includes a steep grade, you should know the exact location of any 
escape ramps.  Escape ramps are constructed of deep gravel to slow down a speeding 
vehicle that has lost its brakes.  On field trips, be alert for signs indicating escape 
ramps ahead on downgrades -- "just in case." 


• To lessen the severity of a collision, you may have to steer off the road before your 
bus goes entirely out of control if foot and emergency brakes have both failed on a 
long downgrade and there are no escape ramps ahead. 


• Steering off the road is extremely dangerous and should be used only as a last resort 
to avoid an even worse crash further down the grade.  There will probably be serious 
injuries to your passengers or you even if you are able to maintain control as you 
steer off the road.  Steer off the road into the least destructive area available.  Strike 
fixed objects at an angle, not dead-on.  Heavy brush, abandoned buildings or parked 
vehicles may help to slow you down. 


• If you are nearing the bottom of a downgrade when your brakes fail and you think 
you'll be able maintain control without steering off the road, sound horn and flash 
your headlights to alert other motorists to get out of your way. 
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Maintain control of your bus on downgrades by correct transmission use.  Before 
beginning down a hill, slow to a safe speed that will allow vehicle control and place 
transmission in correct gear. 
 
• Automatic transmissions should be shifted into a lower gear manually before starting 


down a grade - catastrophic school bus crashes have occurred when the bus driver 
failed to downshift an automatic transmission before starting down a grade. 


• Read the transmission manufacturer's instructions about use on hills.  A training 
video may also be available from the manufacturer -- ask your head mechanic or 
supervisor to view it. 


• Automatic transmissions will shift up to a higher gear if vehicle speed is too high, 
even if you have manually downshifted -- this feature is built into modern 
transmissions to protect the equipment.  Use intermittent braking in combination with 
low gear to maintain a safe vehicle speed and prevent upshifting. 


• Automatic transmissions will not downshift once vehicle speed is too high, even if 
you move the gear selector manually -- this is why you must downshift before 
starting down a grade and before vehicle speeds up. 


• Shift standard transmissions into low gear before starting down a grade. You may not 
be able to get back in a lower gear once the vehicle has speeded up   


Animals and Objects in the Road 


Be prepared for the unexpected.  Safe driving requires a "relaxed but alert" mental state - 
professional drivers practice "What If?" driving to be prepared for the unexpected. 
 
• "What if" a deer or dog suddenly runs in front of my bus?  What would my safest 


evasive maneuver be in this situation?  "What if" a tree limb is lying across the road 
or there's been an accident just around the next curve?  Will I have time to stop my 
bus safely? 


• "What if" a piece of equipment falls off the tractor-trailer ahead of my bus?  Do I 
have room to safely steer around it?  "What if" a piece of newspaper flies up out of 
the road and covers my windshield?  Will I be able to safely get to the side of the 
road? 


• Professional bus drivers always know which other vehicles are next to them or behind 
them, "just in case" sudden evasive action is necessary. 


 
Become an expert at noticing clues indicating a problem may lie ahead. 
 
• Watch for and take roadway warning signs seriously:  deer crossing, falling rocks, 


etc.  Warning signs are usually placed because accidents have occurred there in the 
past.   


• Watch closely for deer or other animals near the roadway or standing in a ditch near 
the road.  At night, watch for the reflection of animal's eyes near the road.  Seeing one 
deer cross the road ahead often means another is just behind it -- slow down. 
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• In windy or ice storm conditions, tree limbs, road signs, trash cans, or wires may have 
fallen or blown into the roadway -- slow down. 


• Watch vehicles well ahead of your bus for indications of a problem ahead, such as an 
object in the road -- watch for brake lights or swerving. 


 
Choose the safest evasive action if you encounter an object or animal in the road ahead. 
 
• It may be safest to hit the object or animal.  Swerving to miss something in the road 


can result in a loss of control, an off-road accident, or a rollover.  Killing an animal is 
sad, but a school bus accident is sadder.  


• Your bus may withstand a collision with a smaller object in the road without severe 
damage -- for instance, a trashcan or small box.  If you do strike or run over 
something in the road, always pull to the side in a safe area as soon as possible and 
check the underside of your bus -- even an animal you run over can damage vehicle 
components such as air lines. 


• "Steering around" an object or animal may also be safer than trying to stop. 
• Panic braking is dangerous in congested or high-speed highway traffic -- your bus 


could go out of control, be struck from behind, or a chain-reaction accident could 
occur.  


• Stab braking helps maintain vehicle control in a panic stop.  Stab braking means a 
hard brake application followed by an immediate release and re-application -- on/off, 
on/off -- as quickly as possible. 


• Anti-lock braking may improve vehicle control in a panic stop - know your own 
vehicle's braking system.  Anti-lock braking systems allow some steering during a 
panic stop, but the driver must remember to steer the vehicle around the immediate 
hazard, while avoiding steering into another hazard or off the road altogether.  


• If a piece of newspaper or other items flies up out of the roadway and suddenly 
covers your windshield, or if the bus hood comes unlatched and blocks your view, 
use the painted line at the edge or center of the road to orient your bus and keep it 
straight as you pull to the side. 


Tire Blowout  


Sudden air loss ("blowout") is very rare in modern school buses, but they do occur. 
Incorrect reaction by the bus driver to a sudden air loss could result in a major accident. 
 
• If you have a blowout, grasp the steering wheel firmly (this is one reason you should 


always hold the steering wheel with both hands) to maintain control. 
• Don't hit the brake -- you could lose control of your bus. 
• Apply power immediately! 
• This action helps maintain the forward direction of your bus so the sudden drag of a 


deflated tire doesn't pull you off the road or into an oncoming lane. 
• Applying power after a blowout may not "feel natural" at first, but it is based on 


fundamental laws of physics and has been confirmed by many deliberate test-track 
blowouts in school buses.  
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• As you assume control of the bus, you can slow down gradually and eventually pull 
the bus off the roadway to a safe area.   


• Don't try to pull off the road at anything but a very low speed -- you could lose 
control of the bus. 


• Procedure is the same for a front or rear blowout. 
• Procedure is the same for a van or small bus and a large bus. 


Class Activity – Local concerns 


Have the drivers pick the High Caution Driving Situation that presents the greatest 
challenge in your area.  Ask the group to list all the concerns that this driving situation 
creates for them.  Then have the group brainstorm all the possible strategies that they can 
make from their experiences.  The group may provide a successful strategy to deal with 
the concerns listed first. 


School Bus Driving Challenges 


The mission of school transportation takes place in specific settings and under the 
protection of unique laws which create special driving challenges for school bus drivers. 
 
1. Highway Rail Grade Crossings 
2. Backing the Bus 
3. Substitute Driving 
4. Bus Yard Safety 


5. School Buses on School Grounds 
6. Route Hypnosis 
7. Field Trips


 


Highway Rail Grade Crossings 


Nationally, more than 500 people die annually in grade crossing collisions between 
motor vehicles and trains.  Most fatalities are caused by a motorist driving around a 
lowered crossing gate!  Many fatalities occur when a motorist tries to "beat the train." 
 
On March 24, 1972, a school bus - train collision in Congers, NY (Rockland County), 
killed 5 students and severely injured several others.  Nationally, many catastrophic 
school bus/train collisions have occurred, claiming at least 110 children's lives:  
 
 1929 Iowa  1 fatality 
 1938 Utah  23 fatalities 
 1941 Tennessee  7 fatalities 
 1955 Tennessee  11 fatalities 
 1959 Maryland  7 fatalities 
 1961 Colorado  20 fatalities 
 1967 Nebraska  4 fatalities 
 1972 New York  5 fatalities 
 1974 Georgia  7 fatalities 
 1976 Nebraska  9 fatalities 
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 1976 Oregon  2 fatalities 
 1979 Illinois  2 fatalities 
 1984 Virginia  1 fatality 
 1990 Minnesota  2 fatalities 
 1995 Illinois  7 fatalities 
 1998 Montana  2 fatalities 
 
Understanding Railroad Equipment.  Be aware of regularly scheduled passenger 
trains, but remember -- schedules can be off and freight trains can pass at any time.  "Any 
time is train time."  A train can come from either direction at any time. 
 
• Some passenger trains travel at speeds up to 120 mph.  At this speed, the train travels 


the 1,000' sight distance in just 6 seconds.  Tracks with high-speed trains may be 
marked with a "High Speed Trains" sign as a warning.  Freight trains might be 
traveling as slow as 30 mph and travel that same 1,000' in 24 seconds. 


• Because of the large size of a train, it appears to be moving much slower than it really 
is.  If you can see the train, wait.  It is even harder to judge a train's speed at night - 
take extra precaution. 


• A 150-car freight train takes 1.5 miles and two minutes to stop.  Don't expect the train 
will be able to stop for you. 


• The "cross bucks" signs that are at most every railroad crossing have an identification 
number on the signposts.  If you want the railroad to respond to a crossing concern, it 
is helpful to know this identification number. 


• Whistles:  the train will sound its whistle four times, commencing when it is 1,300' 
from the crossing. 


• Traffic lights:  if there is a traffic light directly above the tracks, you do not need to 
follow the standard procedure for crossing those tracks.  If the traffic light is green, 
slow down, open your window, silence your students, fans, and radios, and proceed 
with caution across the tracks, using good defensive driving principles. 


• "Exempt" signs mean that a crossing is no longer in use, or will only be used with a 
flag person, and you are not required to stop.  Proceed with caution. 


• "Dead Tracks":  tracks that are no longer used.  The rails may even be pulled up on 
both sides of the crossing, but a full stop is still required unless an "Exempt" sign is 
posted.  Your supervisor can contact local DOT for such a sign. 


• Dome Crossings":  crossings that are elevated above the level of the roadway can 
produce challenges for a school bus.  For large buses, the angle of approach, 
breakover, and departure could be so severe that the bus can get caught on the track, 
or hit the front or rear bumper while crossing.  For smaller buses, the driver may have 
difficulty seeing if the road is clear on the other side of the tracks.  It may also be 
hard to see down the tracks or to tell how many tracks there are (the number of tracks 
should be posted on the cross buck signpost). 


 
Know your bus. 
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• Use reference points to accurately determine when you are at least 15' from the 
closest track.  Be able to determine this distance both in front of and behind your bus.  
Talk to your trainer if you don't know how to establish reference points for your bus. 


• Know the length of your bus.  If you see a sign indicating that there is 45 feet from 
the tracks to an intersection, you need to know if your bus will fit safely. 


• There must be at least 15' clearance from the closest track to the front or back of your 
bus.   "If it won't fit, don't commit." 


• Be aware of view obstructions on your bus (mirrors, pillars, door hinges, etc.) and 
know how to compensate for them before crossing tracks -- even something as large 
as a train could be hidden behind a blind spot. 


 
Know your routes.  Before you leave on a route, be aware of any grade crossings you 
will encounter. 
 
• Know the best crossing procedure for each crossing on your route.  If you are a 


substitute, check the route sheet to be aware of crossings on your route.  Safest 
crossing procedures for difficult crossings should be noted on the route sheet. 


• If you are going on a field trip, ask your supervisor, trainer, or other drivers about rail 
crossings you might encounter.  


 
Understand the law. 
 
• School buses must stop at all marked or unmarked railroad tracks at least 15' from the 


nearest rail and no more than 50' from it.  The only exceptions are exempt tracks and 
traffic lights as outlined above. 


• School buses must stop at railroad tracks with or without passengers. 
• In New York State, any vehicle owned or contracted to a school district and 


transporting school children to or from school activities is a "school bus" and must 
follow grade crossing procedures.   


• This includes small school buses such as Suburbans, vans, school cars, etc.  Motorists 
are less likely to see and stop for small school buses stopping at tracks -- especially 
small vehicles that aren't yellow or marked as a school bus -- so be careful. 


 
 
Prepare for the stop. Well before you get to the grade crossing, check traffic behind 
you. 
 
• By slowing well before the tracks, you will alert vehicles behind you that you are 


preparing to stop.  Are other vehicles following too closely?  Are there heavy 
vehicles coming up behind you which might be able to push your bus into the path of 
a train?  If so, make sure they are slowing down as you do. 


• Activate 4-way flashers at least 200' before tracks in town and 300' on higher speed 
roads.  Flash or tap your brake lights to alert traffic behind you.   
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• As you approach the tracks, turn off the master switch for the eight light system.  
Never engage the red or yellow lights of your eight light student loading system -- 
these lights are for pupil loading and unloading only. 


• Quiet the bus -- hearing a train is difficult in a noisy bus.  Silence your students as 
you approach the tracks. Some drivers blink the dome lights on and off as a signal for 
"silence, please -- right now" to their students.  Explain the safety factor to students. 


• Turn off radios and fans or anything else that creates an audible distraction. 
 
Checking for trains.  Complacency and route hypnosis could lead you to physically turn 
your head in both directions but not actively see anything -- don't let it happen to you. 
 
• Open both the driver's window and the entrance door. Look and listen carefully for 


trains in both directions.  Move actively in your seat to look around blind spots on 
your bus or those caused by railway equipment such as signs and gates. 


• Keep your arm back across the aisle to keep a child from slipping off your bus when 
you open the door. 


• If you see or hear a train, warning lights or bells, or the gate begins to lower, 
immediately set the parking brake and put the bus in neutral. 


• Leave your foot lightly on the service brake so motorists will continue to see your 
brake lights and won't think you are moving ahead.  Once you are sure traffic is 
completely stopped and the train is clearly visible, remove your foot -- heavy service 
brake pressure with the parking brake isn't good for the air brake system. 


• When the train has completely cleared the crossing, repeat the process of silencing 
the bus and looking and listening carefully for trains before proceeding. 


• Be especially careful at multiple tracks -- a train could be coming from the other 
direction just as the first train passes. 


 
Crossing the tracks.  If you are certain the tracks are clear in both directions, close the 
entrance door and proceed across the tracks. 
 
• Once you have decided to cross, do so quickly.  Indecision will increase your 


vehicle's exposure to danger.  Don't dawdle -- even though tracks can be bumpy.  You 
would expose your bus and passengers to danger longer than necessary. 


• Cross in the safest gear.  In a standard transmission, don't shift gears while you cross 
the tracks -- shifting increases the possibility of getting stuck on the tracks.  In an 
automatic transmission, leave the bus in drive as you cross just as you would cross 
any other intersection. 


• If warning bells sound or lights activate just as you begin to cross, continue across 
quickly unless a train is visibly bearing down on you.  In almost every situation, it 
will be faster to go on across than it would be to stop and back up.  Indecision at this 
point can be deadly - keep moving. 


• Warning bells should mean the train would at the crossing in about twenty seconds - 
this should be plenty of time to get across the tracks and out of danger. If you have 
checked carefully before starting to cross, you know no train is right upon you. 
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• Leave your 4-way flashers on until you've resumed road speed past the tracks.  Turn 
on your eight-light master switch at the same time you turn off your 4-way flashers.  
If you link these two actions -- turning off the four-way flashers and turning on the 
master switch -- it's easier to remember. 


• Train yourself to double-check your master switch as you approach your first bus 
stop after crossing tracks. 


 
Crossing multiple tracks.  Multiple tracks are very dangerous -- treat them with ultimate 
respect every time you cross. 
 
• Stop, look, and listen as you do for a single track. 
• Only one stop should be made before crossing multiple tracks.  Do not enter a multi-


track crossing unless you are sure you can cross all the tracks without stopping for 
any reason. 


• After waiting for a train to pass at a multi-track crossing, wait until the train is 1,000' 
or about 15 seconds past the crossing and cannot be hiding another train approaching 
on another track.   


 
Dealing with visibility problems at tracks. 
 
• Crossings should have 1,000' of visibility in both directions; 500' is an absolute 


minimum.  If there are any visibility problems at crossings you must use, report them 
immediately to your supervisor.  


• Especially on a difficult crossing, be sure that your operation has a specific strategy 
for crossing those tracks -- it should be listed on the route sheet.  Talk to other drivers 
in your operation who might have a good strategy for that crossing.  If you still are 
uncomfortable, ask your supervisor to visit the crossing with you and discuss crossing 
strategies. 


• Find out the train schedule and wait at the crossing to watch the train approach and 
pass.  This can be very educational.  It will give you an idea of how the fast the train 
closes on the intersection, when and where it becomes visible from the driver's seat, 
and how many seconds you have from when you can see the train until it reaches the 
crossing.  


• If there is a crossing where the warning gate is more than 15' from the tracks and you 
must edge past the gate to see adequately, be aware that the gate might come down on 
your bus while you are stopped.  Clear this possibility with your supervisor so there 
will be no misunderstandings.  Do not stop closer than 15' to the tracks -- ever.  While 
the train itself only overhangs the tracks 3-4 feet, loosened shipping strapping or 
other items might well be hanging further out from the cars.  


• Making a turn over a track from a parallel road:  if you have to turn directly across 
tracks, be extremely cautious.  If you must stop after crossing the tracks, there must 
be at least 15' between the back of your bus and the tracks.  Remember that your four-
ways may cancel out your turn signal.  Once traffic is completely stopped behind you, 
turn off the four-ways and activate your turn signal so other motorists will know your 
intentions. 
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• A left turn over the tracks generally allows the driver good visibility up and down the 
tracks.  Any time you are turning across tracks be sure you have adequate space for 
your bus on the other side. 


• A right turn across tracks may provide adequate visibility ahead of the bus, but seeing 
back along the tracks through the side windows is nearly impossible.  Some strategies 
include positioning your bus at an angle before the turn to increase visibility, or using 
the west coast mirrors to check down the tracks.  Before using such a difficult 
strategy, be sure you have the input and approval of your supervisor and have 
checked it out on site. 


• Sharply angled crossings:  when the tracks and the road are not at right angles, it can 
be very difficult to see in one direction down the track.  Because of the angle, you 
have to travel a greater distance from the gate to be safely across.  Similar strategies 
can be used as for turning across tracks, as explained above.  Experiment with the 
best position for your bus and best way to use your mirrors during dry runs across the 
tracks, to be sure the strategy works.  Know which windows to look through along 
the side of the bus.   


 
Prepare for the unexpected. 
 
• Bad weather reduces visibility and can even mask the sound of an approaching train.  


Use extra caution under such circumstances.  Make sure the students are absolutely 
quiet. 


• Railroad crossing equipment can occasionally malfunction, or be vandalized.  Never 
assume that lights, bells, or gates will function and warn you of a train.  You need to 
check every time you cross.  If a gate is down or if lights or bells are on but no train is 
in sight, radio your operation to have a train official or law enforcement officer come 
to the tracks and assume responsibility for crossing your bus.  This may take a lot of 
time, but you cannot take the responsibility for this decision. 


• Train is stopped before the crossing:  sometimes a train may be stopped before the 
crossing, but close enough to trip the warning devices.  Contact base for directions. 


• If your bus stalls or breaks down on the tracks, evacuate immediately.  If the train is 
close, do a front/rear dual evacuation to empty the bus as quickly as possible.  
Students must be trained to move as far from the tracks as possible, in the direction of 
the train at a 45-degree angle.  The reason for this is that the debris from a crash at the 
crossing will fly ahead of the impact point.  By evacuating back towards the train, 
students will be protected. 


• There is no school bus accident more destructive than being hit by a train.  Avoid 
ever getting in the situation of your bus being trapped on railroad tracks.  If your bus 
is trapped on a track, take any means to get off if a train is approaching and there isn't 
time to evacuate.  Drive through crossing gates, push smaller vehicles out of your 
way, disobey traffic control devices -- do whatever you have to do to avoid a 
catastrophe. 
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Classroom Activity – Making local recommendations 


Distribute or read the NTSB Recommendations from Congers or Fox River Grove.  Have 
the class develop a set of “Recommendations” for your area, county, or operation.  Have 
a class member volunteer type these up and bring to the next class.  Have copies made 
and distribute the recommendations to area fleets. 


Backing the Bus 


Understand the seriousness of backing dangers; back only when absolutely necessary.  
On a number of occasions, children have been backed over and killed by school buses in 
New York State -- both at bus stops and right in front of school.  Many New York State 
school bus crashes occur each year when bus drivers back into other vehicles or fixed 
objects. 
 
• An unavoidable blind spot exists behind every school bus -- an object (or person) 


behind your bus may not be visible for 200 feet or more. 
• Never back up or create a turnaround just to shorten your route -- back only at 


turnarounds approved by your supervisor. If you can turn the bus around at a safe 
distance from the actual bus stop, do so -- discuss the change with your supervisor 
first. 


• Never back up because you've mistakenly gone past a bus stop -- you could back into 
a car behind your bus, or over a child chasing after your bus.  If you mistakenly pass 
a stop (this can easily happen to substitute drivers), advise base of the situation by 
radio and go around the block (even a long country block) or return to the stop later 
on your route. 


• Never back on school grounds to get around another bus ahead of you -- you could 
easily back over a child.  Risking the life of a child to save a few minutes on your 
route is irresponsible. 


• Always have children on your bus when you back up.  In the morning, pick children 
up before backing to turn around.  In the afternoon, back up to turn around before 
discharging children. 


 
Basic safety procedures for backing a school bus. 
 
• Before backing, carefully scan the area you will be backing into for signs of hazards 


such as children (toys, balls, bikes, etc.), fixed objects (including hard-to-see objects 
such as low-hanging tree branches, boulders, short posts, etc.), and other motorists. 


• Position your bus correctly before backing. Activate your 4-way flashers as you 
position your bus to back up and leave them on throughout the backing procedure. 


• When possible, pull your bus ahead so you can back straight into the turnaround 
without needing to turn as you back up.  Back to the driver's side to maximize your 
view of hazards behind you. 


• Silence students on your bus so you can hear warnings before and as you back up.  
Turn down radio as you prepare to back, and open driver's window slightly so you 
can hear a warning from someone outside. 
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• With your foot on the service brake, place bus in reverse gear -- back-up lights and 
backing alarm will be activated, which may alert someone behind you that they are in 
danger.  Honk twice before you back up -- every time.   Remember that backing 
alarms on buses may not be heard -- or their meaning understood, especially by 
children. 


• Pause three seconds after honking to allow someone behind you time to get out of the 
way -- do this every time you back.  If a car has pulled into the blind spot behind your 
bus, it will take them that long to get out of your way. 


• Use your flat driving mirrors to back in a straight line or make steering corrections as 
needed.  Check driving mirrors for hazards continually as you back up.  Don't try to 
twist around in your seat to look behind as you back up -- it's ineffective in a school 
bus. 


• Use your overhead mirror as you back up only if you are backing up to something 
which is not visible in your driving mirrors, such as a light pole behind the bus. 


• Back slowly -- never back faster than 2-3 mph.  Backing is difficult even for an 
expert driver and going too fast greatly increases the risk of an accident.  Backing 
slowly gives someone behind you a chance to get out of the way. 


 
Use a spotter whenever possible.   
 
• If you have a bus attendant or another adult (chaperone, trainer, another driver, etc.) 


on board, they should move to the rear door and stay there until you've finished 
backing.  If no adult is on board, use a reliable older student as a spotter from inside 
the bus -- they should move to the rear door and stay there until you've finished 
backing. 


• Spotters outside the bus should stand off to the side, not directly behind you, so you 
can see them clearly in your driving mirror.  Make sure you can see the spotter before 
you start to back. 


• If you're in direct radio contact, another bus driver can spot you from inside their bus 
if they're looking directly at the area you're backing into (such as in the bus yard). 


• Ask a parent at the bus stop to serve as a spotter.  If you must back up on the road 
because of an unusual event (such as an accident, stalled vehicle, or road closed 
ahead), try to find a bystander who will spot you as you back. 


• Before backing, take a few seconds to clarify with your spotter how to signal you to 
proceed or to stop -- many times, buses have backed into a fixed object even when a 
spotter was present because of communication problems.  Don't assume a spotter 
knows what to do without explaining it to them. 


• If you must back an empty bus with no one available to spot you from inside or 
outside, always walk to the back of the bus to check before backing up or secure the 
bus and do an outside check, depending on protocol in your operation.  Scan the area 
carefully for clues that people or other hazards may be in the vicinity. 
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Substitute Driving  


Being a substitute driver is undoubtedly "the most difficult job in pupil 
transportation”.  Most school bus drivers who have been a sub even once will confirm 
what a tough job it is.  Some operations utilize their senior drivers as substitutes.  These 
drivers are more familiar with the routes and vehicles -- because being a substitute is so 
difficult, it makes sense to use the most experienced drivers for the task whenever 
possible.  In other operations the newest drivers face this difficult challenge, truly a “trial 
by fire”. 
 
• Accident statistics show how difficult it is to be a substitute – over the past fifteen 


years substitute drivers are disproportionally involved in by-own-bus fatalities, for 
instance. 


• If you start a run 10 minutes late, you should finish it at least 10 minutes late.  Never 
try to "make up time."  Rushing causes accidents. 


• Subs face a variety of formidable challenges.  They may be unfamiliar with the route 
and/or the exact location of bus stops.  The written route sheet may not be accurate.  
The regular driver may have changed the location of bus stops without informing 
their supervisor.   


• Subs may be unfamiliar with a particular bus -- for instance, the exact location of 
controls, switches, and pedals. Different types of buses steer, accelerate, and brake 
very differently.  There are many different types and configurations of pedestrian and 
driving mirrors on school buses. 


• Students may feel they can "get away with" misbehaving for a substitute driver.  The 
sub driver usually doesn't know all the children's names, so reporting discipline 
problems is difficult. 


• Regular route drivers can help substitutes in many ways.  The regular driver should 
maintain an accurate and up-to-date route sheet.  Serious safety problems can arise 
when the route sheet the sub is following varies from what the regular driver does 
every day. 


 
Be sure you know the equipment. 
 
• Take every opportunity to drive every type of bus in the fleet, so you'll become 


familiar with each -- talk with your supervisor about letting you briefly drive each 
type of bus between morning and afternoon runs.  Take enough time to familiarize 
yourself with the bus you're driving before starting out on the route. 


• A thorough, professional pre-trip is vitally important for a substitute driver.  While 
checking your equipment, you're also familiarizing yourself with that vehicle's 
specific features, design, location of controls, etc.  Never rush through a pre-trip 
because you're starting out late -- be a professional, keep children's safety foremost. 


• Take time to learn the location of all controls and switches - unfortunately, the 
location and design of important driver controls is not consistent among school bus 
manufacturers.  Before you leave the bus yard, you should know where all-important 
controls are located. 


Chapter 7   Handling the Bus   Page 27 







• Mirrors are critical safety components for a school bus driver - never drive a bus 
unless you're confident the mirrors are adjusted properly for you.  Mirror designs and 
placement vary widely (driving and passenger) from bus to bus.  Take enough time to 
look into each mirror on your bus and understand what you're seeing. 


• The number and exact location of emergency exits varies greatly from bus to bus.  
During your pre-trip, determine which rows of seats are next to or under an 
emergency exit -- this information could help you find an exit in a smoke-filled bus. 


• Wheelchair securement systems and lifts are surprisingly complicated and come in 
many different designs.  If you are subbing on a wheelchair run, it is essential that 
you know how to use the equipment on that bus. 


 
Take time to learn the route. 
 
• As much as possible, learn the routes you may drive and the buses you will use 


beforehand.  Some operations allow substitutes to ride with regular drivers when not 
subbing, to get to know the routes.  If you know you'll be subbing on a particular 
route the next day, go over the route sheet with the regular driver beforehand.  


• Study the route sheet for a few minutes before leaving the yard.  Even if you're 
already leaving late; the few minutes will be worth it when you're on the route.  


• Never try to read the route sheet while driving, or while stopped to load or unload 
students.  If you become confused on the route, pull the bus over in a safe area and 
get yourself oriented -- read the next few directions on the route sheet carefully, and 
then proceed.  If you're lost, don't be ashamed to ask for assistance by radio -- 
professionals know enough to ask for help. 


• Expect route and bus stop discrepancies as you substitute drive.  Because many routes 
change frequently, even a good regular driver may let some changes "slip through" 
and not wind up on the route sheet. 


• Knowing the precise location of each bus stop is impossible for a sub driver -- expect 
children to be somewhat disoriented when you stop to pick them up or let them off 
because the bus isn't exactly where it usually is. 


• Carry a good map with you on the bus (preferably one with a street index to help you 
find small streets) even if you know the area well.   


 
Working with students. 
 
• The regular driver can prepare his or her students for a substitute.  Let them know 


you'll be out the day ahead of a planned absence (for instance, taking a personal day), 
and ask for their cooperation with the substitute driver. 


• The regular driver can select a Bus Helper ahead of time -- a reliable, older student 
who can help give directions to the sub on the route.  With a little practice, a student 
can become expert at directing substitute drivers on their route. 


• With or without a Bus Helper, utilize students to help you follow the route -- but be 
smart about it!  Some students are amazingly knowledgeable about the bus route and 
feel honored to help out.  Explain where you want the student to sit and how to give 
clear directions. 
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• Don't ignore the students on your bus even if they are driving you crazy. Speak to 
every student as they get on and off the bus, even if you don't know them.  Be 
friendly and show interest.  Let students see that you are a person, not a piece of 
machinery.  Establish rapport with the students on your bus -- ask students to 
cooperate with you, and most will. 


• Expect children to be confused or even alarmed when they see you at the wheel 
instead of their regular driver - younger children or children with special needs may 
need reassurance that you know the route and that everything's fine. 


Bus Yard Safety 


Bus yards (parking lots, garages, enclosures, etc.) can be dangerous places -- many 
accidents, including serious injuries to bus drivers, have occurred in bus yards. 
 
• Many large vehicles are moving in a confined space - backing up, moving forward, 


turning -- at the same time.  High noise level makes it hard to hear a warning shout or 
distinguish the noise of one vehicle from another. 


• Buses often leave the yard in the morning when it's still dark and bus drivers may "let 
their guard down" as they pull into the yard after their run. 


• It's a good idea to shift into low gear when entering or leaving the bus yard 
(automatic as well as standard transmissions). Bus drivers as well as mechanics 
should never exceed 5 mph in the bus yard. 


• Minimize backing in the bus yard, and strictly follow safety procedures when you 
must back up.  Bus drivers should always honk and pause before starting to back up -- 
bus drivers have been backed over in the bus yard.  


• Drivers' children or student passengers who board their bus at the terminal should 
never be allowed to walk through the bus yard. 


• When pulling out of a parking space in the bus yard, watch the rear of your bus -- in 
tight spaces, you can easily strike the bus next to you when the rear of your bus 
swings out during a turn. 


School Buses on School Grounds 


School zones and bus-loading areas on school grounds can be hazardous.  Children can 
be present anytime in the vicinity of a school.  Parents' and teachers' cars, maintenance 
vehicles, student drivers, other buses, and a variety of other visitors are often present on 
or near school grounds. 
 
School grounds experience. 
 
• Children have been run over by their own bus in loading areas and bus loops on 


school grounds.  Such accidents have occurred in New York State and around the 
country.  


• Students have been struck by motorists passing buses on school grounds -- some 
motorists don’t know that it is illegal to pass a stopped school bus with its lights 
flashing on school grounds. 
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• Bus loading areas on school grounds have not always been designed to maximize 
safety.  Some older schools have no suitable location for a bus loading area. 


• Some schools may lack adequate school staff supervision of students as they arrive 
and leave.  Kids or adults cutting between buses are a problem on some school 
grounds.  Students running or playing in the bus loading area, chasing buses, etc., can 
be extremely dangerous.   


• Parked vehicles in the bus loading zone can create disruptions to traffic patterns on 
school grounds and make it difficult to maneuver your school bus. School bus 
collisions with parked vehicles and fixed objects (poles, signs, posts, or buildings) on 
school grounds are common. 


• Head-out-window fatalities have occurred in front of school -- poles or signs are 
sometimes located near the bus loading area on school grounds.  Students have stuck 
their heads out the bus window just as the bus was pulling away from school and 
been struck by a sign or pole.  Students in the rear of the bus are especially vulnerable 
due to the off-track of the bus as it pulls away from the curb. 


• Bus-bus collisions in the school loading zone are not uncommon, unfortunately.  A 
typical scenario is when the front bus stops and a bus(es) behind rear-ends it. 


• School bus collisions with other vehicles as the bus is entering or leaving school 
grounds are common -- the intersection of the school driveway and the public 
roadway in front of school can be very challenging due to rushing, congestion, traffic 
speed, or view obstructions. 


 
School grounds procedures 
 
• Drive slowly and cautiously on or near school grounds at all times -- children can be 


anywhere on school grounds, anytime.  Strictly adhere to posted speed limits on or 
near the school -- school buses are not exempt from posted school speed limits.  
Leave reasonable following distance, don’t tailgate. 


• Check your pedestrian and driving mirrors carefully before moving your bus in a 
school loading area.  Do scan the area around your bus for students before moving 
forward in school loading areas.  Don't back your bus on school grounds.  Do watch 
and listen for last second warnings from school staff as you begin to pull your bus 
away from a school loading area. 


• Use your overhead flashers when loading or unloading on school grounds -- there is 
no exemption or exception for using flashers on school property.  Be sure you stop 
for other buses. 


• Remind your students (and attendant if present) to stay seated on school grounds until 
your bus is fully stopped.  Set your parking brake when loading or unloading 
passengers on school grounds. 


• Avoid getting close to awnings or overhangs along sidewalks in front of school 
buildings.  If you are not sure you fit under, stay away. 


• Pull your bus away from the curb as soon as possible when moving out of a school 
loading area -- getting away from the curb quickly greatly reduces the possibility of 
your bus striking a sign or pole and away from children on the sidewalk.  But -- don't 
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turn so sharp that the rear of your bus swings around and strikes something along the 
curb. 


• Make a full stop before you pull out of school grounds onto the adjacent roadway. 
• Be careful as you approach pedestrian crosswalks.  If there is a crossing guard, be 


sure to follow his or her directions.  
• After loading students for your afternoon run, wait until the individual assigned to 


bus duty (aide, teacher, liaison, principal, etc.) signals it’s clear to proceed.  Don't 
move the bus if students are nearby in the school loading area. 


• Report unsafe situations at school grounds to your supervisor immediately. 


Route Hypnosis 


Route hypnosis means driving with less than full concentration on the task.  It's a special 
concern for veteran drivers, but even new drivers can succumb to route hypnosis.  The 
words "route" and "routine" are linked -- driving the same route every day contributes to 
a sense that "everything's routine."   
 
• School bus drivers with good safety records may be more vulnerable to "route 


hypnosis" than less-skilled drivers.  Because their safety record is so good, it's only 
human nature to begin to think, "it can't happen to me”.  Unfortunately, it seems that 
serious crashes often involve 10- or 15-year veterans with excellent driving records.  


• Driving the same route year after year has many advantages -- the driver is aware of 
potential hazards along the route, and knows the children and often even their 
families well.  However, driving the same route every day can also lead to boredom 
and daydreaming. 


• Many veteran drivers will admit there have been times when they drove part of their 
route without being aware of it.  They had been doing the route so well for so long 
that it became "second nature" to them.  Other drivers have stopped at a bus stop in 
the morning, opened the door, said hello, closed the door and driven off, even though 
the child wasn't at the stop that morning!   


• "Highway hypnosis" can occur to any motorist -- for instance, driving a long straight 
highway for many hours can easily lead to inattention.  But driving school bus with 
less than full concentration is extremely dangerous.  The job is too demanding and 
the stakes are too high. 


• Confidence is a good quality in a school bus driver, but overconfidence can be lethal.  
No driver, no matter how skilled or how experienced, is beyond making a mistake. 
Complacency means the driver thinks he or she has already learned everything there 
is to learn -- this is a dangerous trait in a school bus driver.  An excellent motto for a 
school bus driver is, "It's what you learn after you know it all that really matters." 


• Spring can be a dangerous time of the year in pupil transportation.  When spring fever 
hits kids and bus drivers begin thinking about good weather, fishing, summer 
vacation, etc.  When your attention wanders while driving a school bus, it's time to 
"pinch yourself" and remind yourself of the high stakes involved. 
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Field Trips  


Challenges on field trips.  National school bus accident statistics indicate that some of 
the worst multiple fatality school bus crashes have occurred on field trips.  Some of these 
crashes involve coach buses, but most are traditional yellow school buses. 
 
• Field trips can combine several dangerous factors:  driving on unfamiliar roads; 


driving at night; driver fatigue; students and/or adults unfamiliar with bus safety 
rules; and student discipline problems.  Athletic rivalries with competing schools may 
lead to vandalism or even violence against a sports bus. 


• If buses are convoying, be sure to allow adequate following distances between 
vehicles.  Every bus should have complete directions so drivers are not taking 
unnecessary risks to stay with the convoy.  


• Get clear directions about where to leave the bus.  Secure the bus or remain with it as 
directed.  Be sure to pump the brakes down so a student cannot release the brake, 
sending the bus down a hill. 


• Athletic equipment or luggage may be brought on the bus and could create 
obstructions in the bus aisle. 


• A professional school bus driver makes every effort to learn about the route to be 
driven beforehand.  Ask other drivers who have driven to that location before.  Obtain 
a good map from supervisor. 


• Adequate rest before a long and demanding field trip is extremely important.  Be sure 
to follow DOT hours of labor regulations outlined in Chapter 3, Laws and Liability.  
Sleep deprivation has a cumulative effect -- it can take several days to "catch up" 
after inadequate sleep. 


 
Working with chaperones. Communication beforehand between driver and chaperones 
is key.  Introduce yourself professionally at the very beginning of the field trip.  Establish 
rapport with the chaperones or teachers and ask for their support of safe behavior during 
the bus ride. 
 
• The chaperone’s role is to help enforce safe behavior on the bus -- working as a team 


with the driver.  Discuss specific behavior guidelines with chaperones before the  
trip -- discuss safety rules and why they are important (for instance, no eating, staying 
in seats, etc.) for everyone's well being on the field trip.   


• Talk beforehand about how long the trip is likely to take, plans for a meal, rest stops, 
etc. 


• At least one chaperone should sit toward the rear of the bus to monitor students on the 
trip -- chaperones shouldn't just sit together talking to each other for the entire trip 
and let the driver try to handle behavior problems alone. 


• Tell the chaperone beforehand that you will begin the trip by introducing yourself to 
the students and conducting a brief mini-drill.  Students and chaperones may not be 
"veteran bus riders".  
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• Begin the drill by introducing yourself.  Briefly explain safety rules for the trip and 
why they are important -- keep the rules short and simple, but show you are serious 
about safety and protecting the students. 


• Point out each exit (emergency exits and service doors) and let student nearest each 
exit open it -- explain why aisles must be kept clear.  Show location of radio, 4-way 
flashers, reflectors, emergency brake, key, kill switch, fire extinguisher, and first aid 
kit. 


• Encourage students and chaperones to ask questions or share concerns before start of 
trip. 
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Conclusion 
Defensive driving is a choice.  Skills alone do not equate with performance.  Skills + 
Attitude = Performance.  Drivers must make a conscious decision to develop a positive 
attitude about defensive driving every day, every mile, and every bus stop. 


Class Activity – Know your bus 


List one at a time the 8 defensive Driving Skills, the 6 High Caution Driving Situations, 
and the 7 School Bus Driving Challenges.  After each topic, have the drivers try to list all 
the things they need to know about their vehicle for each topic.  Possible answers 
include, but are not limited to: 
• Finding Reference Points on their bus 
• Knowing where all controls are without looking 
• Height and Weight for bridge and overpass restrictions 
• Proper mirror adjustment 
• Length for clearing railroad queuing areas 
• Width for snow-narrowed streets 
• Lift and securement systems for wheelchairs 
• How your transmission is designed for use on a hill 
• Antilock brakes or not 
• How defrost and ventilation systems work to keep winter windows clear 
 


Class Activity – Roadway clues revisited 


Have the class return to the teams that examined the magazine pictures.  Have them see if 
they now recognize any more clues.  Have them agree with each other about the 
defensive driving strategies that they would use to successfully navigate this traffic 
situation. 
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Chapter 8 – Bus Stop Safety 


Overview 
Loading and unloading children is the single most dangerous activity which school bus drivers 
must perform.  It is often called “the moment of truth” because most children killed during pupil 
transportation are killed at school bus stops.  No list, even as extensive as this very detailed 
chapter provides, can anticipate every possible scenario or driver, student, or motorist action.  
This chapter does, however, look closely at the most common causes of these tragic crashes and 
more importantly, begins the process of having drivers become aware of the importance of 
heightened vigilance at bus stops.  The best defense at bus stops is a driver who knows the 
procedures, understands common dangers, and is committed to being prepared for any 
contingency. 


Objectives: 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Know and demonstrate the proper procedures for safe loading and unloading 
2. Understand the special dangers presented at the bus stop 
3. Be able to communicate safe procedures to parents 


Instructional Strategy 
It could be argued that this is the most important chapter in this course.  Because the tragedy of a 
student fatality most often strikes at the bus stop, the driver must be prepared in detail to tackle 
this dangerous task with the best procedures and strategies available.  While the driver can train 
his or her children and participate in public awareness campaigns to encourage motorists to 
behave, ultimately it is the driver who must control the bus stop process.  The chapter begins 
with a class activity to initiate the drivers’ involvement with this important topic. 
 
This chapter provides an in-depth look at a topic that is discussed in other chapters.  Be sure to 
avoid duplication of materials and media.  If you are team teaching, coordinate your teaching 
strategies with the other SBDIs.  The discussion of school bus crashes in Chapter 4 covers crash 
trends and characteristics that point to the dangers of bus stops.  Bus stop procedures as a part of 
bus drills are included in a less detailed way in Chapter 11, Student Safety Training, and in 
Chapter 5, Planning for Emergencies. 
 
Bring your own resources of articles and experiences to your instruction.  A toy school bus(es), 
“guys” as the kids call character figures, and cars can be used to demonstrate the scenarios you 
are discussing.  If you use a video as part of your instruction, review it very carefully to be sure 
any irregularities in procedure can be pointed out to the class. 
 


Chapter 8   Bus Stop Safety   Page 1 







The suggested activity on loading and unloading can be integrated with the Bus Safety Drill 
activity at the end of Chapter 11, Student Safety Training, if arranging for a bus is difficult. 
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Chapter Content 


Class Activity – Bus stop experiences 


Break class into groups of 4-6 drivers (have each group select a facilitator and a recorder) and 
ask each group to discuss the following questions, one at a time: 
 
1.  "Have you ever had a close call while loading or unloading students, or do you know 
someone who has? " 
2.  "What do you think is the most difficult part of loading and unloading students?" "Why? " 
3.  "What are the most important things a school bus driver can do to prevent a loading or 
unloading tragedy?" 
 
Have the groups report back to the class.  Important!  This activity will tell you as an instructor 
exactly how well your students already know this topic.  As you proceed through the material of 
this chapter start each discussion at the level appropriate for your class.  Covering material they 
already know could bore them and getting too technical will lose them. 


Pick-up and Drop-off Zone Safety – an Overview 


The most important thing a school bus driver needs to understand is the potential for tragedy 
every time a child is being picked up or dropped off by a school bus.  In the past 25 years over a 
thousand school bus drivers in the United States have run over and killed a child getting on or off 
their bus.  Not one of these drivers ever thought, "it will happen to me."  Not one woke up in the 
morning thinking, "today will be a horrible day that I'll never forget." 
 
1. A dangerous mix. 
 
• School buses are large vehicles with many blind spots, regardless of improved mirror 


systems today. 
• Children are impulsive and unpredictable. 
• Large vehicles and small children is a dangerous mix. 
 
2. It is the worst thing that can happen. 
 
• If you know someone who has lost a child, you understand the unimaginable pain and loss 


such a tragedy causes. 
• Losing a child in a school bus accident is especially horrible because school buses are 


associated with children's safety.   
• When the cause of death is the child's own school bus, the tragedy is almost unthinkable.  A 


sense of confusion and even betrayal plagues communities where such a tragedy has 
occurred. What you learn in this unit can save a child's life.  But it is up to you, the individual 
driver, to transform the information you learn in this unit into daily safety procedures and an 
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overall attitude about children's safety that keeps the worse thing that can happen from 
happening.  


• Many times school bus drivers who are involved in a fatal student accident are no longer 
mentally able to drive a school bus again – it’s a double tragedy. 


 
3. Details are crucially important. 
 
• Loading and unloading tragedies are not intentional.  They are seldom caused by the simple 


"gross negligence" of a driver.  Almost always, loading and unloading tragedies are caused 
by a single, "small," almost insignificant, mistake by a driver. 


• What you will learn in this unit is an accumulation of detailed safety procedures that school 
bus driver instructors and school bus drivers have developed over many years.   


• The truest test of a school bus driver's skill is how meticulously he or she follows each of 
these detailed loading and unloading procedures. 


Student Safe Loading Procedures 


• Students should walk directly and safely to their assigned bus stop and arrive at least five 
minutes (or follow district policy) before the scheduled pick-up.  They should be dressed 
appropriately for the weather – bright colors improve their visibility, especially in bad 
weather or during months with reduced daylight hours. 


• Students should wait quietly at the stop and stay at least 15’ away from the side of the road.  
When the bus is in sight, they should get in a single line, still 15’ from the road.   


• Once the bus has stopped and the bus driver signals them to load, they should proceed to 
cross or load directly in an orderly manner, walking not running, using the handrail.  
(Waiting for the loading signal is very important.  Drivers used to be able to “crack” the door 
to activate the lights and then open it fully once traffic has stopped.  With automatic doors, 
the door will fully open immediately and the driver signals students once the traffic situation 
is under control.) 


• Students should move immediately to their seats following district policy on assigned seats.  
Slow moving students hold up motorists and the bus route.   


• Middle loading should always be used.  Middle loading means using the middle rows of seats 
first and keeping last and first rows empty until there's no other room on the bus.  Middle 
loading is designed to keep children out of the front and the back of the bus, the locations 
that are most vulnerable to a collision -- especially a collision with another large vehicle, 
such as a truck.  (Middle loading has been recommended by the National Transportation 
Safety Board and the NYS Education Department for many years - middle loading saves 
lives.) 


Student Safe Unloading Procedures 


• Students should remain seated until the bus has stopped completely.  Once the driver is sure 
that traffic is stopped and conditions safe he or she will release students to disembark.  
Students should exit in an orderly fashion using the handrail, being aware of drawstrings, 
scarves, or backpack straps that might catch in the door or handrail. 
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• Before students step off the bus, they should check the shoulder for motorists or bicyclists 
attempting to pass the bus on the right.  Tell students, “Check before you step.” 


• Crossing students and non-crossing students should unload and walk safely to their side of 
the road and wait 15’ away from the road until the bus leaves.  This allows the bus driver to 
make an accurate count.  Students who walk alongside the bus or disappear into a building or 
behind the bus as soon as they disembark will confuse the driver’s safety check. 


Safe Crossing Procedures  


Crossing students provides the greatest challenge of all at the bus stop.  Routes have been 
designed to eliminate as many crossings as possible. 
 
• Students should be trained to walk out at least 10 big steps in front of the bus, as well as 


making eye contact with the driver.  With transit-style (flat-front) buses the ten big steps 
should still be enforced -- someday they may ride a conventional style bus again. 


• Establishing eye contact between the driver and student is the single most important safety 
procedure for children who cross the street:  Teach children the importance of the simple 
phrase "I See You, You See Me." 


• Safe crossing procedures must be strictly adhered to in the morning, too.  Don't let children 
"cut" at an angle across the street towards your bus -- train them to wait for your signal and 
then go straight across to the other side before turning along the edge of the road towards 
your bus door. 


• Use the universal NYS driver hand signal indicating that it's safe to proceed.  (Hand held 
close to the windshield in a fist with index finger extended in the direction of the cross – 
once it is safe to cross, move your hand in the crossing direction.)  Teach children this signal 
from your first day on a route.  Every school district and bus company in our state is 
encouraged to use the same signal, so as children (and motorists) relocate, they will still 
understand what the signal means. 


• Use the horn, the universal NYS danger signal to warn children if a motorist is running your 
flashers.  The signal means, "return to the side of the road you started from at once!"  Like 
the crossing signal, this has been taught to children across the state since 1990.  There are 
many documented incidents where this signal has helped prevent a child from being struck 
by a motorist. 


• After you signal students to proceed across the street, students must still stop and check for 
traffic (looking carefully left, right, left -- and listening!) before entering the unprotected lane 
of the roadway.  Some drivers teach children to stop in front of "the second headlight”.   
Teach them that it is “street smart” to really check and not just turn their head in that 
direction.  Many, many school bus drivers across NYS have been extremely successful in 
training students to cross safely.   


• Enforce Safe Crossing procedures with older students too - don't give up on them!  Safe 
crossing is a law; and older students should set an example for younger children (remind 
them of that).   


• Don't train discharging students to walk to a set location before crossing, such as a tree or 
driveway -- a substitute driver may not stop the bus in exactly the same spot, and students 
could become disoriented.   
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• If a parent, sibling, or a babysitter regularly meets a child at a stop, ask them to wait safely 
back from the road and meet the child at the point you will be unloading him or her.  The 
parent or other should then follow the correct procedure with the child.  This will prepare the 
child to unload safely in the future if an adult is not present. 


• Similarly, on routes with bus attendants, children still need to make eye contact with the 
driver and wait for the driver’s signal to proceed.  The attendant should accompany the child 
and encourage them to make eye contact with the driver, making sure the crossing procedure 
is followed and learned.  The most important job of a bus attendant is training children.  The 
attendant may be out sick one day or next year the budget for attendants will be cut, and the 
child needs to know how to cross alone. 


Prepare for Passing Motorists 


Intense training of school bus drivers and students has sharply reduced passing motorist fatalities 
in the recent past.  Tragically, this event was commonplace through the mid-1980s, and school 
bus drivers must remain vigilant to protect their students.  The driving skills and attitudes of 
motorists have degenerated in recent years.  Risk-taking, rushing, and aggressive driving are 
common in today's traffic environment. 
 
• The school bus driver must continually and actively scan for approaching traffic during the 


entire loading/unloading process.   
• The driver should hold children inside the bus until all visible traffic is fully stopped. 
• Be alert for vehicles (cars, trucks, motorcycles, even snowmobiles and bikes) passing on the 


right side of your bus, or on the shoulder -- train children to glance back as they exit the bus 
("Check before you step off the bus.") 


• Ask your supervisor for a copy of the DS-103 to report stop-arm violations.   
• Whenever possible, let backed-up traffic pass before you get to the next bus stop.  Along 


with exhibiting courtesy and professionalism, letting traffic go past also reduces the chance 
that an impatient motorist will run your red flashers after you stop.  When you pull over, do 
so in a safe location (be certain there's no ditch or drop-off) and come to a complete stop - 
don't "troll" along the edge of the road, which is confusing to motorists.   


• Activate amber ("pre-warning") flashers well in advance of the bus stop -- usually about two 
utility poles, or 300', in residential areas, and even further on high speed roads or during bad 
weather.  Don't abuse your amber flashers by activating them so early that other motorists 
aren't sure when you'll stop. 


• Legally, even emergency vehicles should stop for your red flashers, but don't expect it -- 
emergency personnel are understandably distracted by their life-and-death task and may go 
through your flashers.  If possible, "abort" the loading or unloading process by holding 
children inside the bus, using your horn to move children out of the road, or motioning them 
back away from the road, and let the emergency vehicle pass.  It's for everyone's good.   


• Funeral processions may not stop for your flashers, either.  Be careful. 
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Resisting Distraction at the Stop 


Resisting distraction during loading or unloading is an art.  Even if everything goes right, the 
driver has to watch for traffic and children 360 degrees around the bus, no simple task.  The best 
defense against distraction is focussing diligently on counting students. 
 
• School bus drivers must count and re-count children as they get off the bus at every stop, 


every day - no exceptions.  If you've lost count of a child during the loading or unloading 
process, secure the bus (shut it off, set the parking brake, and take the key), get out, and 
check under and around the bus.  Don't gamble with a child's life.   


• Assign a reliable student bus helper (this can help focus a high-activity child) to double-
check your count at each stop.  (Note:  bus attendants should also do this.) 


• Avoid overuse of the internal mirror (over your head) - it has been called "the most 
dangerous piece of equipment on the bus" because so many times school bus drivers have 
looked up into it and then ran over a child.  The internal mirror's purpose is to briefly check 
on your students periodically -- you should never stare at a student in it, or hold a 
conversation with a student or bus attendant by way of the mirror.  Train yourself to never 
look into the internal mirror while students are getting on or off your bus. 


• Check for and deal with brewing behavior problems well ahead of the stop.  It's better to pull 
over before you get to the stop than try to deal with them at the bus stop, where your 
attention should be focused outside. 


• If behavior problems on the bus do start while you're loading or unloading students, train 
yourself to "tune them out" until you have completed the loading/unloading procedure and 
have moved the bus well away from the loading zone.  This is not always easy, because you 
naturally want to intervene when students are misbehaving.  But your priority must be 
preventing a loading or unloading tragedy. 


• Train students that your dome lights flashed on and off is a signal for silence -- use it when 
loading or unloading (or when stopping at railroad tracks). 


• Ask all children to watch around the bus at stops for unexpected dangers.  If they see a 
danger, instruct them to notify you immediately.  Respond immediately, and praise them for 
their attentiveness. 


Special Dangers at the Bus Stop 


Many details of what can happen at the bus stop have been gathered to provide bus drivers an 
idea of “what can go wrong”.  Each of these topics is here because it has happened – more than 
once.  Remind drivers of the activity in Chapter 4 when they made a depiction of the “typical 
NYS fatal school bus accident” -- age, location, time of year, fatal behavior.  Issues relative to 
bus stops and backing, fog, substitute drivers, and school zones are all covered in Chapter 7, 
Driving the Bus. 
 
• Minimize backing -- back only when necessary and approved by your supervisor -- back only 


at approved turnarounds.  
• Use a reliable student as a spotter from inside the bus while you back up (or if you have a bus 


attendant, he or she should always spot for you as you back up). 
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• At corner stops, make sure children are on the bus when the bus makes a right turn.  Pick 
them up before you make the turn, drop them off after.  The rear tires can "track" over the 
curb as you make the turn, and if a child is near a tragedy could happen. 


• Group stops (trailer parks, apartment complexes, etc.) are dangerous -- watch out!  Statistics 
indicate that a high percentage of loading and unloading fatalities occur when more than one 
child is at the bus stop.   


• The potential for driver confusion is high when many children are getting on or off the bus.  
Ask your supervisor if he or she can identify a parent who can help maintain order at the bus 
stop. 


• Stops with mixed crossers and non-crossers are dangerous -- the potential for confusion is 
high.  Discharge crossers first -- then non-crossers.  Load crossers first in the morning.  The 
longer the bus is at the stop the more danger so get the children across the street! 
If several students are crossing, they should cross as a group -- not straggle across one at a 
time.  This takes lots of training but many school bus drivers have accomplished the feat. 


• Be aware of children with loose papers or other objects getting on or off the bus.  One of the 
most common scenarios for a loading tragedy is when a child drops something near the bus, 
bends over to pick it up, and is then run over by the bus driver. 
Children should use a backpack and keep items securely zipped in it.  Plastic grocery bags 
tucked in the glove compartment make handy temporary book bags for children. 


• Be aware of children wearing dangerous clothing such as jackets or sweaters with dangling 
straps or drawstrings, mittens on long cords, or bulky winter coats.   Bus handrails, doors, or 
even fire-extinguisher brackets near the door can catch drawstrings or other dangling 
clothing items as children exit the bus.  A number of children have been dragged to their 
death in this manner. 


• Be alert to students trying to place something in or retrieve something from an external 
luggage compartment at school or a bus stop. 


• Running early or late on your route can confuse children.  Children have been killed when 
they ran to catch a bus they'd missed because it was running early. 


• When facing another school bus while loading or unloading, make eye contact with the other 
bus driver, and be sure each of you is finished loading or unloading before you proceed. 
State law requires you to activate your red flashers when you are within 50' of a bus ahead of 
you that is loading or unloading students. 


• Be alert for pranks at bus stops on the last day of school (water fights, jumping from bus 
exits, etc.).  Don’t let yourself become distracted or angry -- children have been run over and 
killed in such chaotic situations.  Treat rumors of planned pranks seriously -- report them 
immediately to your supervisor. 


Class Activity – Special danger review 


Have the class review the list of special dangers and choose the one they feel could most likely 
happen at one of their stops.  See if there is any consensus about which danger is greatest.  
Discuss why. 
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Mirror Use at the Bus Stop 


Required mirror adjustment and blind spots are discussed and demonstrated in Chapter 9, 
Knowing Your Bus.  Mirror use is discussed further in Chapter 7, Driving the Bus.  This 
discussion centers on specific mirror issues surrounding bus stop procedure. 
 
• Always check loading and driving mirrors for children in or near the danger zones just before 


resuming forward motion -- train yourself to check loading mirrors last.  Before you pull 
away from the stop, check all mirrors two times.  Count the mirrors off to yourself from right 
to left as you check them – 1,2 left west coast, 3,4 loading, 5,6 right west coast, then check 
them a second time from left to right before you pull away. The count will be based on the 
mirror system on your bus.  Some buses have three loading and older buses have single west 
coast, or driving, mirrors.  Force yourself to look slowly and carefully into your mirrors -- 
quick glances can easily miss a child.  


• Scan your mirrors carefully for children already lying down on the ground, not just those 
standing up.  Be on the lookout for children wearing dark or low-contrast clothing that are 
hard to see in mirrors. 


• Continue checking mirrors as you pull slowly ahead, to catch children running up to the bus 
from any direction (for instance, a child who has missed the bus and is trying to catch it).  
Accelerate slowly for at least 100’ so you can stop quickly if necessary.  Remember:  mirrors 
are not perfect and can be deceptive.  Mirrors that are very convex can distort an image 
greatly.  Take the time to see what you are seeing. 


• Mirrors create their own blind spots -- move in the bus seat to "look around" mirrors before 
moving the bus.   


• When driving a spare bus or subbing on another run you must still adjust your mirrors during 
your pre-check.  If a mechanic tells you the mirrors can't be adjusted because they're set for 
the regular driver, he or she is wrong.  It is illegal and very dangerous to drive the bus unless 
the mirrors are correctly adjusted for you. 


• If you're already late on the run as a substitute, you must still do a complete pre-check, 
including mirror adjustment.  Consider the possible consequences of failing to do so -- are 
they worth a few minutes? 


Safety First, Schedule Second 


“Safety first, schedule second” is the motto in many top-flight transportation operations.  It is 
critical that school transportation personnel remember this every day.  Bus driver rushing has 
been a factor in many accidents -- including loading and unloading fatalities.   
 
• Focus and concentration are the signs of a professional.  "One safe bus stop at a time."  Focus 


on the bus stop you are at now, not on what you need to do when you finish your run. 
• Wait to move the bus until children are at least 15' away on every side.  
• If you miss a stop by mistake, never back up -- go around the block, even if it's a long one.  


Backing is extremely dangerous -- especially near a bus stop. 
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• Don't force a child off the bus at their assigned stop if they tell you they should get off 
someplace else that day.  The child might be trying to fool you -- or they might be right.  
Always take the time to check with base by radio when safety questions like this arise. 


Route and Bus Stop Safety 


The school bus driver has an important role to play in maintaining route and bus stop safety.  
Routes and stops are often created in an office without direct observation.  Even when routes are 
developed with observation, permanent or temporary changes can happen during the year which 
affects the safety of that route or stop.   
 
• School bus drivers are the eyes and ears of the transportation department -- it is your 


responsibility to report unusual hazards, such as dangerous crossovers with limited visibility 
or traffic pattern changes to your supervisor. 


• Scan for unusual hazards as you approach a stop, i.e., dogs, cars backing from driveways, 
construction hazards, snow banks, strangers, and even criminal activity.  You can't be too 
careful today.  If something seems dangerous, don't drop the child off -- use your radio and 
ask base for advice. 


• Never, never, never change your route or a pickup or drop-off point unless your supervisor 
officially approves it.  Similarly, if no one is home to receive a young child or a special needs 
child, do not leave the child unsupervised at the stop, keep them on the bus.  Radio base and 
ask for their advice before you proceed.  Personal liability could result.  Be sure you know 
local policy on this important issue. 


• If a child is waiting for your bus on the wrong side of the road, or at an unauthorized stop, 
pick the child up that day, but report it by radio and report it again to your supervisor when 
you return to base. 


• When loading or unloading children, stop your bus in the traffic lane, straight ahead and not 
at an angle, and to the right -- try not to leave more than 18" of driving lane on the right side 
of the bus. 


• Under normal circumstances, don't pull onto a shoulder when loading or unloading, however, 
if wide paved shoulders exist at a stop, or a bike lane is present, you may have to pull more 
to the right to reduce the chance of a vehicle passing you on the right side. 


• If students are not waiting in line 15’ back from the road as you approach, stop before the 
bus stop and wait.  If you pull up next to children who are too close to the road, a patch of ice 
or wet leaves could cause the bus to slip or children’s horseplay could result in a tragedy.  
Children have been killed by school buses going as slow as 3 mph. 


• Bus stops on corners can be confusing to motorists -- work with your supervisor to locate 
stops safely back from intersections on the less busy road, especially dangerous or busy ones, 
whenever possible.  The NYS Education Department recommends that bus stops be placed at 
least 100' from corners whenever possible. 


Handling the Vehicle 


Use safety equipment professionally.  Secure your bus at every stop -- set the emergency brake 
and place the transmission in neutral.  This applies in both automatic and standard transmission 
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buses, with both air and hydraulic brake systems.  Start this habit and after a few days practice, 
securing the bus seems completely natural.   
 
• A vehicle could strike your bus from behind, and if it's not secured, it could roll forward into 


a child.  The bus driver's foot could slip off the service brake pedal and if the bus is in gear, a 
tragedy could happen.  The bus driver could experience a sudden medical emergency, and an 
unsecured bus could do anything.  When ready to resume forward motion, take special care 
that the transmission is in the gear you want before releasing emergency brake. 


• Never move the bus with the door open and the red flashers activated -- it's illegal, and very 
confusing to motorists. 


• If it's dark out, use your dome lights when crossing children -- your hand signal may be more 
visible, but be careful dome lights don't contribute to glare that makes it hard to see.  
Overhead flashers (especially those with strobes) can also be blinding to children looking 
towards the bus. 


• If your bus is equipped with an external speaker and a P.A. system, use it to supplement the 
universal hand signal when crossing students -- but not to replace it.  Speakers and P.A. 
systems can break down -- or a spare bus might not be equipped with a P.A. system, and 
children might not know how to cross if they haven't been trained properly.  If your fleet has 
P.A.s, work with your supervisor and fellow drivers to develop a company- or district-
consistent verbal message that it's safe to cross.   


• If your bus is equipped with a crossing gate, use it only as a training tool for children -- don't 
rely on it to keep children away from your bus. Children are unpredictable -- no piece of 
safety equipment is foolproof.  Children have been run over and killed by school buses with 
malfunctioning crossing gates.  If your crossing gate isn't working right, you shouldn't drive 
the bus.  Even though NYS doesn't require a crossing gate on all school buses, all safety 
equipment installed on a bus must be functioning properly. 


• The most important piece of safety equipment on a school bus isn't the mirrors, brakes, P.A. 
system, crossing gate, or anything else -- it's the professional, alert, and caring bus driver – 
you. 


Details for Children 


There are many details of safe crossing that you will not be able to cover in the Bus Safety Drill 
outlined in Chapter 11, Student Safety Training.  Many of these topics can be taught as min-
lessons, or “snacks” as they will be explained in that chapter, while you are waiting to leave 
school in the afternoon or unload in the morning – even while you are stuck in traffic. 
 
• Stress that children should never return for a dropped item.  But expect children to do it 


anyway and be prepared -- children are impulsive by nature. 
• Children must be crystal-clear on the meaning of driver signals while crossing.  Confusion 


about what the hand or horn signal mean can cost a life.   
• Teach kids to ignore grandparents, parents, and friends, while crossing.  Explain why they 


must pay attention to the bus driver. 
• Remind children not to place faith in the red flashers on your bus -- tell children that cars run 


them every day. 
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• Stress the dangers of crossing behind the bus to pick up mail -- don't let students cross to 
pick up mail.  Students should wait until the bus is well away from the stop, and if their 
parents do allow them to cross for the mail, they can do so when your bus doesn’t obstruct 
their view. 


• Use coloring books, stickers, certificates, buttons, etc. as a reinforcement of the crossing 
procedure for younger kids -- positive reinforcement works!  Make your own or see if your 
supervisor has some available.  Make your own certificates or even buttons -- ask a 
classroom teacher or your supervisor for help. 


Kids Do the Darnedest Things 


Err on the side of caution -- trust your intuition when children are getting on or off the bus. 
Children's lives have been saved when bus drivers "just didn't feel right" and checked under the 
bus to discover a child sitting in front of the rear duals.  Young children will do almost anything 
around a bus:  hang from mirrors or the front bumper, crawl into the rear wheel well, hug the 
headlight, etc.   
 
• Watch out for kids running for a missed bus as you pull away from a stop. 
• Watch out for parents following your bus in their car and allowing their child to try to catch 


your bus at a later stop, or even at a traffic light -- children might run up to your bus without 
you knowing it.  Children have been killed in this way. 


• Watch out for students slipping off the bus while your attention is focused on the crossers 
outside.  Don't leave your bus door fully open while children are crossing -- just leave it 
"cracked" open so the flashers stay activated.  With automatic doors, use your arm as a "gate" 
to keep children from going past you and getting off the bus. 


• Watch out for a student on the bus waving to a motorist outside, who might think it's the 
driver signaling to proceed past the bus flashers -- yes, it's happened! 


• Be alert for younger unsupervised siblings at the bus stop -- horrible tragedies have happened 
when young siblings tried to catch the bus as it was pulling away with big brother or sister on 
board. 


• Snow banks are dangerous -- scan carefully for kids playing or climbing on them, or hiding 
behind them. 


• Quiet your passengers and turn radios down at each bus stop, so you can hear warnings from 
others -- other motorists, other bus drivers, parents or teachers outside the bus, and kids on 
your bus before moving your bus. It's a good idea to open the driver window to hear better, 
too.  Take any warning seriously, even one from a child who likes to "pull your leg".  He or 
she may be serious this time. 


Public Awareness 


• Educate parents and teachers about bus safety.  Explain the importance of book bags or 
knapsacks to parents and teachers.  Explain the danger of long drawstrings, straps, or mitten 
strings to parents.  Explain why large, distracting or fragile items shouldn't be carried on the 
bus. 
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• Encourage parents to reinforce loading and unloading procedures at home.  Provide parents 
with "How to Cross Safely" posters or other safety material.  With young children, parents 
can practice the crossing procedure using the family car, in the driveway.   


• Seek parent and school assistance in reinforcing safe behavior on bus -- help parents 
understand that driver distractions cause tragedies.  Parents can be powerful allies in 
improving bus safety.  Volunteer to speak to parents’ groups. 


• Find ways to constantly remind the school and larger community not to pass a stopped bus. 
Get involved in your area's annual "Operation Safe Stop" campaign to educate the public 
about not passing a stopped bus (or if there is no campaign in your area, start one). 
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Could it have been avoided? 


Read the following scenarios, one at a time, to the class.  If other scenarios would be more 
applicable for your student mix, substitute your own creations.  Ask the question, “How could 
this tragedy have been prevented?”  Evaluate your students’ understanding of bus stop safety 
through the discussion. 
 
Take-home run in large urban district; bus driver activates yellow flashers, stops bus, activates 
red flashers; 7-year old child discharged from bus, driver motions child across street.  In left 
driving mirror bus driver sees car approaching rapidly from behind bus.  Bus driver honks horn 
but child does not react and is struck, knocked down and then run over and killed by the car. 
 
Take-home run in large suburban district; bus driver stops bus before corner and discharges 12 
year old child; as she steps off bus, driver closes door and proceeds away from stop, turning right 
around corner.  Child's drawstring catches in bus handrail.  Child is dragged until she slips out of 
coat and is run over and killed by rear right duals of bus. 
 
Take-home run in midsize district; bus driver discharges several students, some of whom must 
cross.  All students appear to have crossed safely, but when bus driver is checking his internal 
mirror to make sure students on board are seated, one child returns to the front of the bus for an 
unknown reason.  Before moving forward, bus driver does a re-count of the children on the curb 
and the right number appear to be present, so he moves forward, running over the child in front 
of the bus.  It later turns out that another child had met his friends at the bus stop and accounted 
for the extra child at the scene. 
 
Morning pick-up in a small rural district.  Driver has picked up a student at the end of her run 
and is turning around in the farmyard driveway.  A three-year old sister of the student on the bus 
was watching her brother load and ride to school from the top of a large snowbank.  As the bus 
backed past the snowbank she slid down under the right rear wheels and her legs are run over by 
the bus.  A student in the back of the bus yells to the driver, but she thinks he is kidding, ignores 
him and pulls forward, running over the child a second time. 
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Chapter 9 -- Know Your Bus 


Overview 
This chapter will guide the school bus driver in understanding how to work in partnership 
with those who are responsible to service his or her school bus.  Preventive maintenance 
will be explained and the driver’s important role identified.  Special emphasis will be 
focused on helping the driver to identify trouble signs and how to drive the bus in a way 
that will minimize the need for maintenance and repair.  Even though drivers have 
already mastered CDL skills, pre-trip and post-trip inspections will be reviewed. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will:  
 
1. Understand the preventive maintenance program required by New York State DOT 


and school bus manufacturers; 
2. Be able to identify the sections of a comprehensive pre-trip and post-trip inspection; 
3. Be able to use his/her senses to detect symptoms of immediate or long-term failure 


with the mechanical equipment; 
4. Be able to explain the basic bus components and systems; and  
5. Commit to developing or improving driving habits to extend the life of the bus and its 


components. 


Instructional Strategy 
Historically, school bus drivers and mechanics have often had a love/hate relationship.  
Drivers get upset because they think something needs to be fixed and mechanics get upset 
because they think that drivers abuse the equipment or whine about problems that aren’t 
obvious.  The ultimate goal of this chapter is to try and get these Hatfields and McCoys to 
start talking and to understand each other’s needs a little better.  A good strategy is to get 
everyone talking in a room together, actually in a garage. 
 
The best place to talk about the various systems that are a part of a modern school bus is 
to get the class into a garage facility with a lift.  Rather than hearing descriptions of 
components, or even looking at overheads, the drivers can observe these components in 
relation to the entire bus.  Walking through a pre-trip or post-trip inspection is much more 
effective on a bus than in a classroom.  Be sure to stress that the location of controls and 
components on the bus they drive will differ from the demonstration bus.   
 
This unit is a good place to use a guest speaker if the coordinating SBDI is not 
comfortable with discussing mechanical issues.  Use a mechanic who is comfortable 
speaking to a group, or perhaps a DOT inspector.  Check in your area to see if there is a 
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chapter of the New York State Head Mechanics Association.  They might be able to 
provide an informed speaker.  Some individuals, although they have not been trained as 
SBDIs can communicate with drivers very well.  You as the SBDI must play a strong role 
even if you are not the content expert.  Be sure the conversation remains positive, keep 
the mechanic on the content area, and be sure all class members can see and hear the 
discussion. Walking around or sitting in a bus can present challenges for keeping the 
whole class involved. 
 
Do not try and hold extended discussions standing in the bus garage.  There are 
substantial dangers in a garage work area and if the visit is during work hours, noises and 
fumes could be distracting and dangerous.  If travel back to the classroom is not possible, 
be sure that adequate seating is available at the garage.  
 
Finally, make sure that the material presented includes the least knowledgeable class 
member.  Be sure everyone feels that they can ask even the simplest question. 
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Chapter Content 


School Bus Driver as Mechanic’s Helper 


The most important part of the maintenance system is the bus driver. Without a 
conscientious school bus driver keeping a constant eye on the bus and driving with care, 
minor problems can become big problems, parts and systems can fail due to abuse or 
neglect, road calls will increase, and buses will be pulled off the road for extended 
repairs. 
 
The conscientious school bus driver: 
 
• Spends their entire driving day listening to, feeling the bus every day; 
• Completes a daily vehicle inspection report; 
• Performs a professional pre-trip and post-trip;  
• Drives to prolong vehicle life, extend maintenance intervals, and increase mileage; 


and 
• Communicates mechanical concerns clearly and objectively. 
 
School bus drivers spend the most time with the bus and are responsible for conveying 
symptoms to help mechanics better understand possible cause(s) of a problem.  It is in 
drivers’ best interest to make sure that their bus is safe and running right.  After all, who 
has to deal with the inconvenience of breakdowns or accidents due to mechanical 
problems? 


Required Maintenance Cycle 


New York State’s fleet of school buses has a safety record we can all be proud of.  This 
record is the result of a three level system of preventive maintenance and problem 
detection that has resulted in very few accidents being caused by mechanical problems 
and has helped reduce the number of breakdowns and road calls. 


1. School Bus Driver Responsibilities 


• The driver is the eyes and ears of the system:  you see it, check it and drive the bus 
every school day.  The driver is the most important part of the preventive 
maintenance system. 


• You are responsible for making that bus prove to you that it is safe to drive, every 
time you drive it.  You are also responsible to drive the bus in a way that extends the 
life of the bus components. 


• At least once each day, or in some operations, each time you leave the garage, you 
are, by law, required to fill out a “driver’s daily report” or “trip sheet” indicating any 
vehicle defects.  Even if there are no defects, you must note that on the form. 
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2. School Bus Mechanics Responsibilities 


To maintain a high level of safety and prevent on-the-road failures, mechanics follow a 
regular system of inspections and maintenance established by your company or school 
district and approved by the New York State Department of Transportation.  Mechanics 
utilize information from drivers, in conjunction with normal maintenance inspections, to 
maintain the bus to manufacturer's specifications or better. 
 
• SED regulations require preventative maintenance (PMs) every month and DOT 


regulations require it at “regular time and mileage intervals”.  Historically, operators 
did in-house PMs at 30 days and 1,000 miles.  With the high mileage required by 
many routes today, some operators have DOT approval to extend the mileage to 
longer intervals. (Share a Preventative Maintenance Checklist with the drivers.) 


• Many operators have an annual inspection program, often completed during summer 
months.  These inspections include detailed inspection, cleaning, or lubrication of 
system components.  


3. DOT Inspections 


The final part of the picture is regular inspections by the New York State Department of 
Transportation (DOT) of every school bus.  
 
• These inspections are conducted once every six months, although the inspector can 


designate a shorter interval for older buses.  You may be assigned another bus to 
drive the day your bus is being inspected. 


• This inspection is an intensive review of the bus components, its maintenance 
records, and the driver daily reports and subsequent follow-up.  The driver daily 
reports play an important part in making sure that the bus is not only safe the day that 
it is inspected but that it is being maintained safely everyday. 


How to Report a Problem 


Informing the mechanics about the school bus you drive is the key to the whole system. 
School bus drivers are both the best and worst qualified to identify a defect on their 
school bus.   
 
• When a problem occurs suddenly, the bus driver will know immediately because it 


sounds or feels different.  The affected component may still be operating within safe 
guidelines, and the mechanic may not conclude that it needs to be replaced yet.  The 
driver may insist, “I know something is wrong” and will be frustrated by the lack of 
response. 


• When a mechanical problem develops gradually over time, the school bus driver may 
adapt to the change without noticing or reporting the difference.  After a PM check 
the mechanic might say, “Why didn’t you tell me your brakes were gone?”   The 
change had been so gradual the driver hadn’t noticed. 
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Despite the possibility of miscommunication over a developing defect, the importance of 
prompt reporting of problems cannot be overemphasized.  Drivers should not wait until 
the problem gets worse or not report what they consider to be a “minor” defect because 
they don’t want their bus pulled.  The “minor” changes that the bus driver notices may be 
a warning sign for a significant mechanical failure.   
 
Road calls are disruptive to the schedules of everyone connected with school 
transportation.  The schedules of students, schools, and parents are disrupted when 
children are not delivered on time.  The scheduling of mechanics’ work in the garage is 
disrupted and their time is wasted driving to service the bus.  An additional bus must be 
made available to continue the route, which might cancel an athletic trip that had been 
planned.  There are five different causes of road calls: 
 
• Act of God -- Something happened which could not have been predicted or 


anticipated.  It was out of control of the driver and garage staff. 
• Ineffective Preventive Maintenance, Repair, and Inspection Procedures -- The 


mechanics and garage supervisor do not have an effective program in place to 
evaluate, service, and replace vehicle components on a regular schedule. 


• Poor Pre-trip Inspection – School bus driver did not identify defective vehicle 
component during pre-trip inspection. 


• Driver Attitude and Habits – School bus driver handles the vehicle in such a 
manner that components fail before scheduled service or replacement milestones. 


• Failure to Communicate Defects to the Shop – School bus driver was aware of 
vehicle defect but did not communicate the problem with the garage through driver 
daily report or immediate communication when a serious defect is observed. 


 
If you identify a defect either before you leave the garage or while driving check with the 
dispatcher to see if you should wait for repair or get another vehicle.  If you are cleared to 
proceed, be sure your daily report clearly identifies the problem.  Vehicle and Traffic 
Law protects drivers from retaliation who refuse to drive a vehicle with what they believe 
to be a safety defect. (VT 375-a 2) 


Completing the Driver’s Daily Report  


In most operations school bus drivers do not hand the daily reports directly to the 
mechanic.  Often these reports are turned in to the office at the end of the day and then 
forwarded to the garage manager or lead or head mechanic.  Since you will not be face to 
face with the mechanic who will be working on your bus, what you write is very 
important. 
 
It is important to describe the symptom, specifically what you experience to be different 
about how your bus is performing.  Do not diagnose what you think the problem might be 
unless it is very evident (i.e. flat tire, broken windshield, etc.).  Many times the actual 
problem may be something in a different part of the bus.  Here are some useful guidelines 
for writing reports. 
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1. Describe when the problem happens: 
 
• When did you first notice it? 
• Does it occur when you first start and the bus is cold or only after the bus warms up? 
• When you push the clutch in or let it out? 


 
2. Describe where the problem occurs: 
 
• Does it happen when you brake or stop? 
• Going up or down a hill? 
• When you turn -- which direction? 
• Full or empty bus? 


 
3. Describe any unusual smells associated with the problem: 
 
• Burning -- rubber or electrical? 
• Rotten eggs? 
• Fuel smell? 


 
4. Describe any sounds associated with the problem: 
 
• Thumping? 
• Scraping? 
• Tapping? 
• Humming? 
• Screeching? 
 
Good specific examples:  
 
• I hear a crunching sound when I turn the steering wheel hard to the right. 
• The steering wheel does not return on its own after I turn it. 
• The clutch disengages as soon as I put my foot on it. 
• The transmission slips out of gear when I let my foot off the throttle. 
• The rear heater does not turn on when I pull out the switch. 
• The bus pulls to the right when I put my foot on the brakes. 
 


Class Activity – Driver Daily Report 


Distribute blank copies of driver daily reports to the class.  Describe a typical driver’s day 
including times, odometer readings, pre-trip, and post-trip.  Include observations of 
defects and make it a little more interesting by having the driver’s regular bus out of 
service for inspection. 
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Using Your Senses to Detect Problems 


Class Activity – Mechanical questions 


Distribute 3x5 cards to the class and ask them to write a mechanical question they have 
about their bus or the maintenance program.  Invite a mechanic or DOT inspector to take 
the students on a tour of the bus and have them start out by answering the students’ 
questions.  The class may have additional questions once the activity gets underway, but 
these will get the ball rolling.  Depending on the mechanic or inspector’s instructional 
abilities, you might want them to cover this entire section on vehicle systems or you 
might choose to just ask them to do a tour of the bus and cover the rest of the content 
yourself in the classroom. 
 
School bus drivers can help mechanics by being alert and using all of their senses to 
detect potential mechanical problems.  This section will introduce drivers to the systems 
that form the mechanical design of school buses.  Remind drivers that their buses may 
well be configured differently than the bus that is demonstrated. 


System:  Engine, Engine Compartment, and Exhaust  


Know location of: 
Engine 
Fuel Tank - Location, capacity, and type (Gas, Diesel, Natural Gas, LPG or 
combination)  
Pipes and Muffler 
Know the engine compartment -- check with the engine off 


Belts for the air compressor or vacuum pump, power steering pump and 
alternator 
Hoses 
Dip sticks for oil, brake, and transmission fluid 
Window washer fluid container 
Coolant level -- Know how to check the fluid level in the cooling system. 
(Caution -- do not open the radiator when the bus is hot.  Check the overflow 
tank by following the manufacturer’s directions.) 


Listening for: 
Knocking when picking up speed 
Knocking at idle. 
Clicking or tapping noise 
Backfire, popping or misfiring 
Leaking fluids -- fuel, oil, or antifreeze 


Feeling for: 
Vibration 
Reduced power 


Looking for: 
Over heating (check gauge), 
Drop in oil pressure  


Chapter 9   Know Your Bus   Page 7 







Excessive oil consumption 
Smoke/steam from the engine compartment.  


Smelling for:  
Fuel, smoke, or antifreeze  


Driving tips: 
Turn off all electrical switches before starting engine 
Do not race the motor when starting vehicle 
Set idle to about 1,000 rpms above normal for warm-up if idle is not computer 
controlled 
Do not leave bus idling and walk away – engine speed could increase and cause 
damage -- state law limits idling time to five minutes 
Accelerate slowly 
Maintain normal RPM range 
Warm up before pulling out -- 3-5 minutes  
Keep track of your MPG (miles per gallon) to see the effect of driving habits 
Watch the gauges while driving for signs of trouble.  (Oil, temperature, and 
voltmeter) 


System:  Transmission (Automatic or manual), Driveshaft, and Clutch (if 
equipped) 


Know location of: 
Dipstick 


Listening for: 
Grinding, howling 


Feeling for:   
Vibration, hard shifting (both auto and manual) 
Clutch free play before disengaging (no more than 3 inches) 
Hard shifting 
Automatics -- slipping before changing gear or not starting right away 


Looking for: 
Leaking oil -- middle of bus for manual or under the front or rear for automatics – 
know where it is for your bus 


Smelling for: 
Burned transmission fluid when you pull the dip stick  


Driving tips: 
Accelerate smoothly 
Fully disengage or engage clutch if equipped.  Use it and get off it, do not rest 
your foot on it -- even a little bit matters. 
Take manual transmission out of gear waiting at stoplights 
Shifting on hills is discussed in Chapter 7, Driving the Bus. 


System:  Brakes 


Know location of: 
Type:  Hydraulic or Air 
Master cylinder 
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Slack adjusters 
Brake lines 
Air tanks 


Listening for: 
Continuous or intermittent squeal or squeak.  Non-asbestos brake components 
might produce squeaking and grinding noise constantly; check with the mechanics 
to see if the noise is normal.  Most buses will do this if they have just had major 
brake work done on them. 
Air leak, continuous operation of the air compressor, frequent spitter valve 
operation. 


Feeling for: 
Pulling to one direction when brakes applied. 
Play in the brake pedal – soft pedal. 
Vibration when the brakes are applied. 
Attention:  Anti-lock brakes will do this when they are working to prevent the bus 
from skidding, this is normal.  It is usually very pronounced. 


Looking for: 
Smoke from the wheel area, (may be steam on very cold days or if you just went 
through water on a cold day) 
Warning devices, (wig wag, buzzer, light, gauges, if equipped with air brakes) 
May be only a light on other types of braking system 
Gauge should indicate 120 pounds of pressure when system is fully charged on 
most air brake buses.  
If a part of the air brake system fails there maybe a sudden loss of air.  The rear 
spring brakes will come on when the pressure gets very low.  Brace yourself for a 
shock. 


Smelling for: 
Fluid odor 
Stink (if it locks up) 


Driving tips: 
Apply brakes smoothly -- use the engine drag going downhill and when 
approaching a stop. 
Remove your foot from brake pedal when you’re not using it. 
Plan ahead in driving – start slowing down when you know you have to stop, 
instead of running full power and then putting the brake on hard. 


System:  Steering  


Know location of: 
Dipstick 
Power steering pump and belt 


Listening: 
Squealing when turning 


Feeling for: 
Shimmy and wandering when moving 
Vibration 
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Excessive play in the steering wheel before the tire starts to turn (more than 2 to 3 
inches) when motor running 
Steering wheel does not return on its own -- sticks or hangs up 


Looking for: 
Unusual tire wear 
Leaking fluid 
Parts loose or hanging down 


Smelling for: 
Fluid odor 


System:  Electrical 


(Most buses produce 13.5 volts of electrical power at up to 140 amps or the equivalent of 
19 100-watt light bulbs) 
Know location of: 


Alternator 
Battery 


Listening for: 
Sparking or snapping sound 
Whining in the two-way radio that changes with the speed of the engine 


Feeling for:  
Excessive heat 
A worn out switch may feel hot to the touch or it might not click when it is turned 
on or off 


Looking for: 
Check the voltmeter.  It should run between 12.5 and 14.5 volts, 13.5 volts is the 
normal reading but a big demand may cause it to be a little higher. 
Smoke in the dash, in the control panel, or at a heater 


Smelling for: 
Pungent order of melting plastic 
“Hot” smell 


Driving tips: 
Keep watch on the voltmeter -- it should be running around 13.5 volts or so most 
of the time. 
Check to see that the power switches are turned off before starting the motor, and 
turn them off before motor shut down. 


System:  Suspension 


Listening for: 
Rattle 
Squeaks 


Feeling for: 
Bottoming Out 
Clunks on turns 
Pulling left or right 
Shimmy 
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Looking for: 
Scuffed or spotty wear on tires 
Bus leans -- one side higher than the other 
Bus goes down the road at an angle or “dog tracks” when driving 
Oil or grease on the shocks 
Broken or misaligned leaf springs 


Smelling for: 
Usually no odors associated with this problem 


Driving tips: 
If safe, steer around potholes and bumps. 
Avoid driving against the curb. 
Slow down on rough roads. 


System:  Tires 


Listening for: 
Thumping sound (may occur normally when cold but should stop when the tire 
warms up.)  
Sound of flat tire during pre-trip – demonstrate if possible 


Feeling for: 
Flat front tire -- Pulls to left or right 
Flat rear tire:  MAY sit lopsided or sway on turns -- more noticeable on small 
buses 
Thumps 


Looking for: 
Valve stems -- the base must be centered between the spokes of the wheel.  If it is 
not, it may mean a loose wheel.  Valve stems on duals must line up.  Any 
irregularity of the inside dual valve stem is cause for concern -- tire could be flat 
or duals have shifted. 
Loose lugs or nuts on wheel 
Dents in rims 
Rear duals should not be touching and nothing should be caught between them. 
Cuts, nails, slices or bulges on the sidewall, deep cuts or chunks out of the tread. 
Look for bald spots or uneven wear.  Tread all the way across the tire must be 
1/8th of an inch (about the thickness of a nickel) deep on the front and 1/16th of 
an inch (about the thickness of a dime) on the rear.  Front tires may not be 
recapped; rear tires may be recaps. 


Smelling for: 
Hot rubber -- if it is rubbing or locked up 
Tire fires can be very dangerous 


Driving tips: 
Same as suspension 


System:  Mirrors 


Listening for: 
N/A 
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Feeling for: 
Check for loose mirrors or brackets during pre-trip. 


Looking for: 
Mirror surface must be clean and clear -- no cracks. 


Smelling for: 
N/A 


Driving tips: 
Be sure heated mirrors get turned off when not needed, mirrors can get too hot 
and crack 
Procedures for proper mirror use are included in Chapter 7, Defensive Driving 
and Chapter 8, Pick-up and Drop-off Zone Safety. 


System:  Heating and Ventilation 


Listening for: 
Fans operating properly 


Feeling for: 
Heat and outside air when appropriate 


Looking for: 
Roof vents operating properly 
Fan mounts secure 


Smelling for: 
Investigate any burning smells or smoke 


Driving tips: 
Know how to operate roof hatches for ventilation. 
Understand how to use defrosting system to keep windows clean. 
Controls location should be memorized for “no-look” operation. 


Class Activity – Component systems 


Draw or find pictures or snapshots of components of each system on the bus.  Make signs 
with the name of each component and of each system.  Use these cards for games to 
familiarize drivers with bus features.  Split the class into two or more teams.  Scramble 
the pictures and name signs.  See how fast each team can match all the signs and pictures.  
• Use the same pictures and have teams put scrambled components together with the 


proper system. 
• Have drivers break into groups of three and review and discuss the driving tips 


provided to help prolong the life of each system.  Have each driver choose one 
driving habit they will try to incorporate into their driving.  Have them write their 
name and the change on a 3x5 card and turn them in to you.  Review the cards and 
hold a class discussion to see what trends exist among their commitments.  At a later 
class or classes pull out their commitment to change and see how they are doing. 


Mirror Adjustment 


As stated in the Laws and Liabilities Chapter, the one area of vehicle specification where 
drivers get involved is proper mirror adjustment.  Mirrors are an extension of the driver’s 
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vision into areas where he or she cannot see directly.  If mirrors are not adjusted to meet 
state and federal regulations, the bus is out of compliance – creating liability for the 
driver and the employer.  Federal regulations for school bus mirrors were established 
12/2/93 and apply to all buses built since that date.  New York specifications apply to all 
buses inspected by DOT. 
 
New York State Requirements -- Mirrors on the right and left side of the bus must be 
adjusted so that the driver “shall have a clear and full view of the road and condition of 
traffic to the rear”.  These are often referred to as “west coast” or driving mirrors. 
 
Front right pedestrian mirror should be adjusted to provide a “clear and full view of the 
right side of the vehicle, including in front of the right wheel and an area at least six feet 
from the right side of the bus from in front of the right front door to the rear of the 
vehicle”. 
 
Left front pedestrian mirror must allow the seated driver to observe “the road from the 
front bumper forward to the point where direct observation is possible”.  This is generally 
called the “Crossover” mirror. 
 
Federal Requirements -- One-foot high cones must be visible to the seated driver 1’ 
from all four wheels and directly in front of the front bumper; 6’ and 12’ perpendicular to 
the front bumper and rear tire(s).  Driving mirrors must show 200’ to the rear of the bus. 


Class Activity – Mirror field of vision 


While at the bus garage to inspect the bus, use this simple exercise to firm up the drivers’ 
understanding of mirror specifications.  Using cones or painted and weighted one-gallon 
milk jugs mark the areas where New York and federal mirror standards require vision.  
Have a tall driver get in the bus and adjust the seat to driving position and the mirrors so 
he or she can see all the cones.  Then ask a short driver to get in, adjust the seat, and 
determine how much of the required area they can see.  Mark the point on the pavement 
in front of the bus where this driver can see the pavement to demonstrate the difference 
between the federal requirement (12’) and New York State’s.  This will demonstrate the 
need for drivers to take the time to adjust the mirror on each bus they drive. 
 
This is a dramatic way to demonstrate blind spots around the bus.   
 
If your class is at night, arrange for a bus to be moved to a somewhat dark area.  Older 
conventional buses with high front hoods will be most dramatic.  Fasten a spotlight or 
powerful flashlight approximately where the head of a short, seated driver would be 
located.  Pivot the light around and have students draw a chalk-line on the ground 
outlining the line between shaded and lit pavement.  Be sure to include blind spots from 
mirrors and window posts. Explain to drivers that this huge area is where they must rely 
on their mirrors.  If the class is held during the day, complete this exercise at night and 
use marking paint. Outline the location of the bus also.  Students can then be shown the 
blind zones in the daytime with or without the bus in place. With a short driver in the 
seat, lie down in this area 10-15 feet in front of the bus and ask if he or she can see you. 
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Pre-trip Inspection 


All commercial vehicles must be professionally pre-tripped each time they are put in 
service.  As stated earlier, the driver is required by DOT Regulation to file a daily vehicle 
report.  Each operation has different requirements for how the pre-trip is performed, but 
not for what items are inspected.  The pre-trip begins each time you approach your bus 
for a trip.  Only through a complete pre-trip will you know if components have failed or 
your bus has been vandalized. 
 
• In operations where buses are parked in an unsecured parking lot instead of in a 


secured building, items that may be vandalized are checked in more detail. 
• Pre-checks prevent fires -- a thorough, professional pre-check can spot a mechanical 


problem that could cause a bus fire.  For instance; fuel and oil leaks; hanging or 
frayed electrical wires; or split or broken exhaust pipes and mufflers.   


• School bus drivers are required to document that the entire pre-trip as outlined in the 
CDL Manual has been performed. 


• In some operations mechanics or mechanics helpers do a partial pre-trip for the 
drivers.  For instance, in some operations the mechanic will start the buses and 
perform the under hood check and the driver will be responsible for the rest of the 
pre-trip. 


• Drivers who work with bus attendants often work as a team to perform the pre-trip.  
For instance the driver checks items outside the bus and the attendants check items 
inside the bus.  This is an excellent way to expedite the process that also makes the 
attendant more knowledgeable about the operation of the bus. 


• Even when mechanics or attendants assist in the pre-trip, the school bus driver is 
ultimately responsible for the accuracy of the pre-trip when they sign the driver’s 
daily report. 


• CDL requirements during a trip require the bus driver to check the following critical 
items when he or she stops on a trip: 


Tires, wheels, and rims 
Brakes 
Lights and reflectors 


 


Classroom Activity -- Fluids 


Fill baby food jars with all the different fluids which are on a school bus.  Put a number 
on each bottle and give drivers a list of all the fluids.  They have to match the bottle 
number with the appropriate fluid.  After identifying the fluid, they have to describe 
where it might be found under the bus. 
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Recommended School Bus Safety Pre-trip Procedure 


The key to good pre-trip is to have a plan. It must be efficient and cover the bus 
completely.  The pre-trip listed is recommended. Each operation can design their pre-trip 
to include these items and others to be checked. You must have a plan and stay with it 
every time.  Be sure to follow operation policy. 
 
1. As you approach the bus, check for: 
 
• Damage to body or bus leaning to one side 
• Fluids underneath (static leaks:  oil, coolant, grease, fuel) 
• Hanging items (wires, tailpipe, driveshaft) 
 
2. Check under hood (once a day -- may be checked before afternoon run): 
 
• Oil 
• Belts and hoses secure and undamaged 
 
3. Enter bus: 
 
• Make sure parking brake is set 
• Start engine -- listen for unusual noises (knocking, etc.) 
• Check reading on all gauges (top to bottom, left to right) 
• Check steering wheel -- turn it both ways 
• Check function of all controls and switches (top to bottom, left to right -- high and 


low settings) 
• Leave headlights, marker lights, sign light, master switch, and left turn signal on 
 
4. Leave bus, start at front right wheel and walk counter-clockwise around bus: 
 
• Wheels -- tire inflation, tread depth, sidewall cracks, cuts or nails, valve stem 


centered, no cracks between studs, lug nuts tight and no powdered rust near them, no 
grease exiting front grease seal dust cap or rear center hub, no grease visible inside 
rims or tires 


• No broken or misaligned springs; no leaking or broken shocks 
• Marker lights -- corners, front and rear, sides 
• Headlights 
• Running lights and taillights 
• Turn signals (including side turn signals) 
• Mirror brackets secure and mirrors clean (carry a rag) 
• Hood latched 
• Overhead red flashers 
• Antenna(s) and speakers present 
• School Bus sign light (in bright light, check it inside the bus) 
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• Stop arm sign and light 
• Battery and luggage compartment doors secure 
• Reflectors 
• Air pressure leaks under front and sides 
• Emergency doors, buzzers, latches 
• Damage to body, windows, roof as you walk around 
• Hanging or loose wires, driveshaft, muffler, etc. front, sides, rear 
• Exhaust pipe secure -- push end of pipe with foot (not hand – it may be hot) 
• Fuel cap tight 
 
5. Re-enter bus: 
 
• Stepwell light 
• Fire extinguisher 
• First aid kit 
• Reflectors it in front of bus 
• High beams and right turn signal on 
 
6. Exit bus; proceed counter clockwise around bus again: 
 
• High beams 
• Left turn signal 
 
7. Re-enter bus: 
 
• Close door 
• 4-ways and amber flashers on 
• Check front 4-ways and amber flashers with pedestrian mirrors and by leaning against 


windshield 
• Walk to back of bus, checking seat backs and all emergency exits and lights 
• Open rear door, check amber flashers and 4-way flashers 
• Check reflectors if in back of bus 
• Walk to front of bus, checking seat belts, seat cushion securement (pull up), seat 


frame securement to the floor, and seat backs for cuts or holes 
 
8. Get in seat: 
 
• Turn engine off and leave key on 
• Release parking brake (if bus parked on level ground -- otherwise must chock bus to 


prevent rolling) 
• Air brakes -- pump air brakes down and check emergency warning devices -- (wig 


wag, buzzer, light) and spring brake 
• Hydraulic brakes:  with key off, depress brake pedal, listen for whirring sound of 


brake booster motor; with key on but engine off, check brake warning light/buzzer 
• Start bus 
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• Check mirror adjustment from seated position 
• Reset wig wag, check air pressure buildup from 85 - 100 pounds 
• Fasten seatbelt 
• Make sure parking brake is set and place bus in reverse, checking parking brake 
• Ask assistant to check brake lights, back-up lights, and back-up beeper or use 


something such as broom handle to hold brake pedal down.  Another strategy is to 
back to a fence after checking horn and service brake and use your mirrors to check 
rear lights. 


• Check horn (honk and pause before backing) 
• 50' service brake check 


Recommended Post-trip and Shut-down Procedure 


The purpose of the post-trip is two fold:  to find mechanical or vandalism problems that 
may have occurred on the road so that the mechanics can get to work on them right away 
and to make sure no students or students’ belongings are left on the bus.  This procedure 
will protect you, your bus, and your students. 
 
1. Check inside bus for: 
 
• Children sleeping in or under seats 
• Student items left on bus 
• Vandalism, such as cut seats or graffiti 
• Cleanliness 
• Close all windows and vents 


 
Report children or their belongings immediately.  Check with the office for correct 
procedure to follow.  Clean bus now, it will be even harder to make the effort in the 
morning. 


 
2. Outside bus walk-around visual check for: 
 
• Leaks under the bus 
• Body damage 
• Lights  
• Tires, wheels, nuts look OK 


 
3. Shut down process 
 
• Check all gauges   
• Turn off all electrical equipment -- heaters, radio, lights, master switch for the 


flashing red lights. (If these items are left on they can damage the starter.) 
• Turn the motor off last.  Diesel motors equipped with "turbos" must be idled for 


several minutes before being turned off.  Dashboards usually have a decal telling you 
that the motor must be idled before shut down.  Check with your mechanic for proper 
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procedure on your bus.  Never race the engine just before shutting it down.  Let it 
“calm down before shut down”. 


• After motor shut down, pump the air brakes down to engage the parking brake.  This 
prevents someone without a key from releasing the parking brake and letting the bus 
roll. 
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Pre-trip strategies 


Split drivers into groups or four or five.  Have them develop mnemonic or memory 
devices or share ones they already use to remember the pre-trip items.  Possible 
techniques might be (who knows what they will think up): 
 
• Acronyms -- a real or nonsense word which uses the first letter of a group of things to 


be remembered. 
• An imaginary bus route which would take them to different neighborhoods (locations 


around the bus) to pick up specific children (components). 
• Visual images that show all the components functioning properly at each step of the 


pre-trip.  (They might imagine watching their favorite celebrity at each location 
checking the appropriate items.) 


 
You, the school bus driver, have been given the information on bus components, pre-trip 
inspection, post-trip inspection, symptoms of problems, and the required maintenance on 
buses to give you the ability to assist in maintaining a safe and reliable vehicle. You are 
the starting point of a good safe school bus. 
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1999 SBDI Professional Development Seminar            
Pre-session Requirements 


 


1. Read the new Basic Course of Instruction for School Bus Drivers. 
2. Identify one instructional suggestion for each chapter.  Enter that strategy on the 


following table. This one suggestion for each chapter can be any one of the following: 
• An activity that fits well with a particular part of the content of that chapter 
• A discussion question to stimulate school bus driver thinking on one issue 


covered in that chapter. 
• A useful article or incident that illustrates the content of that chapter 
• A video, prop, overhead transparency or other media that could be used in 


explaining that chapter’s content.  Please identify where commercial products 
may be purchased. 


3. You must have your completed pre-session activity with you in order to be admitted 
to the PDS. 
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Chapter 1 -- Introduction 
Overview 
This introductory chapter will establish the tone and purpose of the required course of 
instruction for school bus drivers.  Drivers will gain an understanding of the historical 
context of school bus safety, the purpose and participatory style of the course and an 
initial introduction to the basic subject matter areas they will spend their career 
mastering.   
 
Commissioner of Education, Regulation 156.3 (d)(2) 
 
"During the first year of employment, each driver shall complete a course of instruction 
in school bus safety practices approved by the Commissioner, which shall include two 
hours of instruction concerning the special needs of a pupil with a handicapping 
condition." 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will:  
 
1. Understand the mechanics, outline, and procedures of the course 
2. Be able to relate the purpose and history of the course  
3. Discuss the importance of safety for the school bus driver’s job 


Instructional Strategy 
 
This chapter sets the stage for the entire course.  The instructor must make the students 
feel at home, know why they are there, and infuse them with a desire to learn.  Encourage 
class discussion and participation.  Let them participate, for instance in introducing each 
other.  Let them know that you will all be learning together from your combined, shared 
life experience.    Don’t teach the subject matter; teach as if the subject mattered. 
 
The primary instructional strategy in this chapter will be the identification of what drivers 
and instructor(s) hope to learn from the course.  This strategy should develop belief on 
the part of the drivers that: 
 
• They are participants in choosing the direction of the class. 
• The class will meet their needs to develop the skills they want. 
• They want to be there. 
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Questions will be gathered on newsprint throughout the chapter and, as the course 
progresses, cross off topics as they are addressed. If there are questions which will not be 
answered in the course material, plan ahead to provide that information in a subsequent 
class or ask for volunteers to research the topic and bring a report to the next class 
session.  You may need to take some time providing students help finding resources, but 
there is no better way to get the class involved in the learning experience. 
 
Drivers in this class may be in a classroom setting for the first time in many years.  Their 
previous experience with school may not have been positive.  Sometimes the class is 
even held in the same school buildings in which they experienced academic or social 
failure or frustration earlier in their lives. Other students may arrive at the course with a 
know-it-all attitude, “I’ve driven 18-wheelers for 23 years, what could you possibly have 
to teach me?”  The introduction of this course is vital to:  
 
• Calm the fears of those who are reticent to return to an academic setting. 
• Gain the attention of those who are sure they already know it all. 
• Learn about special talents or experience drivers may have which can enrich the 


experience of everyone. 
 
Adult education literature suggests that adults will only learn if certain criteria are met.  
Malcolm Knowles, the patriarch of adult education, suggests these five assumptions 
about how adults learn: 
 
• Adults need to know why they need to learn something before undertaking it.  Potent 


tools for raising the level of awareness of the need to know are real or simulated 
experiences in which learners discover for themselves the gaps between where they 
are now and where they want to be. 
 


Comment:  Drivers who have begun their driving career already have felt the pressure of 
the job.  Give them the opportunity to reflect on how the subject matter will give them 
tools to bridge the gap between where they are and where they want to be.  Activities that 
involve the drivers through simulation really help in making the connections between 
“course content” and the job these drivers need to do every day. 
 
• Adults have a self-concept of being responsible for their own decisions.  They resent 


or resist situations in which they feel others are imposing their wills on them. 
 
Comment:  Drivers will arrive feeling that, “I’m here because I have to be here.”  They 
already feel imposed upon, and it falls on the instructor to transform that feeling into one 
where the drivers are looking forward to attending and decide to participate with their 
mind and spirit, not just their physical presence. 
 
One element which will make drivers decide for themselves to be active participants is 
fun.  Adults often don’t have too much fun.  You can change this through games and 
contests.  Award silly prizes to the winning teams.  Or just put all the drivers’ names in a 
hat and have drawings throughout the course.  Pick up hats, key-chains, beverage 
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insulators, and coffee cups at vendor shows or ask local vendors to donate materials that 
you can distribute.  Remember refreshments.  Nothing picks up a tired driver coming into 
a class better than seeing that you have provided a snack.  Class members might even 
volunteer to bring them in for later classes. 
 
• Adults come into an educational activity with a greater volume and a different quality 


of experience from children.  In many kinds of learning the richest resources for 
learning reside in the adult learners themselves. 


 
Comment: You never know what experience one of your students might have had that 
will be transformational for one person or for the entire class.  Not only will these 
experiences enrich the class; it will teach that driver that they have something to share. In 
fact, it will teach the driver that he or she can be a useful partner not only in the class but 
also in their own operation. 
 
• Adults become ready to learn those things they need to know and be able to do in 


order to cope effectively with their real-life situations. 
 
Comment:  As it dawns on drivers that this information can really start them on the road 
to better understanding their job, they should become voracious learners, not only in your 
class, but throughout their careers. 
 
• Adults are life-, task-, or problem-centered in their orientation to learning.  They learn 


new knowledge, understandings, skills, and attitudes most effectively when they are 
presented in the context of application to real-life situations. 


 
Comment:  The use of role-plays, skits, and discussion of what happened on their bus 
will provide fertile ground for drivers to learn the course content.  Dry lecture and rote 
memorization will not.  Remember Dale’s Cone. 


 
 


10% Read 
 


20 % Hear 
 


30% See 
 


50% See and Hear 
 


70% Say or Write 
 


90% Say as they Do 
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Chapter Content 


Nuts and Bolts 


 
• Welcome students to what may be the most important class of their school 


transportation career. 
• Cover emergency exits, bathroom location, smoking regulations, emergency phone 


numbers for the class setting, and breaks, etc. 
• Explain class schedule, attendance requirements, sign-in procedure, makeup sessions, 


and procedures for class cancellation in an emergency. 
• Cover PIRP paperwork (DS-960) if it is being offered to students.  Distribute DMV 


form CA-32 explaining PIRP guidelines and procedures. 
• Upon completion of the class they will receive a certificate -- It is good, at present, 


for life. They should keep it in a safe place. It belongs to them; their company or 
district may use a copy for their files. 


• Make very clear your openness and expectation about class participation, “The only 
stupid question is the one that isn’t asked.” 


Welcome to the Family 


School transportation is the safest form of surface transportation.  Each day in the United 
States, 25 million students ride the school bus to and from school in 440,000 buses.  
These buses travel 5 billion miles each year and students load and unload the buses 9 
billion times.  This is accomplished with an average of only 10-15 bus occupant (drivers 
and students) and 20-30 student pedestrian fatalities each year.  There are .02 fatalities 
per million passenger miles in pupil transportation compared to .86 fatalities per million 
passenger miles in passenger cars. 
 
When people ask you about your job as a school bus driver tell them proudly the record 
that you and your colleagues have established.  Let them know that when children board 
a yellow bus their safety is our highest priority – the driver, the vehicle, and laws and 
regulations have all been prepared to make school transportation the very safest trip 
available.  After all, look at our cargo.  We take all parents’ trust very seriously when 
their child boards our bus. 
 
New York State transports 2.2 million school children on 54,000 buses, almost 1/10th of 
all the students in the country.  This service is provided by individuals who have 
shouldered one of the most difficult of careers.  Each of us continues our safety efforts 
because of our commitment to children’s safety.  Welcome to the family! 
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Class Activity – Course Handouts 


1. Distribute “School Bus Safety is One Bus Stop at a Time”(SBSIOBSAAT).  Be sure 
that you have the most current edition distributed at each year’s PDS.  The date on the 
license plate on the front of the bus indicates the date of publication.  An important 
resource for drivers to receive is “New York State Laws and Regs for School Bus 
Drivers and Attendants” (“Laws and Regs”) available from PTSI.  The date on the 
front of “Laws and Regs” identifies the year of publication also. 


 
2. Introduce the document(s) briefly (remember there are overhead masters for 


SBSIOBSAAT in the PDS) and explain that they will be used at various times 
throughout the course and will be covered in detail in the appropriate chapters.  
Explain that they will be receiving additional handouts as the course progresses and 
might want to keep them in a tote bag or notebook that they would bring with them to 
each class.  


 
3. Pick interesting pages in each document and assign one page to each student to 


review for a few minutes and then report back an interesting fact or a question which 
that page raised for them.  Put any questions for further discussion on newsprint – this 
list will be expanded during the next class activity. 


 


Class Activity – Getting to know each other  


1. Introduce yourself in more detail to the class.  Let them know who you are, where 
you’ve been, why this class is important to you, and what you hope to learn in this 
course. 


 
2. Divide the class into pairs of drivers. Use different techniques for group activities 


throughout the class.  Scramble them as much as possible. Possible methods to mix 
the class up are to: 


 
• Take the number of drivers in the class and divide by 2. Have the class count up to 


that number and then start over, so that you will have two sets of identical numbers. 
Like numbers pair off and introduce each other. 


• Have the drivers arrange themselves around the room by birthday. Do not use the 
year, just the month and date. Have them do it without speaking. Sign language, 
writing, anyway but talking. Then have them pair off with the person next to them 
and introduce their partner 


 
3. Have each pair prepare to briefly introduce each other. Information they might (don’t 


pry) want to share with the whole class are:  
 
• Their name, family, kids, or grandkids;  
• Other careers they have had; 
• Expertise which they might have through an outside interest such as parenting, 
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scouting, or emergency response;  
• Who they drive for, type of children; why they like driving; and  
• something they hope to learn from the course. 
 
4. Have each pair stand up together and introduce their partners to the class. At the end 


of each introduction let the person being introduced add or correct any information 
his or her partner may have misstated or omitted.  If there are an odd number in the 
class, have one group work as a threesome. 


 
5. The instructor records what each person in the class wants to get from the program on 


a flip chart, continuing the list from the previous activity. This flip chart will be used 
during and at the end of the program to see if the class's objectives are being met. 


Training History in New York State 


The required course of instruction initiated in 1977 was part of a wave of school 
transportation safety mandates at both the state and national level, which occurred during 
the middle 1970’s.  The terrible crash in Congers, New York which claimed the lives of 
five children when a school bus driver pulled across railroad tracks as a train approached 
was one of the events which led to national reform.  During the decade of the 1970’s, 
school transportation in New York experienced the establishment of 19-A requirements, 
new federal and even higher state bus construction standards, and required training for 
school bus drivers. 
 
New York State had established training programs for school bus drivers and instructors 
of school bus drivers since at least the 1940’s.  The earliest records available identify 
courses offered by the State Education Department Bureau of Public Service Training 
and Office of War Production Training for the New York State War Council during 
World War II.  These courses were not mandatory and therefore not universally 
implemented.  Universal training of school bus drivers was implemented through a Pupil 
Transportation Office at the State Education Department, which grew quickly to 17 
members through an influx of federal money during the late 1970’s, but was phased out 
by the early 1980’s.  These individuals went out into the field and brought the message of 
safe and efficient pupil transportation to New York State School Districts through: 
 
• Teaching sections of, or entire “twenty-hour” courses to school bus drivers across the 


state. 
• Training School Bus Driver Instructors (SBDI’s) who in turn could teach the new 


“twenty-hour” course. 
• Providing safety and efficiency audits to school districts across the state. 
• Staffing safety education outreach efforts for the general public at settings like the 


New York State Fair. 
• Being available as an expert resource to transportation operations learning to manage 


in a new era of mandates and governmental oversight. 
 
The success of this program faded a few years after the money supporting the expanded 
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staff was eliminated.  A new program, establishing three Regional Safety Centers 
providing service to the field in cooperation with SED ushered in a new era in 1985.  
Components of this program included: 
 
• The training of Master Instructors who were charged with initial and ongoing training 


and evaluating of SBDIs. 
• A new and more intensive training program for School Bus Driver Instructors. 
• Enhanced annual training for SBDIs through rigorous Professional Development 


Seminars. 
• The development of a recommended Pre-service Curriculum to standardize the 


instruction of new drivers. 
• An all out programmatic attack on the “Big Three” recurring characteristics of fatal 


school bus accidents: 
 
° By-Own-Bus and Passing Motorist Fatalities 
° Kindergarten to Second Grade student fatalities 
° Fatal student accidents happening in the afternoon 


 
• This program also included a renewed emphasis on student training as an important 


component in improving student training through the development of the “Safe 
Crossing Posters” to be displayed in classrooms and on the bus and the K-6 
Classroom Curriculum and “Safe Crossing: An EGG-Cellent Idea” video for student 
training. 


• The development of New York State School Transportation Personnel Appreciation 
Week the second week in May each year. 


 
The Regional Safety Program also became the victim of budget cuts in 1992 and finally 
in 1995 cuts in State Education Department (SED) staff also removed all those that had 
been a part of the development of these safety programs.  Administrative functions were 
taken over by new SED staff and the efforts of Eastern Suffolk BOCES.  To assist the 
department with curriculum review and other tasks as needed, in 1996 SED established a 
SBDI Advisory Committee through regulation.   
 
The Pupil Transportation Safety Institute, a not-for-profit school bus safety organization 
that was established in 1990 in anticipation of state budget cuts for school bus safety, 
took over many developmental tasks to keep the then successful program underway, 
including: 
 
• Revising all SED training program and operations manuals. 
• Writing the annual Professional Development Seminar curriculum for SBDIs starting 


in the 1994-95 school year. 
• Updating the “Safe Crossing Poster” and developing a companion coloring book. 
• Annual publication of  “NYS Laws and Regs for School Bus Drivers and Attendants” 
 
Another important event during the 1990s was the development of Operation Safe Stop 
(OSS).  OSS began as a program of Madison-Oneida BOCES and grew to a statewide 
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organization focusing on reducing the illegal passing of school buses at bus stops. 
 
The next chapter to this story began in 1997 when $400,000 was budgeted to support the 
development and provision of safety programs that affect school bus drivers.  Continued 
funding has allowed projects, including the revision of the curriculum for this course, to 
be undertaken to upgrade and improve school bus safety in New York State.   
 
Tell the story about what is happening now in New York’s training program. 


Goals of Pupil Transportation and This Course 


The goal of pupil transportation is to provide universal access to a quality education 
through safe, dependable transportation free of collisions, injuries, and fatalities to and 
from school and school activities.   
 
The goal of this course is to prepare drivers to play their pivotal role in this overall 
scheme through their operation of the vehicle and interaction with student passengers, 
parents, school staff and officials, company personnel in a contract operation, and the 
motoring public. 
 
The historical results of this course are outstanding.  Accurate student fatality records are 
currently available since 1960.   
 
• During the 17 years before the implementation of this course an average of 4.1 


children were killed each year in school bus crashes.   
• Since 1977 an average of 1.8 children have been killed in school bus crashes – a 


reduction of more than one half!   
• In the eight years from the 1990-91 school year through the 1997-98 school year an 


average of 1 child per year has died in school bus crashes.   
 
This continued improvement has taken place despite increasingly difficult traffic 
conditions, greater violence in society, and a continued push on transportation operations 
to do more with less.  No child’s death or injury is acceptable, each committed driver 
brings us one step closer to the ultimate goal of “no fatalities, no injuries”. 
 
This course is designed to be an integral part of school bus drivers’ continuing education.  
The process starts with the established SED pre-service training, intensifies with this 
course during the first year of employment, and continues throughout drivers’ careers 
with in-service training at least twice a year.  Drivers may have the opportunity for 
additional learning experiences such as CPR or enhanced first aid training, learning a 
second language, special training for students with disabilities, winter or mountain 
driving training, or additional training in student discipline or crisis response. 
 
Each topic in the course has been designed to meet needs expressed by school bus drivers 
when faced with the maze of responsibilities and regulations directing pupil 
transportation. 
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Class Activity – Course Overview 


Outline the chapters of the course for the class, providing a very brief description of the 
subject matter of each chapter.  Ask for responses from the class indicating what specific 
questions they want answered under each chapter’s content.  Add these questions to the 
list you have been collecting on the flip chart. 
 


Chapter  Brief Description of Content 


 
The Driver Role 
 
1. Introduction Provide an introduction to the 


 style, purpose, and content of the  
 course. 
2. Leading by Example The driver as a role model  
  demonstrating positive attitude with  


passengers and the broader school 
community. 


3. Laws and Liability An introduction to understanding  
  liability and the mandates from  
  government and employers. 


Emergency Preparation 


  
4. Lessons from History A historical review of school bus 
 crashes and lessons that can be  
 learned 
5. Emergency Planning Driver preparation for proper  
 procedures at a crash scene 
6. Medical Emergencies Responses to medical emergencies  
 a school bus driver might face. 


Handling the Bus 


 
7. Driving the Bus Basic defensive driving skills and  
  specific review of special driving 
  situations and driving dangers. 
8. Bus Stop Safety A careful analysis of the skills 
  needed during the most dangerous  
  activity in school transportation. 
9. Know Your Bus What the driver needs to know about  
  the bus and how to communicate  
  with the mechanics. 
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Working with Students 


 
10. Student Management Understanding today’s students and 
 skills for communication needed to 
 provide every child a safe ride to  
 school. 
11. Student Safety Training How to provide daily safety  
 instruction and conduct quality bus  
 safety drills. 
12. Special Needs Transportation Special skills for working with  
 special students.  Basic  
 understanding of transportation of  
 restraint and mobility  devices. 


The Driver 


 
13. Your Physical Self How the body responds to the  
 physical task of school bus driving.   
 What can and cannot be done about  
 it.   
14. Drugs and Alcohol How drugs, legal and illegal, and  
 alcohol affect your ability to drive a  
 bus safely. 
15. Protecting Yourself A review of common school bus  
  driver injuries and common sense  
  prevention strategies. 
 
As this chapter concludes, tape the newsprint page(s) you have filled with questions and 
tape them to the walls of the classroom.  Leave these on the walls of the classroom if you 
can, or bring them back for each class session.  As questions are answered during the 
course, cross them off so that drivers recognize that your are responding to their 
perceived needs.  As the class progresses and additional questions arise, continue to add 
them to the newsprint on the walls.  If it isn’t possible to use the walls, transcribe all the 
questions to a list to copy and distribute to the class at the second session. 
 


Chapter 1   Introduction   Page 10 







Conclusion 
 
As you tape the newsprint to the walls, comment on the questions the class has posed.  
Ask each student to identify his or her most pressing question and put a star next to that 
question.  Review informally the background information provided about the school bus 
industry and the training history.  Reinforce the goals of school transportation and of the 
course.  Remind students that they are joining a special family dedicated to an important 
task.   
 
This statement sums it up: 
 


It is as simple as one student, one driver, one bus, and one bus stop at a time. 
Every driver has the reputation of the state, the company or school district and 
their professional and personal status in the community at stake every time they 
move the bus. They must have the safety of each child in their hands, their heads 
and hearts every time they drive. 
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Chapter 10 -- Student Management 


Overview 
This unit will provide professional school bus drivers with a variety of strategies, 
approaches, and processes that will frame the overall picture of student behavior 
management.  While strategies are suggested, it is clear that drivers must find what works 
for them.  Drivers will be led through a process of creating a personal discipline plan for 
their bus that matches who they are with what needs to be done.     


Objective 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Have an overview of who students are today and how their world differs from ours of 


yesterday. 
2. Explore the elements of communication that get the job done. 
3. Identify the steps in an effective behavior management process. 
4. Understand conflict and its resolution. 
5. Discuss specific challenges for the driver. 
6. Know why a management plan is important and create one for their use. 


Instructional Strategy 


Pre-class Activity – Local materials 


Drivers must be told at the class session before this chapter is taught to bring: 
 
• A copy of the student discipline policy and procedures for a school they serve and 
• A copy of a student referral form. 
 
These will be used in the process of developing their plan. 
 
The issues included in student behavior management are a function of who students are 
today as well as who the drivers are today.  Understanding the two perspectives we can 
then review the process of communication between them.  This understanding is the 
starting place for the development of a discipline plan and process.  What works for one 
will not work for another.  
 
When the nature of conflict is explored, who the student and driver are, will definitely 
play a role in each phase of its management.  A number of opportunities to “try on” 
feelings will be provided through small group activities.  Specific problems of severe 
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behavior will be covered in this chapter as well.  The school bus driver will need to 
understand how to “get into the head” of their students.  All strategies and plans aside, 
compassion, understanding, and respect become the foundation of prevention in student 
behavior management. 
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Chapter Content 


Students….Who Are They? 


The students that board and exit the school bus, with the exception of a pair of baggy 
jeans here and there, look very much like the students of the 70s, 80s and 90s.  But when 
you focus a little closer there is so much more.  Many of today’s students are demanding, 
assuming, and well informed.  They are living in a wide variety of family structures and 
compositions in a world full of rapid change.   


Student Life In the 90s 


Children are more likely to be poor than other age groups.  In New York State in 1992, 
22% of all children were living below the poverty level. 
 
The percentage of public secondary school teachers reporting weapons possession as a 
moderate or serious problem in their schools nearly doubled from 1990 to 1994. 
 
Of 6th-12th graders in a 1993 study, 
 
• 71% reported being bullied, attacked, or robbed 
• 56% witnessed incidents of bullying, attacks, or robbery 
 
Each year an estimated 1 million teenaged girls become pregnant and 86% of all sexually 
transmitted disease cases occurs among 15-29 year olds. 
 
The 1996 NYS Youth Risk Behavior Survey results indicate that students in schools in New 
York State (exclusive of New York City) exhibit behaviors that can result in death or injury 
to themselves or others. 
 
• 17% of students reported that they carried a weapon, such as a gun, knife, or club, on 


one or more of the past 30 days. 
• 6% of students reported that they had been threatened or injured with a weapon on 


school property one or more times during the past 12 months. 
• 37% of students reported that they were in a physical fight one or more times during 


the past 12 months. 
• 22% of students seriously considered attempting suicide during the past twelve 


months. 
• 7% of students actually attempted suicide one or more times during the past 12 


months. 
• 53% of students had at least one drink of alcohol on one or more of the past 30 days. 


This percentage increased significantly from 9th grade (45%) to 12th grade (65%). 
• 45% of students used marijuana one or more times during their life, including 27% 


who used marijuana one or more times during the past 30 days. 
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• 19% of students sniffed glue, breathed the contents of aerosol spray cans, or inhaled 
any paints or sprays to get high during their life. 


• 31% of students had someone offer, sell, or give them an illegal drug on school 
property during the past 12 months. 


• 43% of the students reported that they had sexual intercourse, with a significant 
increase from 9th grade (30%) to 12th grade (61%). 


 
In September 1995 a student discharged a gun on his school bus in rural Morris, NY.  
Luckily no one was injured and the driver talked the student into releasing the student 
passengers and then giving up the gun. 


Understanding Different Age Groups 


Students are not one size fits all, but certain general characteristics exist for certain age 
groups.  Different strategies and understandings are needed for each group. 


Elementary    (Ages 5–10) 


HOW THEY THINK 
 
• concrete thinking, right or wrong, no in between 
• may have fears of being away from home 
• maybe overly stimulated in the bus environment 
• want to be liked 
• short attention span 
 
WHAT THEY NEED FROM YOU 
 
• clear, brief, and  specific instructions 
• warm hello and smile 
• reminders when they break a rule 
• respond well to positive attention or responsibility 
• let them know you like them 
• patience 
 


Middle School  (Ages 10 –14) 


HOW THEY THINK 
 
• great concern with peer relations  
• adults opinions don’t matter as much as peers  
• great desire to be a part of a group causes kids to reject kids outside their group  
• self-conscious, awkward 
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WHAT THEY NEED FROM YOU 
 
• firm direction 
• respect for the stage they are going through  
• warm hello and smile 
• close supervision to prevent bullying and harassment 
• clearly spelled out and enforced rules 


High School   (Ages 15-18) 


HOW THEY THINK 
 
• some continuation of middle school issues 
• growing sense of self identity (positive or negative)  
• want to be treated like adults 
 
WHAT THEY NEED FROM YOU 
 
• to be treated as adults as long as they act responsibly 
• warm hello and smile 
• simple and sensible rules to follow 


School Bus Drivers….Who Are They? 


School bus drivers will begin to appreciate the differences between cultures that were 
determined by the generation they grew up in.  Don’t force drivers into categories by 
these criteria alone.  Many factors beside birth date are relevant. 
 
• Baby-Boomers – born from 1942 – 1952  These individuals were imbued with the 


work ethic and the idea that hard work would lead to one’s ultimate reward. 
• Hippies – born 1952 – 1962  These individuals were taught that they could change the 


world and they tried to.  Many became disenchanted, as the need to “make a living” 
became apparent. 


• Yuppies – born 1962 – 1972  These individuals were taught that consumerism was a 
measure of success. 


• Generation X – born 1972 on –  These people have grown up with an expectation that 
they will be provided a guarantee of continued existence and ease. 


 
By and large, baby-boomers feared their parents and their teachers.  In some instances 
this equaled respect in some minds.  Today’s students wear their philosophy on their 
clothing – it says “NO FEAR!” 


Class Activity – Generational experiences 


Have the drivers identify which of the four generations they were born in, and divide 
them up accordingly.  Generations don’t always break on these dates.  Let drivers pick 
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which group they identify with.  Have the groups discuss good and bad of growing up in 
their particular generation, and possible influences those experiences have on the 
student/driver relationship, both positive and negative. 


 


Class Activity -- Panel Discussion 


 
This activity includes a panel of children and drivers in the discussion of student and 
driver interactions, concerns, and goals for transportation.  
 
Select three students prior to the workshop:  one elementary, one middle school, and one 
high school.  Select students who are “veteran bus riders” and are the type who can 
express themselves freely in front of adults.  Students chosen don’t have to be “goody-
goodies” but should be aware of safety rules; aim to get a mixture of personality types as 
well as ages.  You might even be willing to ask your own child, grandchild, or neighbor 
to participate, especially if classes are held at night.  If you can, meet with each student 
panelist a few days before the workshop and get to know them and put them at ease.  Go 
over with them the questions you will ask so they’ll have a chance to think about them 
ahead of time, and you’ll be better able to encourage their participation during the actual 
panel. 
 
Select two drivers from the class, or better yet, two solid experienced drivers you know 
who would be willing to share their experience with the group.  The drivers should be 
successful at managing students, respected by their peers, and also comfortable with 
speaking in front of a group. 
 
Set up the room for a panel discussion with chairs for students and drivers on the panel 
and you as the moderator. 
 
Introduction – Explain the format and purpose of the panel discussion.  Explain to your 
class members that they will have a time to interact with the panelists, but that they first 
need to be good listeners and then respectful in their comments. 
  
Panel discussion – 30-45 minutes.  Introduce the five panelists give each an opportunity 
to explain how long they have been riding or driving a school bus.  Ask the panel four 
questions (let each panelist address one question at a time, one to two minutes each, then 
move on to the next question (the instructor can rephrase or design different questions as 
seems appropriate.): 
 
1. What pressures or concerns do students and drivers have about their school day? 
2. Who are the students’ heroes, who were the bus drivers’ heroes when they were in 


school? 
3. What do students want from their bus ride?  
4. How does driver and student attitude affect the safety of the bus ride? 
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5. What do drivers want from their bus ride? 
 
Because students of differing ages are on the panel, moderator must be extremely 
sensitive to putting them at ease and making them feel comfortable.  Set a tone of 
informal, friendly discussion, not blaming or pointing fingers.  Encourage student and 
driver panelists to share stories and anecdotes that illustrate their points.  Humor helps!   
 
After the panel has been excused, encourage a discussion of what your drivers perceive 
the differences are in the student’s culture and the culture they grew up in.  Have them 
identify the similarities.  How do they think this effects their relationship with students on 
the bus?  What are their perceptions of students today? 


Non-verbal Communications 


It is important for drivers to be able to communicate with students.  The lack of 
communication will give rise to misunderstandings and the race is on.  Students do not 
often begin by saying what’s bothering them.  More often than not, the driver is left to 
determine if a problem exists without the luxury of talking.  Body language then becomes 
very useful.  The following are a few forms of body language that may indicate a possible 
problem:  
 
HANDS CLASPED IN FRONT OF THE BODY. 
The person is not comfortable.  He or she probably lacks confidence in what you are 
saying.  Try to find out why. 
 
HANDS ON HIPS. 
The listener is communicating impatience and possibly defiance.  You need to get past 
that before you can get the person to listen. 
  
ARMS FOLDED ACROSS THE CHEST. 
The person is resisting what you are saying.  Figure out why. 
 
HANDS SPREAD OUT, PALMS UP. 
Usually this means a call for help of some sort.  Find out what the person needs, and help 
if you can. 
 
RUBBING THE CHEEK OR FOREHEAD. 
This signals anxiety.  It may be related to what you are saying, but it may not be.  Find 
out before you go any further. 
 
WHEN SEATED LISTENERS MOVE THEIR LEGS. 
This shows that they are not listening and want to leave.  You’re boring them or they 
need to be somewhere else. 
 
LEANING FORWARD. 
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This indicates the person has intense interest in what you are saying.  Take advantage of 
this opportunity by pushing your message across. 
 
WHEN HANDS FALL TO THE SIDE OF THE BODY, 
Or, if the listener is seated, lay naturally in their lap.  This usually means that you are 
getting your message across. 
 
HANDS HOVERING AROUND THE FACE. 
This means the listener is not entirely comfortable with the subject matter  being 
discussed.  It’s also often a sign that the person is not being  completely honest about 
something. 
 
BRINGING A HAND TO THE BACK OF THE NECK. 
The listener is, in effect, trying to “pull out” of the conversation.  Do your  best to find 
out why he or she is trying to get away. 


Facial Expression 


Everyone seems to agree that a smile is much more pleasant than a frown.  Especially for 
the person looking at the smile.  However, many drivers don’t consider a smiling face to 
be important.  The consideration is, “I drive the bus safely, that’s enough!”  That attitude, 
unfortunately, is communicated through voice tone and, even more so, through facial 
expression.  Drivers must realize that their responsibilities do not end with driving.  This 
is a people-oriented profession. 


Class Activity – Guess what I’m saying 


Bring in some pictures, clip art collections usually have good selections, of persons in a 
variety of positions and poses.  Have the class members each write down what they think 
each one is saying.  After each picture have the class share their responses and see how 
much we know without hearing a word. 


Verbal Communication 


The most recognized form of communication is verbal.  The focus for the school bus 
driver should at times not be what is said but how it is being said.  Voice tone plays a big 
part in how your words will be interpreted by a student. 
 
For example: if you meet someone, you say, “Hello,” and they reply with a, “Hi,” and the 
tone is deep and low; most people will come back with, “What’s the matter?”  All that 
was said was “Hi.”  But, the way it was said had more meaning than the word itself.   
 
Many of us think we’re great actors with the greatest of control over the façade we 
present to the world.  Yet, those of us married or with a significant other in our lives 
know that we are able to discern a problem as soon as we walk into the house or 
apartment.  It’s the way our spouse or significant other sounds when we begin to talk to 
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them.  With our children, it’s even easier.  As school bus drivers, you can tell that 
something is wrong the minute a student opens their mouth.  
  
Students’ can recognize immediately if a driver is bothered by a problem.  They are very 
aware of drivers’ voice and actions.  The problem changes the quality of one’s voice and 
how the person we are communicating with responds.  It is also very easy to tell when 
someone doesn’t like us.  Even though that person attempts to control their voice, it is 
amazing what we can discern from their tone and inflection.  


Class Activity – Displaying preferences 


This activity will demonstrate how we change our tone and attitude for different people.  
Have the drivers break up into groups of three.  Have them write on a 3X5 card the name 
of someone (first name only) that causes them problems.  On another card, have drivers 
write the name of someone they like to be around and spend time with.  Have the drivers 
arrange themselves in patterns like the one below: 
 
 
 
 
 
           Driver with     Listening                        Talking 
      Cards            Driver                            Driver 
 
Driver 1 has the task of talking to driver 2 about any thing she or he is interested in.  
Driver 2 has the task of listening to Driver 1 talk.  The third driver stands directly behind 
Driver 2 and has the 3X5 cards with the names that Driver 1 has written.  As Driver 1 
talks to Driver 2, at some point (about a minute into the talking) Driver 3 will hold up one 
of the names that Driver 1 wrote on the 3X5 card.  Driver 1 must continue the 
conversation as if talking to the person on the card.  After about another minute, Driver 3 
then switches cards as Driver 1 continues talking.  Any time Driver 2 notices a change in 
Driver 1’s attitude or demeanor, she or he explains what was noticed.  
 
Then switch positions, and try with someone else in the group of three as the speaker.  


Listening as a Skill 


If we all talk at the same time, does communication really happen?  The measure of the 
success of the communication is measured by understanding, therefore listening.  It really 
is a skill that we are all not blessed with, but can acquire through practice.  Good 
listening skills can reinforce that you consider the speaker important.  As a driver you 
communicate respect, for the student, the conversation, and the interaction.   
 
How do you know someone is paying attention to you while you communicate?  
Generally, in the United States, it means that the person you are speaking to is looking at 
you.  Looking at a person is extremely important in today’s culture of students.  If you 
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don’t look at someone who is speaking to you, the other person thinks that you are not 
paying attention to them or what is being said.  It really doesn’t matter if you could 
repeat, word for word, what the person said – they are left with the feeling that you 
ignored them.  How can a driver pay attention to a student while they are driving? 
 
When students talk to drivers and drivers cannot look at the students, the response has to 
be spoken.  We have all experienced interacting with someone using responses such as:  
“Uh-huh, yes, oh, really, nooo”, etc.  In some instances we may make a guttural sound 
(we grunt!).  If we use actual words, the words don’t have a real meaning, they are used 
to express attention and interest.  This is one way we let the other person know we are 
listening to them, even when we are looking at them. These verbal signals are especially 
important when we are not able to look at the person communicating with us. 
 
It will be appropriate for drivers to get an experience of what feelings good and poor 
communication habits cause in another person.  The following exercise is designed to 
give drivers some experience. 


Class Activity – Importance of paying attention 


Divide drivers into pairs.  One driver is instructed to explain something that they enjoy to 
the other driver.  (Examples might be:  gardening, woodworking, cooking, writing, 
hunting, fishing, shopping, etc.)  The exercise only lasts for thirty seconds.  However, 
during the thirty seconds the listening driver is instructed to pay NO ATTENTION to the 
speaker. 
 
At the end of thirty seconds ask both drivers how the conversation felt?  Responses range 
from: “It was just like home.” to “I wanted to smack them!”  Explain that this is a 
response in a contrived setting among adults who were instructed on what to do.  What 
might it be like for a student to experience this on the way to school and home – every 
day of the school year from a driver who can’t or won’t pay any attention to them? 
 
Switch roles and have the non-speaking driver do something else (draw, doodle, stack 
books, tear paper, etc.), but use verbal attention behavior (Says things like:  uh-huh, yeah, 
O.K., yep, really, etc.). 
 
Do this for thirty seconds and ask the both drivers to report on their feelings.  Did the 
driver speaking feel listened to?  Sometimes people feel funny when they can’t listen 
fully while another person talks to them, but on a bus visual connection isn’t possible.     
 
Too much attention on a bus can be as dangerous for driving as no attention is dangerous 
to driver/student relations. 
 
One last concern, in today’s culture students exhibit patterns of behavior that are 
important for drivers to know about and understand.  To us, it is important to look at the 
person to whom we are speaking or acknowledge them as we pass them.  In some 
schools, this behavior will be looked upon as a disrespectful act.  That is, you don’t look 
at people you don’t know.  You may hear students saying something like, “What do you 
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think you’re looking at? Are you dissing me?”  And, with that, the battle may be on.  
(Dissing is a slang word for disrespecting.)  When you hear those words it might be time 
to get ready to intervene in a possible problem. 


Attitude – The Loudest Form of Communication 


Attitude is the single most important element in communication.  It will effect everything 
you communicate no matter which method you use.  And ultimately a negative attitude 
will effect your relationship with the students, parents, and coworkers.  Chapter 2, 
Leading by Example, discusses the importance of positive attitude in depth. 
 
Unfortunately, a negative attitude when dealing with a student will be communicated first 
and loudest.  Resist the tendency to bring any problem to work with you, it will pay off in 
the long run. 


Tips for Success 


• Stop thinking and worrying about student discipline.  Start thinking about student 
management.  Use a plan today.  This will allow you to be proactive rather than 
reactive in a situation. 


• Be assertive!  You are doing this when you clearly and firmly express what you 
expect of the students riding your bus.  This allows you to be prepared by backing up 
your words with actions. 


• It is extremely important to have the right mind set!  "No students will stop me from 
driving the bus in a safe manner.  No students will stop others from having a safe and 
pleasant trip to and from school.  I will notice the appropriate behaviors and let 
students know about them." 


• Remain calm at all times.  If students see you angry or upset, you have compromised 
yourself as the assertive school bus driver - now they see you as a hostile adult.  They 
have gained control of the situation, and they have you right where they want you! 


• Learn students' names as soon as possible.  This is very important in managing 
students' behaviors and establishing a rapport with them.   


• Look for the good in each one of your students.  Many times, commenting on the 
"right things" will turn students' behaviors around. 


• Don’t play favorites.  Always be consistent. 


School Bus Student Management Plan and Process 


The professional school bus driver has many responsibilities in addition to driving the 
school bus.  Perhaps, the most difficult responsibility is that of managing student 
behaviors.  Yet, it is absolutely necessary to have student control in order to transport 
students to and from school in a safe and effective manner.  According to the New York 
State Education Department Regulations, 156.3 (f)(2), "Drivers are held responsible for 
reasonable behavior of pupils in transit." 
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Each one of us can agree that student behaviors are much different than they were even 
10 years ago.  Factors such as media, broken family units, abuse, neglect, etc. have 
contributed greatly to the attitudes and problems we encounter on a daily basis with our 
students.  It is easy to make excuses, to blame behavior problems on parents, teachers and 
others.  Doing this does not make the problems go away.   
 
School bus drivers must become proactive, rather than reactive, when dealing with 
behavior problems in students.  Every one of us needs rules to live by, a plan to follow.  
The structure to follow in creating a student management plan for your bus is provided 
here.  Use the outline provided at the end of this chapter.  You are encouraged to use it, 
modify it, or expand it for use in your own operation. 
 
A school bus management plan consists of: 
 
• Bus rules 
• Positive consequences 
• Negative consequences 
• Severe action clause  
• Process for reports 


Establishing Rules on the School Bus 


When you are making the rules that students must obey on the school bus, please keep 
the following in mind: 
 
• Everyone needs rules to live by.  Students especially need to know what is expected 


of them.   
• Self-esteem in children is high when there is a responsible adult in charge.  Students 


need to know that we are in charge, and we have the right to expect them to behave.  
It makes them feel safe in the school bus environment. 


• Always try to use positive language.  Tell students what you want them to do rather 
than what you don't want them to do, for as many of the rules as possible. (For 
example, you could say, “Stay seated” rather than, “No standing”.) 


• Keep your rules clear and simple, so that they are easy to understand, remember, and 
follow.  You will use more detailed rules than this tongue-in-cheek example, but 
think how much it covers. 


 
SAFE RIDING RULES 
1. RIDE 
2. BE SAFE 
3. DON’T FORGET RULES 1 & 2 


 
• You will need a few more rules, but no more than five rules.  It is impossible to make 


a rule for every behavior.  And who is going to remember all of them anyway?  What 
is more important is to have a small number of general rules that you teach the 
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students  (i.e., “Quiet courteous voices” rather than “No talking”; “No swearing”; 
“No name calling or picking on one another”; “No yelling”, etc.). 


• One of your rules should include:  “Follow directions of the school bus driver.”  This 
will give you the opportunity to give directions about all those things that would be 
impossible to have rules for.  This also gives students a warning about unwanted 
behaviors.   


 
When speaking to students, it is important to remember to: 
 
• Be commanding (i.e., “Do not shoot spitwads on the bus, Joe.")  
• Be concise.  Don't use fifty words when five will do.  Lecturing gets us no where! 
• Be concrete.  Don't use things like, "Joe, I want you to be good while you're riding the 


bus." Be good doing what??  Rather you should say, "Joe, stay in your seat." 


Class Activity – Making rules 


Have each driver establish five bus rules to be used as the foundation of their discipline 
plan.  Have drivers share their rules in groups of four.  They can make any changes they 
want to their plan after group discussion.  Make a copy of the School Bus Student 
Management form at the end of this chapter and have the drivers list their five rules on 
their form. 


Positive Consequences or Rewards 


One of the main ingredients to establishing effective student management is the ability to 
recognize those students who are acting appropriately on the school bus and let them 
know about it.  By accentuating the positive, we are paying more attention to what we 
want students to do; looking at the "right things" they are doing, and raising self esteem. 
 
• Look for things students like. 
• Rewards should be at the appropriate level of the students. 
• Never be taken away as punishment. 
• Must be in keeping with district policy and procedures. 


 
Some examples of positive consequences or rewards are as follows: 
 
• Verbal praise -- catch them being good.  “You sat in your seat all the way to school -- 


great job!” 
• Nonverbal praise -- letter home to parents, certificates, special seat, special job, smile, 


quiet nod, etc. 


Class Activity – Positive consequences 


Have each driver create a list of positive consequences to be used with students in their 
student management plan.  Have drivers share their positive consequences in different 
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groups of four, then individually list their five positive consequences on their Discipline 
Plan form. 


Negative Consequences or Discipline 


Positive only works in balance with negative.  Negative consequences will not work if 
you do not have the ability to follow through.  Don’t begin the process if you do not have 
the authority or the will to implement.  Negative consequences must be: 
 
• Clear and specific. 
• Something students do not like. 
• Should not be physically or psychologically harmful to students. 
• No more than 3-5 consequences. 
• Must be listed in order of severity. 
• Must always stay in the same order. 
• Must be calmly given immediately following the inappropriate action. 
• Must be consistently given every time a rule is broken. 
• The first negative consequence should be a verbal warning. (see severe page 15)    
• Must be in keeping with district policy and procedures. 
 
One example of a progressive set of negative consequences follows: 
 
• Verbal warning 
• Change seats 
• Write up-which goes to principal, parents, and supervisor 
• Conference with student, driver, supervisor, principal and parents 
• Suspension of bus privileges for          time. 


 
Other ideas for negative consequences:  
 
• Talk to student privately after everyone off bus  
• Last one off bus at school 
• Call parents at home or work if permitted by policy 
• Take in to principal 


 
When using negative consequences, it is important to keep the following information in 
mind: 
 
• Pulling the bus over to follow through on a consequence will have more of an impact. 
• For large disturbances, you may also use the "radio" privilege, if you have one on 


your bus. 
• You should also be "wiping the slate clean" at the end of the day.  This will allow 


students to have a chance at doing the right thing. 
• You should keep track of the students and consequences.  A simple notebook or even 


a roster of students on the bus that you can put checks after.  To make this record 
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keeping system even more effective you might consider having the students sign their 
name every time you have to use a negative consequence.  If they refuse, do not force 
a showdown.  Speak with your supervisor or the principal. 


• Do not go on a “power trip.”  Seek to change behavior, not to punish. 


Class Activity – Negative consequences 


Have each driver write a set of negative consequences to use in their management plan. 
Have drivers share their negative consequences in different groups of four, then 
individually list their five negative consequences on their plan form. 


Severe Action Clause 


A Severe Action Clause is an action that will occur immediately if the incident is serious 
and jeopardizes the safety of the passengers or you. Severe actions include such 
violations as:  
 
• Physical harm to student(s) 
• Physical harm or threat of physical harm to the school bus driver 
• Major property damage 
• Refusal to obey the driver (insubordination) 
• Total disruption which creates a safety hazard 
 
Examples of severe action clause consequences: 
 
• Stop bus and refuse to continue until disruption ends. 
• Radio in for someone to come and remove the student from the bus.  
• Suspend bus privileges. 
• Attend safe bus rider classes (detention). 


Class Activity – Severe action consequence 


Have each driver write a list of violations, for which an immediate action would take 
place.  Then have them write five severe action consequences. Have drivers share their 
severe violations and severe action consequences in different groups, then individually 
list their five severe action consequences on their School Bus Student Management Plan 
form. 


Processing or Following Through 


Drivers play an important role in the discipline process for students and a vital role in the 
safety of students, in general.  This role goes beyond the school bus run.  The driver can 
be the first and last line of defense when it comes to behavior management.  The morning 
bus run may serve as a distant early warning system in the prevention of school related 
violence.  As school bus drivers you might see or hear things which could escalate 
dangerously during the day or on the next bus trip.   
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There are times when it will be at the drivers’ discretion as to whether or not to “write 
students up”.  Be reasonable, but don’t let a problem go too long without reporting it.  If 
it goes on too long, you might be at the end of your rope but principals will have to treat 
them as first reports.  Report a serious problem immediately. 
 
The instrument used for the purpose of record keeping and follow through is the bus 
incident report.  Drivers should be able to describe the incident or concern in brief, 
concise, professional language that should be written in a neat, legible manner.  
 
For example, the following type of description is NOT recommended: 
 


Jimmy came to school today as his usual nasty 
self.  He is always the worst kid on the bus and 
today just confirmed it.  When I saw the set of 
kung-fu nunchucks he had with him, I knew he 
was up to no good.  I hope this will prove what 
I’ve been saying all along. 


 
A much more professional version would be: 
 


Jimmy got on the bus and I noticed he did not sit 
down immediately.  He showed something in his 
gym bag to a friend and then proceeded to his 
seat.  I noticed an increase in the amount and 
volume of talking around Jimmy.  During a stop 
at a traffic light, I observed Jimmy show another 
student what appeared to me to be nunchucks.  As 
Jimmy got off the bus I asked to see in the gym 
bag.  He refused and I then proceeded to tell the 
teacher in charge of bus duty that day what I 
thought I had seen.   


 
As can be seen in the above example -- the driver plays a front-line role in assuring a safe 
learning environment for everyone. 
   
The next question must be, where does the driver take the bus incident report to, who 
does he/she give it to?   What happens after that?  What is expected from the person 
chosen to react to the report?  How long will it take?  Does the driver get notification of 
the outcome?  How does processing occur? 
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Class Activity – Discipline process 


Using the district or company policy the drivers brought with them, have them write on 
their Discipline Plan the path that the bus incident report will take, and what is expected 
to happen as it travels that path.  Drivers should identify the process of where, who, 
when, etc.   
 
The drivers should take their plan back to work and have their supervisor and a principal 
sign off on the plan.  This will alert them that the driver is working on the discipline 
process and should make them more involved. 


How to Make the Management Plan Work 


• Share your plan with your supervisor. 
• Let the building principals know what your plan is and where they may be asked to 


help out. 
• Send a copy of your plan home to parents if district policy allows.  Have a return 


portion that must be signed by the parent and returned to you. 
• Teach the students the whole discipline plan. 
• Post the plan on the bus in plain sight. 
• Be consistent and follow through on enforcing rules every time one is broken.  Say 


what you mean, mean what you say, and do what you say you’re going to do! 
• Notice when students are displaying the behaviors you want and let them know about 


it in an appropriate way. 
• Don't forget to "wipe the slate clean!”  This will give students a chance to practice the 


desired behaviors -- to be good!  Make a conscious effort to notice and comment 
about appropriate behaviors as soon as possible on the next bus ride for those students 
who received negative consequences the day before. 


• Make sure you document problems as they occur.  Don't wait until the next day or the 
end of the week.  Record only what you actually see and hear.  Don't put in feelings 
or judgments.  Share severe problems with your supervisor.  Even though it may seem 
like no one is following through on these problems, at least you have done what you 
can do.  You can prove this with documentation. 


Class Activity – Using the Bus Incident Report 


Choose two student volunteers who are willing to role-play a fairly serious but not 
extreme student discipline event.  Have them plan and perform their event for the rest of 
the class.  Have drivers write up the event on the discipline report form they brought with 
them.  Have the class split into pairs to compare and evaluate their attempts to be clear 
and objective. 
 
• When dealing with annoying behaviors that really will not harm anyone it is often 


best to learn to ignore them.  Ignoring is a soundly proven method for decreasing 
many inappropriate behaviors.  When ignoring behaviors, you should: 
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° Look away from the student.  Give no eye contact or nonverbal cues. 
° Keep a neutral facial expression. 
° Ignore all the student's verbalizations.  Give no verbal contact. 
° Ignore the misbehavior every time it occurs. 
° Remember, when you use the ignore approach, misbehavior gets worse before it 


gets better.  Grit it out during the upswing in behavior. 
 
Remember that your discipline plan allows you to know what to do whenever something 
happens.  It puts you in charge of discipline.  It puts the student in charge of selecting the 
consequences, whether they are positive or negative.  It allows you to be honest and open 
about what you are doing. 


Conflict and Conflict Resolution 


Conflict follows a natural progression (diagram page 20).  By knowing this, bus drivers 
are able to break the cycle with a levelheaded response.  With practice, and by looking 
for verbal and non-verbal clues, drivers will learn to stop many conflicts before they start. 


Understanding the Conflict Spiral 


• Minor incidents escalate into major problems.  
• The cause of the original stress might be hidden. 
• Family or school problems and pressures can build in children. 
• The conflict spiral builds on itself. 
• A child's defensive and negative behavior evokes hostile reactions from adults or 


peers. 


Helping to Break the Spiral 


• Take care of the little things, an avalanche begins with a single snowball. 
• Remember that there is a reason for a child's behavior, although it may be buried. 
• Recognize your own negative reaction to abusive behavior from a child -- it's only 


human. 
• Try not to take the behavior personally.  Damaged children are democratic and will 


strike out at anyone. 
• Acknowledge the child's feelings -- use "I" messages:  "I see you are angry". 
• Create a link for the child between how the child feels and the original stress - if 


known. (I bet you’re still feeling bad about the game.) 
• Manage behavior -- don't attempt to punish. 
• Don't be the pin that bursts the balloon. 
• Do let the air out of the balloon. 
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Set the Tone 


Of course the best action is to avoid conflict.  Manage student behavior so you can avoid 
student discipline.  The establishment of good relationships with your students will help 
you to recognize a potential problem.  Remember to always follow these tips: 
 
• Set a positive tone, greet each student each morning, ask how they are, and say 


goodbye (for some kids you may be the only person who is happy to see them). 
• At the beginning of each year, go over your expectations for the bus; let the kids 


know that if they are having a problem on the bus, they should let you know. 
• Observe - As much as possible watch the interactions between the students.  If you 


hear name-calling, teasing, rough housing, pushing, hitting, get involved and let the 
kids know you don't tolerate that.  Teasing hurts!  It’s as serious as physical abuse. 


• Mediate.  If two students are continually arguing, this could escalate into a physical 
fight. Try using a conflict resolution process to help them resolve their problem. 


Chapter 10   Student Management   Page 19 







 


 


The Conflict Spiral on a School Bus 
 
 


Negative driver 
reaction, cycle 
starts again 


Low self 
image 


Stressful 
incident at 
home or bus 


Student 
feels 
anger, 
confusion, 
powerless 


Acting out 
behavior on 
bus Driver feels anger, 


resentment. 
powerlessness 


Positive  
driver reaction, 
incident fades 


 
 


Chapter 10   Student Management   Page 20 







Class Activity – Conflict spiral 


Scenario:  Mary gets on the bus.  She is usually with her boyfriend, Carlos, but today her 
boyfriend is getting on the bus with Benita.  When she takes a seat across the aisle from 
Carlos and Benita, Benita turns and says, "He’s mine now.  Now he knows what a real 
woman is like.” 
 
Using small groups or large groups, have the drivers identify possible behaviors a Mary 
may exhibit at each phase of the conflict spiral.  Then ask them to identify bus driver 
behaviors that might stop or repeat the conflict cycle. 
 
Even after learning about how our voice tone can affect our interactions, we also need to 
understand how to choose our words, how to make our meaning clear without including 
value judgements about the person we are interacting with.  The process for this direct 
communication is called “I” messages. 


"I" Messages 


A technique to express what you want without making a conflict situation worse is called, 
“I Messages”.  This is a positive approach that implies how the driver feels and not the 
student.  How would the driver know how a student feels anyway?  This assumption, 
however, can trigger a student who is close to the edge of conflict. 
 
What to say: 
 


Tell how I feel:  “I feel upset.” 
 
Tell what I hear: “I hear you yelling on the bus.” 


 
Tell what is happening to me:  “I can't concentrate on my driving when there is so 
much noise.” 
  
Say what I want:  “I want you to talk quietly at all times on the bus.” 


 
How to say it:  
 
• Calmly 
• Firmly 
• Clearly 
• Looking at the other person 


 
Clarify: “Do you understand?” 
 
Close the Deal:   “Do we have an understanding?” 
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“Talk it Out”  Student Conflict Resolution Process  


If a conflict is preventing you from driving your bus safely, what can you do?  
 
In the “bad old days” certain options were popular: 
 
• Punishing students by turning up the heat in the summer 
• Injuring students by slamming on the brakes when they are standing up. 
• Put students off the bus. 
 
Today more acceptable options are available: 
 
• Radio in immediately.  Don’t mention names over the radio.  Use incident codes if your 


operation has such a plan. 
• Return to school and make a report to an administrator or your supervisor.  This 


response must not be overused.  However, if you are near the school or garage and the 
administrators haven’t gone home yet it is an effective way to show you are serious 
about a safe bus. 


• Pull over and wait for the disturbance to self-extinguish. 
 
If you have a good rapport with students and believe they can work it out, attempt to have 
the students talk it out.  First have the children agree to guidelines: 
  
• talk out the problem 
• speak one at a time 
• listen carefully 
• be honest 
• no put downs (name calling) 
 
Students may be familiar with this process already from training at school.  This is the 
process that they should follow. 
 
1. Each person tells what happened and how he or she feels about it using “I” messages. 
2. Each person restates what the other person said to be sure that they both understand 


each other. 
3. Both people think of ways to solve the problem and agree on how to do it. 


Specific Problem Behaviors 


95% Of the Problem: Student management focuses on negative behaviors that at times 
can be a difficult and overwhelming experience for the school bus driver.  Keeping it all 
in perspective will help to see the forest instead of just the diseased trees.  In 95% of all 
cases of problematic behavior, those behaviors are minor everyday “stuff”.  Examples of 
these “run of the mill” driver challenges are: 
 
• Standing while bus in motion 
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• Eating, drinking or chewing gum on bus 
• Yelling, screaming 
• Poking, pushing, punching 
 
While these behaviors are troublesome and irritating, a school bus driver putting honest 
efforts into the job can easily manage them.  We would be remiss not to say that severe 
behaviors represent a small number of the driver’s headache, making your average day, 
“Not too shabby.” 
 
5% Of the Problem:  The remainder of the behavior management problems facing a 
school bus driver, are a little more challenging.  Five percent of the time, the behavior 
difficulties of students on buses are very difficult to handle.  They include such things as: 
 


• Student to Student Harassment  
• Extortion 
• Bullying 
• Sexual Harassment 
• Assault and Weapons 


Student to Student Harassment 


Student to student teasing probably seems the most innocuous of this group, and yet it is 
the most insidiously damaging.  A student has a right to expect a “safe trip” from their 
school transportation provider, and they also have a right to a “hassle-free” trip.   
 
It has been told to school bus drivers from the beginnings of the service to students that 
the trip in and the driver are important because, “You start their day!”  This is told to 
drivers, over and over, because it’s true.  The challenge is, that many people do not 
consider teasing – harassment.  It is and it isn’t.   
 
It is not harassment when the student being teased is “taking it” in an appropriate manner.  
That is, they are laughing and may even be teasing back.  We have all taken part in this 
form of “good-natured” teasing.  
 
However, it IS harassment when the teasing becomes vicious and hurtful and the person 
being teased wants the others to stop.  When one of the parties wants the other to stop and 
the teasing continues; it very clearly meets the criteria of harassment. 
 
The school bus driver needs to be completely aware of how the trip in will set-up a 
student’s learning day.  Drivers may no longer plead that they only “drive the bus.”  In 
point of fact, drivers are the beginnings of the learning/teaching day for students, and 
they need to take responsibility for it.  Teasing that has progressed to harassment will 
need to be stopped.  An obvious strategy would be to split up the antagonists.  While 
drivers are not paid counselors, many experienced drivers recognize this duty as part of 
the way the profession has evolved.  Report the behavior to your supervisor in writing.  It 
would be advisable to discuss the teasing/harassment with the harasser(s) and get their 
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commitment to stop.  Failure on the part of the harassers would mean that the driver 
should begin a written discipline (write-up) on the student(s) doing the harassing.  
Additionally, teachers and administration should be notified. 


Student to Student Extortion 


While this type of behavior is one in which most, if not all, drivers would intervene; it is 
one that is difficult to know when it is happening.  There are, however, some signs that 
will forewarn the observant driver.  These are: 
 
• A change in “tone” on the bus when certain students get on 
• A larger/older student who makes “regular visits” to students as they make their way 


to a seat in the morning or afternoon.  This may be the time when student are 
expected to “pay” either money or homework 


• An overt act from one student to another that results in money or homework changing 
hands 


• Other acts by some students that seem “out of character” 
 
When the driver observes these or other acts, it is incumbent on the driver to investigate 
if extortion is occurring and intervene if it is.  This would mean actions such as: 
 
• providing a “safe-place” for the student experiencing the extortion 
• intervening with the “extortionist” and insisting that they stop 
• documenting (writing up) the incident and reporting same to transportation 


management 
• reporting the incident, with supporting write-up, to administration 


Bullying 


Bullying may be defined as habitually badgering and intimidating smaller and/or weaker 
people (Random House Dictionary of the English Language).  This type of behavior 
cannot be tolerated and the driver needs to intervene.  This goes beyond teasing that is 
unwanted.  Similar strategies as those in student to student extortion may be used. 
 
All of the above need to be controlled so that students may enter the educational process 
with the proper internal state for learning.  This is one of the primary motivators for 
intervening in the above forms of harassment.  There is, however, one form of 
harassment that must result in immediate intervention and cessation; that is: 


Sexual Harassment 


Sexual harassment is defined as, but not limited to, the following: 
 
• Making remarks with sexual overtones 
• Making derogatory remarks 
• Telling sexual jokes or stories 
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• Making sexual slurs 
• Displaying sexual material 
• Making promises for favors in exchange for sex 
• Spreading rumors of a sexual nature 
• Showing sexual or sexually suggestive objects 
• Touching someone in an unwelcome manner 
• Moving so close to someone as to make them uncomfortable 
 
If any of the above behaviors are committed they may, and probably do, constitute sexual 
harassment.  Especially if the second party does not want any of the behaviors listed 
directed to them.  It is vital to note that, even though the activity was not directed to an 
individual, that person might be the victim of sexual harassment by being exposed to 
what is called a “hostile environment.”   
 
In all of the above incidents, there needs to be a written report made and an investigation 
completed.  Schools have been sued for not dealing with such harassment and for 
“deliberate indifference”.  The school, and possibly the driver, is liable when they knew, 
or should have known, that the harassment was taking place and failed to do anything 
about it.  What needs to be done is to follow the district’s policy regarding sexual 
harassment.  This manual will not go into sexual harassment between employees and 
between employees and management.  It would be good for a new driver to secure a copy 
of the school’s policy regarding student to student sexual harassment, read it, and follow 
the procedures should an incident occur. 
 
It should go without saying that nothing a driver does or says to any student should in any 
way be able to be construed as having any sexual overtones or innuendoes.  


Class Activity – Sexual harassment 


Have the group at large discuss one or more of the following topics/discussion starters: 
 
• Is there more or less sexual harassment today, among students, than there was when 


the driver attended school? 
• Is the availability of sexually explicit materials more or less than it was in years past? 
• Is it O.K. for same sex harassment? (boy to boy or girl to girl) [The answer is NO!!!] 
• Is it sexual harassment if someone is being teased about something of a sexual nature 


and they ask the other party to stop and the other party doesn’t? [Yes] 


Strategies for Violence 


Violence in a school bus is a greater challenge than in a school because of the isolation of 
the bus driver from a support team.  The first basic step of crisis management, get help, is 
difficult on a school bus.  Getting help takes teamwork, pre-planning, and creativity 
within the school system and, if appropriate, the contract operation and with law 
enforcement.  If school personnel and/or police can get to the scene, the driver will have 
assistance in managing the situation. 
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If your operation has special codes for emergencies or potential emergencies be sure that 
you are familiar with those codes.  If you suspect a weapon but one has not been 
displayed, don’t instigate a confrontation.  In the morning, if you can notify base without 
being detected, someone can meet the bus at school.  In the afternoon, notify base as soon 
as the child is dropped off.  Having a police car waiting at the stop might endanger 
students on board. 
 
In emergency situations drivers have put the radio mike under their leg on the seat to hold 
it open and transmit the entire incident to base.  Or keep a rubber band on the mike that 
can be slipped over the key.  Children have held up signs to bus windows to ask 
pedestrians or motorists to call the police. Think ahead about ways you could bring 
attention to your bus if there was a crisis on board. 
 
The following material is not a step-by-step process, but a list of suggestions that will 
start drivers thinking about violent crisis situations which could arise on their bus and 
how they might respond. 


Recognition:  How to Recognize Potential Violence 


• Rely on your gut instincts to identify a situation that might produce violence 
• Know your students and parents as well as possible so you might be able to predict 


their next move 
• Read the non-verbal body language of the perpetrator(s) 
• Read the non-verbal language of onlookers.  Are the onlookers encouraging the 


violence or frightened?  In either event, try to move the perpetrators away from the 
children. 


• Look for evidence of influencing mental modifiers that could be a factor – drug use, 
fanaticism for a cause.  Is there a chemical influence or a political agenda that has 
made this individual impossible to reason with? 


Readiness:  How do you ready yourself to deal with the possibility of 
violence? 


• Slow down mentally.  There is enough frantic behavior without you participating.  
Appear calm and confident without appearing confrontational. 


• Design a plan, which incorporates as much information as you have about the 
situation. 


• Keep your options open to incorporate new facts as the event unfolds.   
• Negotiate with the perpetrator if possible. 
• Respect their personal space. 
• Allow them to vent their hostility or other feelings without taking it personally. 
• Be non-judgmental – respect the other person. 


Expect anything – adapt the plan to the changing scenario. 
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Prevention:  How to prevent escalation into violence or continued or 
increased violence. 


• Maintain non-threatening body posture. 
• Speak in calm, firm, soothing tones, but do not act condescending to the point of 


implying that there is nothing worth getting upset about.  Obviously this individual 
believes something is very wrong. 


• Avoid touching the individual, this can appear to be very threatening.  Stay far 
enough away that you can’t be grabbed. 


• Suggest moving with the individual to another “safer” space or suggest that the 
passengers be allowed to move from the bus.  Ask first for the youngest ones to leave 
then move up through the grade levels. 


• Focus entirely on the person.  Make sure that they know you are trying to understand 
their concerns and find a solution for everyone. 


• Do not attempt to mind-read.  Don’t tell them what they are thinking, they will be 
offended. 


• Use distraction to defuse their energy.  Get them to talk about anything else besides 
the reason for their rage.  Maybe people who are important to them, did they ride the 
bus when they went to school, what was their driver’s name, etc. 


Stating Your Views 


• Offer a non-judgmental description of the situation as you see it. 
• Let them know how you feel about the situation – “It’s my job to take care of the 


kids, I’m really worried about their safety.” 
• Describe the effect the situation will have on you or other people.  Tell them about 


your family or responsibilities. 


Transmitting the Message 


• Maintain eye contact unless that really is taken to be confrontational. 
• Don’t interrupt, any energy they can use up talking and venting helps them come 


down. 
• Maintain a relaxed body posture -- you are concerned and involved but neither 


nonchalant nor aggressive. 
• Believe in your message, lives may be at stake, don’t antagonize or condescend. 


Conflict:  The emotional side 


• Treat the other party with respect. 
• Actively listen while you try and understand their point of view. 
• Restate the ideas and feelings of the other person.  Ask them if you understand them 


correctly.  Try and help them problem-solve. 


Problem-Solving Pitfalls  


• High emotional levels 
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• Poor problem comprehension 
• Improper assumptions 
• Lack of creating a clear plan  
• Lack of follow through on promises 
• Hidden agendas or attitudes which show through 


Fight on the Bus! 


Occasionally, the prevention efforts of the driver are not successful and a fight will break 
out.  If that should happen on your bus remember these guidelines to resolve it quickly. 
 
Six Quick Steps to Break up a Student Fight 
 
1. Get assistance. 


If there is a serious fight brewing let base know so help can be sent. 
2. Remove the audience. 


This isn’t so easy on a bus, but try to at least isolate the combatants. 
3. Avoid stepping between the combatants. 


You might get hit or they might both turn on you. 
4. Always try a verbal intervention first. 


Speak authoritatively and say exactly what you want them to do. 
5. Use a distraction. 


Try to move the loser/non-aggressor away.  They want to save face and escape and 
are more likely to follow you. 


6. As a last resort, separate the combatants. 
 


Class Activity – Violence role-play 


Identify a volunteer who is willing to role-play a driver in a crisis situation.  Allow them 
to choose one other student who will serve as their coach so the exercise will be a little 
less threatening.  They can turn to their coach for advice throughout the exercise.  Assign 
another student, also with a coach, who will create a scenario including violence, not 
telling anyone else.  Use ½ of the remaining drivers as passengers, ¼ as pedestrians or 
motorists and the remaining ¼ will be observers taking notes and evaluating the 
interactions.  Set the scene and have the student initiating the violence begin the role-
play.  Allow the scenario to unfold for five to ten minutes, as long as the interaction 
continues to be informative.  Ask the observers to identify how well the participants 
observed the provided guidelines, and ask the participants to share how it felt to be in 
their roles. 
 
 


Chapter 10   Student Management   Page 28 







Conclusion 
Knowing who the students are, their characteristics, and life styles allow the school bus 
driver to anticipate problems.  Having a plan to address key areas of concern will create a 
solid prevention approach to conflict and violence.  The importance of communication 
acts as the adhesive that holds plan and prevention together. 
 
The bottom line is that kids are inherently good, confusing at times, but good.  While 
student management as a school bus driver's responsibility is not to be taken lightly, it is 
not impossible to achieve through honest effort and teamwork between the driver, 
student, parents, and school.   
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School Bus Student Management Plan 
Driver Name  


School  


 
 
 
 


Bus Rules 


 
 
 
 
 


Positive Consequences 


 
 
 
 
 


Negative Consequences 


 
 
 
 
 


Severe Action  
Consequences 


 
 
 
 
 


Discipline Process 


 
Supervisor’s Signature  
Principal’s Signature  
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Chapter 11 – Student Safety Training 


Overview 
School bus drivers are the front line for educating students in school bus safety.  This 
chapter will teach them how to conduct safety drills as required by SED regulation, how 
to provide crossing instruction as required by Vehicle and Traffic Law, and how to make 
safety education a part of their interaction with children everyday.  Finally, discussion of 
classroom training will expose drivers to that possibility. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Plan to integrate school bus safety learning into their regular routine on the bus. 
2. Understand their responsibility for safe crossing instruction.  
3. Be able to demonstrate a quality bus safety drill. 
4. Understand special needs student participation. 


Instructional Strategy 
Different operations require or allow varying levels of participation of bus drivers in 
mandated safety instruction as required by SED.  However, every driver has the 
responsibility to provide daily safe crossing instruction and has the opportunity to talk 
about bus safety principles with their students.  Well-trained drivers can also become 
ambassadors for quality safety drills that meet the mandates instead of just having 
everyone jump out the back door.  The ultimate goal of all of this is well-trained students 
who are ready to respond in an emergency. 
 
The strategy of this chapter is to give drivers the tools to teach.  Let them know that we 
don’t want them to imitate the teachers they remembered from school.  What we want 
them to learn is that teaching and learning can be as fun and easy as showing someone 
how to fly a kite or go fishing.  Drivers need to feel free to be themselves as teachers. 
 
Drivers will be given the opportunity to develop group participation exercises for their 
student passengers and to walk through a quality bus safety drill.   
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Chapter Content 


Learning is Fun 


School bus drivers support an educational endeavor – schools.  It is a logical step for 
them to consider themselves a part of this process and to participate in the activity of 
schools which is teaching and learning.  The trick to all this is to get drivers to believe 
that they can be effective teachers. 


Class Activity – Recalling positive learning 


 Ask drivers to reflect on something that they have enjoyed learning to do lately.  It may 
be school bus related, but more likely it was something such as learning how to use a new 
computer program, how to quilt, how to jig for walleyes, or how to strip and refinish a 
chair.  Go around the class and have each driver identify what the positive learning 
experience was – without descriptions or evaluative comments.  
 
Use visualization suggestions similar to the following sentences.  Give students sufficient 
time between suggestions to relive the experiences they are recalling.  To begin the 
exercise, ask them to get relaxed in their chair, take a few slow deep breaths, and close 
their eyes.   
 
1. Recall the learning experience you just identified. 
2. Was it something you had wanted to learn for a long time or was it spontaneous?  
3. Think about where the experience took place, i.e., in a room or building, perhaps 


outdoors, or in a car. 
4. Remember how that place felt -- was it hot or cold, what time of day was it, who else 


was there? 
5. See the scene through your own eyes; remember what it was like to be there, whether 


it was with other individuals or by yourself. 
6. Remember how were you taught?  Did you follow concrete instructions?  Did 


someone model how it should be done enough times for you to understand what to 
do?  Did someone sit next to you and guide you?  Was there a model to follow?  Was 
it okay to make mistakes?  Did you have enough chances to try so that you 
succeeded?  


7. As you replay the video of that experience in your mind, which one part of the 
teaching or modeling really helped you understand and succeed in the learning? 


8. Reflect on why that part was most helpful?  Did it make you feel successful as a 
learner?  How did you feel about yourself during that part of the learning process? 


9. In your mind thank that person who provided that learning experience for you.  
Teaching is a special gift and those who can share the gift of knowledge and 
understanding through personal instruction, authoring a book, or through electronic 
media are special people. 
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10. Once you have appreciated the gift of that individual or individuals in your mind 
open your eyes and return to the here and now. 


 
Lead a discussion of their responses to suggestions #6, #7, and #8.  Put their comments 
on newsprint and you will be creating a model of the techniques that they believe make 
for successful learning.   As a whole group talk about how to integrate their comments 
into teaching school bus safety to the children they each transport.  Following the content 
of suggestions #3 - #8 have them describe the setting, how the children would feel, and 
what kind of instruction would make children feel good about learning. 


Making a Plan for Instruction 


School bus drivers are not going to learn how to create lesson plans and curriculum 
during this chapter.  But you can suggest that they understand the value of making a 
simple plan.  There are two basic types of teaching that drivers will be doing, perhaps 
you could call them snacks and meals.   
 
Snacks are generally a single item, presented simply, and eaten quickly.  A snack might 
be turning to the students with a quick question before you pull out in the afternoon, like: 
“How far away from the road do I want you to wait?” or “Who can explain the third 
panel of the Safe Crossing Poster?”  A word of praise or a prize for the correct answer 
and you are on your way.  Parts of a snack would include: 
 
1. A very simple goal – What one behavior do I want demonstrated or one fact do I want 


understood? 
2. One activity or question 
3. Observed action or response 
4. Feedback – “That was great” or “That was almost perfect, what one other thing needs 


to be added?”  
5. Praise – verbal, certificates, gifts, etc.  
 
A meal generally is planned to include multiple courses and different food groups, 
usually more seasonings, takes more preparation time and more time to eat.  A meal 
might be a scheduled bus safety drill or a classroom safety program.  (See the exercise at 
the end of Chapter 2 for planning for a classroom safety program.)  Even though it’s a 
meal, don’t try for too much -- three or four behaviors learned well are better than 0% 
comprehension of all of school bus safety.  This means prioritizing, teach the most 
important stuff at the beginning of the year.  Save additional snacks until the next meal. 
 
1. The goal should identify exactly what you want the students to learn.  
2. What will you do to make them want to learn?  Tell them a story or ask a tricky 


question that will get them interested.  Be sure not to scare young children with too 
graphic crash stories. 


3. Show or demonstrate the topic using props or demonstration. 
4. Give them a chance to practice the actual skill or a modification using props or acting 


out. 
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5. Let as many children as possible demonstrate through actions or verbal response that 
they met your goal. 


6. Praise, Praise, Praise – verbal, certificates, small gifts, etc. 


Class Activity – Making snacks 


Break the class into groups of three to four.  Give each group 10 minutes to plan a school 
bus safety snack.  Have the groups present the snacks to the other drivers acting as kids.  
After all have presented break out some cookies or fruit and tell them what a great job 
they did. 


Tips for Successful Instruction 


These are not rigid rules or structure, just some ideas about what makes learning 
successful.  All good learning does not include every one of these components.  Give 
your students examples of times you have used these strategies during this Basic Course. 
 
• Be positive and accepting. 
• Provide a natural and comfortable setting for learning. 
• Praises rather than intimidate the learners 
• Focus on, pay attention to the learners, rather than yourself or the curriculum 
• Help students eliminate fears, stress, or any other barriers to learning 
• Work in partnership with the children rather than an authoritarian parent/child model 
• Be sure the learning you have planned will allow children at all skills levels to 


participate. 
• Make it fun, not serious and boring. Use puppets, jokes, animals, props, costumes, or 


anything else that will get them involved.   
• Have them work in small groups or group activities such as role-plays or skits – “You 


be the driver!”   
• Give them plenty of time for verbal feedback and active participation 
• Repetition, repetition, repetition.  Children, especially the youngest, most vulnerable 


children learn by constant repetition.  Think how many months it takes a 
Kindergarten teacher to teach basic concepts.  Be like Sesame Street! 


Daily Safe Crossing Instruction   


Daily instruction to students who have to cross the road at the bus stop in the morning or 
the afternoon is required by Vehicle and Traffic Law 1174 (b). 
 


1174 (b) The driver of such school bus, when receiving or discharging passengers 
who must cross a public highway, street, or private road, shall instruct such 
passengers to cross in front of the bus and the driver thereof shall keep such 
school bus halted with red signal lights flashing until such passengers have 
reached the opposite side of such highway, street, or private road. 
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The phrase “shall instruct such passengers” has been interpreted by the courts to mean 
“shall instruct each day”.  This daily mini-lesson on safe crossing is a perfect 
instructional “snack” and should include reference to the “Safe Crossing Poster”, which 
was developed by SED and has been updated by PTSI.  SED strongly recommends that 
these posters be placed in each New York State school bus and every K-3 classroom.  


Class Activity  -- Crossing snacks 


An excellent discussion of the poster for your students is included in SBSIOBSAAT in 
the section titled, “School Bus Safety is a Team Activity”.  Have them turn to this 
section.  Give them a few minutes to read the section on “Life-Saving Tips”.  In a whole 
group discussion have the class design five different ways they could use the poster as 
“crossing snacks” to remind students about safe crossing procedures as required by VT 
1174(b).  Be sure they remember this will be done in the brief seconds it takes children to 
pass them while exiting the bus in the afternoon or loading in the morning. 


Conducting Quality Safety Drills 


The one opportunity most school bus drivers have to prepare a “meal” for their students 
is the Student Safety Drills required three times a year by SED regulation.  The specifics 
of the regulation are: 
 


(8 NYCRR 156.3(h)(1)  The drills on school buses required by section 3623 of 
the Education Law shall include practice and instruction in the location, use and 
operation of the emergency door, fire extinguishers, first aid equipment and 
windows as a means of escape in case of fire or accident.  Drills shall also include 
instruction in safe boarding and exiting procedures with specific emphasis on 
when and how to approach, board, disembark, and move away from the bus after 
disembarking.  Each drill shall include specific instructions for pupils to advance 
at least 10 feet in front of the bus before crossing the highway after disembarking.  
Each drill shall emphasize specific hazards encountered by children during snow, 
ice, rain, and other inclement weather including, but not necessarily limited to, 
poor driver visibility, reduced vehicular control and reduced hearing.  All such 
drills shall include instruction in the importance of orderly conduct by all school 
bus passengers with specific emphasis given to student discipline rules and 
regulations promulgated by each board of education.  Such instruction and the 
conduct of the drills shall be given by a member or members of the teaching or 
pupil transportation staff.  Pupils attending public or nonpublic schools who do 
not participate in the drills held pursuant to this paragraph shall also be provided 
drills on school buses, or as an alternative, shall be provided classroom instruction 
covering the content of such drills. 
(h)(2) A minimum of three such drills shall be held on each school bus during the 
school year, the first to be conducted during the first week of the fall term, the 
second between November 1 and December 31, and the third between March 1 
and April 30. 
(h)(3)  No drills shall be conducted when buses are on routes.  
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(i) Instruction in the use of seat belts.  In each school district in which pupils are 
transported on school buses equipped with seat safety belts, such district shall 
insure that all pupils who are transported on any school bus owned, leased or 
contracted for by the district shall receive instruction in the use of seat belts.  
Such instruction shall be provided at least three times each year to both public and 
nonpublic school pupils who are so transported and shall include but not be 
limited to:   
 


1) proper fastening and release of seat safety belts;  
2) acceptable placement of seat safety belts on pupils;  
3) times at which the seat safety belt should be fastened and released; and  
4) acceptable placement of the seat safety belts when not in use. 


 
It is important to point out that School Bus Safety Drills are required for all students 
including students attending non-public schools, walkers, and students with disabilities. 
 
A basic outline of a quality drill follows at the end of this chapter.  The text of the chapter 
provides detail attending to all topics for bus safety drills.  School bus drivers should not 
attempt to make the meal too big.  Think how you feel after Thanksgiving Dinner!  The 
first bus drill should have its strongest emphasis on the most important issues, outside the 
bus; the second drill on understanding the use of all the emergency exits, the third on 
riding safety.  Along the way snacks can be offered daily or weekly on any of the 
following topics, walking to the stop, dressing appropriately for the weather and available 
daylight, handrails, middle loading, railroad track behavior, etc. 


Prepare for the Drill 


• If there is a problem maintaining order and a safe environment during a drill, request 
from your supervisor that a school administrator, teacher, or transportation 
department trainer or supervisor be present.   


• Plan to conduct drills in a safe area on school grounds, away from moving traffic.  
Don’t conduct drills on a route -- it's against the law and could be very dangerous. 


• Prior to the drill, select four responsible older students as evacuation helpers, and 
explain to them exactly what you want them to do during the drill.  Assign two 
evacuation helpers to be seated near the back of the bus and two near the front.  
Remember middle loading, don’t have them sit in front or back seats unless 
necessary. 


• Evacuation helpers can also be assigned to “buddy up” with young children or 
children with disabilities. 


• Evacuation helpers can also be identified to assist young or children with special 
needs who might not be able mentally or physically to follow directions 
independently. 


• Inform your students a day or two before a drill is scheduled -- they will be mentally 
prepared for the drill and they may also prefer to wear older or athletic-style clothes 
on a drill day, especially if they will be using windows or roof hatches. 
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Introduce the Drill 


• If you’re conducting a drill on a new bus run, or at the beginning of the school year, 
introduce yourself.  “Set the tone” for the entire year by letting students see that 
you're a professional and that you really do care about their safety.  


• Don’t just “launch into" a drill but set the tone by emphasizing the importance of 
safety.  Never begin a drill while you’re still seated in the bus seat -- stand up and 
face your students. 


• Take a few moments to explain why drills are important for the students’ safety.  
Remind students that school buses are very safe, but that it makes sense to be 
prepared for an emergency. 


• Because it’s a law.   
• Before beginning the drill, let them know how long it will take and give a brief 


overview of what it will cover. 
• Introduce your student evacuation helpers and explain their responsibilities.  Make it 


clear that evacuation helpers are not there to “discipline” other students but only to 
help out in an emergency. 


Explain Riding Rules 


• Take a few minutes to review your basic bus riding rules with your students.   
• If bus rules are posted in the bus, point them out and in your own words, explain why 


each rule exists and how students could be hurt if safety rules aren’t followed.  Better 
yet, ask students to explain the “whys.” 


• If possible at the conclusion of the drill, give students a copy of the posted bus rules 
to take home. 


• Stress the importance of students not distracting you while you’re driving -- explain 
what can happen if a school bus driver takes their eyes off the road.  


• Explain the Universal Signal for Silence in the bus.  Dome lights flashed three times.  
This signal is used at railroad crossings, during backing maneuvers, or anytime the 
driver has a special need to hear clues or warnings from outside the bus. 


• Briefly review safety rules for the bus stop.  Be at the stop early.  Wait for the bus in 
an orderly fashion well back from traffic, at least 15’ if road allows. 


• Remind students of the importance of not blocking the aisle or exits.  This is an 
especially important reminder when you conduct a “Mini-Drill” at the beginning of a 
field trip or sports run.   


• Seat Belt Use 
° Explain school policy about student seat belt use on the bus. 
° Explain how to wear seat belts correctly -- low across the hips, and snug.  
° Use a belt with a buckle at one end and a latch at the other to demonstrate seat 


belt adjustment.  Have students demonstrate proper use and adjustment. 
° Explain the importance of not misusing belts (for instance, hitting each other with 


them or tying them across the aisle).   
• Remind students about school discipline policy -- what the consequences are for 


inappropriate or unsafe behavior on the bus. 
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Demonstrate Emergency Equipment and Exits   


Involve your students as much as possible with hands-on experiences.  Review the 
location and purpose of each piece of safety equipment and each emergency exit.  
 
• Point out the location of the first aid kit, fire extinguisher, and reflectors, but remind 


children that their main responsibility in an emergency is to follow your instructions 
about getting off the bus, and not to worry about bringing emergency equipment with 
them. 


• The most fundamental part of a bus safety drill is letting children point out, open, and 
explain correct procedures for each emergency exit on your bus, one at a time. 
° Each emergency door. 
° Each emergency window. 
° Each roof hatch. 


• If necessary, demonstrate how to open each exit -- for instance, roof hatch latches can 
be very tricky, even for adults.  After your first drill of the year, add interest to drills 
by asking students to point out exits with their eyes closed. Remind students to never 
play with emergency exits and explain what could happen if they do. 


• Explain that in a real emergency, it might be dark or smoky on the bus and that 
children should be able to find each exit with their eyes closed.  Hint -- you do it by 
counting seats.  Remind students that emergency doors are indicated by red lights.   


• Remind students that in an emergency the entrance door might be the best exit.  Don’t 
forget to show children how to open the regular entrance door -- don’t assume they 
know how to operate the door latch.  Also demonstrate the manual override on 
automatic doors. 


Disabled Driver 


• Talk with your students about what to do if the bus driver is hurt or disabled.  
Reassure younger students that this is unlikely -- be careful not to frighten young 
children unnecessarily during drills.  


• Show older students and your evacuation helpers how to stop a moving bus with both 
the service and emergency brakes.  Demonstrate how to secure a bus with the 
emergency brake to prevent it from rolling.   


• Demonstrate how to shut off the engine.  Make sure students understand that diesel 
buses might not shut off the same way cars do.   


• Teach your evacuation helpers how to use the radio.  Don’t assume that children 
know how to use the microphone correctly -- show them.  The best way to teach them 
is to let them make a practice radio call to base (arrange this ahead of time with your 
supervisor).   


• Explain the importance of students knowing their bus number and knowing where the 
bus is located on the route so that in an emergency they can direct help to the scene. 
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Practice Evacuation 


• Never allow students to engage in a rushed or disorderly practice evacuation.  There 
is a high probability of a student injury in a disorderly drill, and students will be 
unprepared for an actual emergency.  


• Before beginning the practice evacuation, explain exactly how you want students to 
carry it out.  Explain that evacuation helpers will be used as spotters outside the 
emergency exit you are utilizing. 


• It’s a long way down for young children such as kindergartners or Head Start 
students, or children with special physical or medical conditions.  Tell students they 
are not allowed to “jump” from emergency exits but must "sit and slide" and allow 
helpers to spot them by grasping their wrist and elbow on each side.  (Warn students 
about the possibility of bumping their head on the doorframe if they aren’t sitting 
down as they go out the rear door exit.) 


• Warn students about the danger of loose or dangling clothes becoming snagged in the 
emergency door handle as they exit. 


• It’s a good idea to vary the exits used during each drill. 
 


° Rear door for the fall drill. 
° Front door for the winter drill. 
° Half-front door, half-rear door for the spring drill. 


 
• Orderly evacuation is the most important thing to teach children.  Teach children to 


evacuate methodically, seat by seat. 
 


° In a rear door evacuation, students at the front should be taught to move into the 
aisle and towards the rear door first because they are seated closer to the danger 
(fire, etc.) at the front of the bus. 


° In a front door evacuation, students at the rear should be taught to move into the 
aisle and towards the front door first because they are seated closer to the danger 
(fire, etc.) at the rear of the bus. 


° In a front/rear evacuation students in the middle of the bus move towards each 
exit, emptying the bus towards the front and back. 


° To reduce the risk of injury as they "sit and slide" from an emergency door, 
students must be taught to let evacuation helpers “spot” them by grasping their 
wrists and elbows at both sides. 


° Students should also be taught how to safely evacuate from the side emergency 
door. 


° Seat placement adjacent to the side emergency door may make the “sit and slide” 
procedure impossible -- extra assistance from evacuation helpers while “spotting” 
may be necessary. 


 
• With school support and adequate assistance and preparation to prevent an injury, 


you may be able to drill students in how to use side door, window, and roof hatch 
exits as well. 
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° To use an emergency window, first unlatch the emergency window and tape a 


folded blanket over the windowsill. 
° Then students should get on hands and knees on the seat, with their head facing 


the aisle. 
° They then push the window open with their feet, and slowly back out the window. 
° When their legs are outside, tell them to grasp the window ledge with their hands 


and “feel” with their feet for the “rub rails” along the side of the bus or if the 
window is over the rear tires, feel for the top of the tire and slowly lower 
themselves to the ground. 


° Use spotters outside the bus to assist children in finding the rub rails and tires 
with their feet and with lowering themselves to the ground. 


° This is the safest way to exit from an emergency window, but students must be 
dressed appropriately before attempting to use the side window. 


° To use roof hatches students should put feet on seats and then seat backs and pull 
themselves through hatch.  Generally roof hatches are used when the bus is on its 
side. 


° Some districts have built evacuation-training buses from old buses that were 
about to be retired from duty. These training buses are equipped with folding 
platforms and rails designed to prevent injury during evacuation practice. 


 
• Make sure students leave all personal items such as backpacks, school projects, and 


sports equipment on the bus during the practice evacuation; tell them you want them 
to do the same in a real emergency.   


• Depending on the age of students, they should use the buddy system and make a 
“safety chain” by holding hands as they move away from the bus.   


• Before beginning your practice evacuation, make sure students know exactly where 
to gather after exiting the bus.  Point out a safe area well away from traffic and at 
least 100’ (3 bus lengths) from the bus.  Never let students venture across a road or 
parking lot after they exit the bus during a drill.   


• During a practice drill, the bus driver should stay on the bus as the students exit.  
Check to make sure all students are safely off the bus before you leave.   


• If extra help is needed with disabled children during a drill, utilize school staff as 
additional spotters. 


• You can add interest and fun to a drill by timing how long it takes students to exit in 
an orderly fashion and note improvement over the year, but remind students that in a 
real emergency, evacuating in a calm and orderly fashion is just as important as 
speed. 


Demonstrate Safe Loading and Unloading Procedures 


• A quality safety drill is not over when the practice evacuation is finished.  
Reinforcing loading and unloading safety procedures is required by SED regulation. 
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• Remember, most student fatalities don't occur in bus fires or other emergencies but in 
normal, day-to-day operation of the bus as children get on or off at a bus stop.  Do 
what you can during your bus drill to prevent such a tragedy. 


• After students have evacuated and are gathered at a prearranged point outside the bus, 
escort them back to the nose of the bus and carefully demonstrate (or better yet, have 
students demonstrate) Safe Crossing procedures.   


• Remind students of the Safe Crossing Poster that is required to be on your bus to 
provide a daily reminder about safe crossing.  Show students exactly what you want 
them to do when they cross the street in front of your bus.   


• Ask students to point out the Danger Zones around the bus.   
• Remind students to never try to retrieve a dropped item near the bus on their own. 
• Remind students of the importance of not running after a missed bus.   
• Don’t forget to mention the dangers of drawstrings or loose clothing becoming caught 


in bus doors or handrails as children get off the bus. 


Conclude the Drill 


• Always thank children for their participation in a safety drill.  Praise is more effective 
than criticism.   


• File a drill compliance form with your office or the school, or maintain a log of drills 
you conduct, as required in your operation. 


Special Drills for Special Needs 


Guidance for the driver in developing evacuation plans for special needs children is 
included in Chapter 4, Planning for Emergencies.  Inclusion is the appropriate model for 
safety drills for students with disabilities.  These students should participate as fully in 
Bus Safety Drills as they are able.  Their need for repetition and practice in many cases 
may be greater than for their non-disabled peers.  The driver can work with teachers and 
therapists at the children’s school to determine the appropriate level of involvement.  
Remember, the regulations requiring regular bus safety drills do not have exemptions for 
any group. 
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Drill demonstration 


Have your class demonstrate a quality school bus safety drill.  Divide the class into seven 
groups and assign each group one section of the drill as outlined in the chapter and on the 
handout, “Guidelines for a Quality Safety Drill”.  Give them at least five minutes to plan 
their section.  Have each group in turn take the driver role and the others take the role of 
students.  (If you will not be able to have a bus available for the Chapter 8, Pick-up and 
Drop-off Zone Safety, be sure that proper loading and unloading procedures are covered 
in detail in this exercise.)  
 
Congratulate them on their job well done and their comprehension of the material in this 
chapter.  Give prizes! 
 
Describe the many ways that drivers have involved themselves in safety training.  Many 
drivers participate in: 
 
• Classroom safety programs. 
• Kindergarten orientation. 
• Bus safety displays at malls or county fairs 
• Presenting to PTA meetings. 
• As active spokespersons for school bus safety issues with friends, family, church or 


civic organizations. 
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Guidelines for a Quality Safety Drill 
 


Driver Checklist 
 


 DRILL INTRODUCTION:  Who you are; why drills are conducted; 
importance of following driver instructions; introduce student helpers. 
 


 RIDING RULES:  Simple review of key safety rules for riding on 
bus, and why these rules exist.  Review of bus stop safety rules.  
Consequences for failing to respect safety rules. 
 


 EMERGENCY EQUIPMENT AND EXITS:  Allow children to 
point out and explain the purpose of all emergency equipment and open 
all exits – don’t forget front passenger door, especially air doors. 
 


 DISABLED DRIVER:  Stopping, securing, shutting off bus; 
knowing bus number and location of bus on route; radio use. 
 


 SEAT BELTS:  Local policy regarding belt use explained; how to 
wear belts properly; how to release belts; not misusing belts. 
 


 PRACTICE EVACUATION:  Importance of safe, orderly, calm 
evacuation stressed; student helpers or school personnel as spotters; 
leave personal items on bus; vary exits used each drill; “sit and slide” 
from doors; “feet first, face down” from windows; move to pre-
arranged area without crossing road; use of buddy system and “safety 
chain” to keep students together. 
 


 SAFE LOADING AND UNLOADING DEMONSTRATION:  
Gather students at nose of bus; students demonstrate Safe Crossing 
Rule procedures; allow students to point out Danger Zones; Universal 
Crossing and Danger Signals reviewed; what to do if item is dropped 
near the bus; not running for a missed bus; telling driver if something 
seems dangerous; winter dangers. 
 
Driver Name:  _____________________ 
School/Route/Bus #:  ________________ Date of Drill: ___________ 
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Chapter 12 – Special Needs 
Transportation  


Overview 
This chapter will provide the school bus driver with a solid foundation of knowledge, 
skills, understanding and sensitivity needed to safely transport students with disabilities.  
The basics in these areas will allow the school bus driver plan for the safety of these 
special students.  Drivers will come to understand that the needs of each student are as 
individualized as their individual disabilities. 
 
Care should be given to emphasize that the basic material provided is a starting point.  
Drivers must receive training to understand the specific individual needs of each child 
they transport.  This will encourage development of the flexible and adaptive skills 
needed to meet their student passengers’ individual needs.  The school bus driver must be 
able to juggle the many elements that will provide a safe and happy transportation 
environment for the student with disabilities.  Continued professional growth is a must.  


Objectives  
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Develop an awareness of the laws and regulations that govern special transportation. 
2. Know the importance of creating relationships with students and understanding their 


challenges.                                               
3. Be familiar with common equipment used. 
4. Understand the importance of proper communication with students, parents, 


transportation staff and administration. 
5. Become aware of the sensitivity needed to transport students with disabilities 


successfully. 
6. Clearly understand that the trend towards full inclusion means that there are children 


with disabilities on almost every bus route. 


Instructional Strategy 
Some drivers are born with an ability to work with special needs children.  The 
challenges for the instructor then become one of guiding a school bus driver through 
understanding these special children and their role in the “regular” world.  Added to this 
journey of awareness will be the challenge of delivering the skills for safe transportation.  
In some journeys where you go is not as important as how you get there.  So too is the 
case with this chapter, making the class activities a critical part of the instruction.    
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Chapter Content 
Special needs education is not defined in detail by law because it is designed to be free to 
meet the individual needs of each child.  The laws outline disabled students’ rights to 
services created specifically to meet the needs of each child. 


Special Needs Transportation Law 


Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  (“IDEA”) 


Under the IDEA, a child with a disability is defined to include a child with mental 
disability, hearing impairments (including deafness), visual impairments (including 
blindness), speech or language impairments, emotional disturbance, specific learning 
disabilities, or orthopedic impairments.  The nature of these disabilities requires special 
education and related services. 
 
The purpose of IDEA is to provide the student with special needs a free appropriate 
public education and related services.  This education must be designed to meet their 
individual needs in preparation for employment and independent living skills. 


Free Appropriate Public Education  (“FAPE”) 


FAPE establishes the school districts’ obligations to special education students.  The 
IDEA and FAPE provisions of “special education” and “related services” are as follows: 
 
• Provided at public expense, under public supervision and direction, and free to the 


student’s parent or guardian. 
• State Education Agency (SEA) standards are met and are location specific. 
• Provide for all levels of education in the state, including preschool. 
• Are provided in accordance with the students Individualized Education Program 


(“IEP”). 
 
Simply put, FAPE provides a specially designed education, at no cost, to meet the 
specific needs of the student with a disability.  This would include instruction in various 
settings:  classroom, home, institutions, or any other setting deemed necessary.  The 
locations of these instructional settings certainly have the potential to effect 
transportation. 


Transportation as a Related Service 


Related services are to be provided to assist a child with a disability to benefit from 
special education.  FAPE, which includes related services, identifies transportation as a 
specific related service.  Transportation is required to provide service, which will allow a 
child with a disability to benefit from their special education.  Transportation will 
generally be required if it is necessary to enable a special needs student access to the 
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services identified in his or her IEP.  The Committee on Special Education (“CSE”) 
makes the decision of when transportation is required, on an individualized basis. 
 
The CSE team must consider how the student’s disability affects the need for 
transportation, and whether or not that disability prevents the student from using the same 
transportation provided to non-disabled students.  Once this determination is made the 
transportation department is committed to provide the service.  It is recommended that 
the transportation department work closely with the CSE team in making this 
determination. 
 
The 1997 amendments to IDEA added “orientation and mobility training” to the list of 
related services.  This training is specifically considered for the student with blindness or 
a visual impairment. It is also recognized that children with other disabilities may need to 
be taught how to navigate their environments.  Travel training is a service that directly 
impacts transportation due to the specific meaning of transportation under IDEA.  Under 
IDEA transportation includes: 
 
• Travel to and from school and between schools. 
• Travel in and around school buildings. 
• Specialized equipment (special or adapted buses, lifts, ramps etc.) required providing 


special transportation for a child with a disability. 
 
When looking at the kind of transportation to be provided, the focus must be on ways to 
provide the maximum opportunity for the student to be transported with non-disabled 
students.  The IDEA requires that students be educated in the “least restrictive 
environment”.  The word “restrictive” refers to “unlike that available to non-disabled 
students”.  Transportation must also provide services in the same manner. 
 
It should be assumed that most students with disabilities receive the same transportation 
services as non-disabled students.  Students with disabilities may be placed on your bus 
with or without a support system in place, unless the nature of the disability makes it 
impossible for them to ride with their non-disabled peers.  For some, integrated 
transportation may be accomplished by providing adaptive equipment on regular school 
transportation vehicles. 
 
In cases where the school district believes a regular bus is not appropriate to meet the 
needs of the student, the district must demonstrate why.  Important considerations 
include: 
 
• The range of supplementary aids and adaptations which may be required to allow a 


student to ride the school bus with their non-disabled peers (i.e., assistive technology 
or bus monitors). 


• Do the advantages of a student riding a special bus outweigh the benefits to be gained 
from a less restrictive placement? 


• Are there potential negative effects on others if the student rides on the regular bus 
that cannot be offset by the use of assistive technology? 
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This type of analysis is best served by a group of committed people from the 
transportation department and CSE that work closely together to determine a student’s 
special needs.  Once determined, you the school bus driver must fulfill those needs in the 
safest manner available.  Extensive discussions with your supervisor are advised to 
identify specific equipment or procedures to maintain optimum safety environments. 


Family Educational Right to Privacy Act 


A student’s right to confidentiality regarding information about their disabilities is 
absolute.  These rights are guaranteed by the federal Family Educational Right to Privacy 
Act, often referred to as the Buckley Amendment.  The focus of this law is that 
information about disabilities may not be shared with anyone unless they have a need for 
access to that information for the safety of the students with disabilities themselves or for 
the safety of others.     
 


Schools may not permit “the release of educational records (or personally 
identifiable information) contained therein…without the written consent of their 
parents to any individual, agency, or organization, other than the following -- 
(pertinent section) Subject to regulations of the Secretary, in connection with an 
emergency, appropriate persons if the knowledge of such information is necessary 
to protect the health and safety of the student or other persons.” 


 
The bottom line for school transportation providers is that access to information about 
students that would be needed to provide safe transportation and emergency response is 
absolutely appropriate.  Any information about students’ disabilities that is not needed for 
that specific purpose should not be available.  For instance, much of the information that 
school districts have about students with disabilities is only needed by teachers.  Further, 
information must only be shared within the transportation operation with those who will 
be required to provide services to each student.  This would include administrative staff 
and regular and substitute drivers and attendants who will be serving that specific student. 


Class Activity -- Confidentiality 


Below are pieces of information that the school bus driver has obtained in the normal 
course of his or her day.  Have the class determine whom the driver should communicate 
with in regard to each, i.e.: Supervisor, Administrator, Parent, Social Worker, Neighbor, 
Spouse, etc.  If your class responds well to competitive situations, you may want to 
divide the class into teams and have them compete.  In each case enter into class 
discussion regarding why these specific people need to know. 
 
1. A student on your bus has head lice. 
2. A student on your bus told you that he is very upset that his parents are getting a 


divorce. 
3. A student gets on your bus badly bruised, and won’t talk about it. 
4. A mentally disabled student on your bus asked you to have sex. 
5. A co-worker was observed punching someone else’s time card. 
6. A teacher tells you that a student on your bus has had a really bad day. 
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7. A student on your bus continually has outbursts of profanity. 
8. You observed the Board of Education leaving the local tavern last night very late. 
9. An older student confides in you that she wants to become pregnant. 
10. You overhear two teacher assistants who say that a student on your bus has AIDS. 
11. A student on your bus has a DNR (Do Not Resuscitate) order. 


Creating Relationships and Understanding Their Challenges 


Getting to Know Students with Disabilities 


Before you can begin to establish a relationship with the special needs student, you first 
need to find out as much about them as possible.  This will give you an edge as you look 
for common interests between you and your student.  You may wish to obtain 
information from: 
 
• Parents 
• Therapists 
• Psychologists 
• School Nurse 
• Counselors 
• Teachers 
• Other Bus Drivers 


 
If possible do a dry run, review the loading site.  At this point you could demonstrate 
your bus procedures for the student and parent(s).  Ask if there is anything you should 
know about the child, that would help in your goal to transport them as safely as possible.   
 
Make notations on all documentation regarding the student.  This will include emergency 
bio information sheets (example given at end of chapter) and most importantly the drivers 
route sheets.  Notation needs to be made about any medical services that will need to be 
provided.  In the case of medically fragile students, the route sheet should note the 
locations of medical facilities where emergency services could be provided to the child. 
 
Two kinds of information will be gathered and it should be treated in different ways.  
Information that is needed for appropriate day-to-day transportation should be on the 
route sheet.  Information that is needed to provide emergency care requires a higher level 
of confidentiality and should be carried in a secure location on the bus where emergency 
responders in the area know to look.   
  
Students with visual, hearing, or physical disabilities may be good sources of information 
about themselves.  In certain cases mildly mentally disabled students can provide 
information pertinent to themselves such as hobbies, pets, or family structures.   
 
Students often have poor conceptual perceptions of their own capabilities.  Some will 
overestimate while others will underestimate.  The school bus driver can obtain this 
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information through observation or consulting a member of the education team listed 
above.   


What Students with Disabilities Want You To Know 


• All disabilities are not the same. 
• There is a wide range of function within a disability. 
• It is the school’s responsibility to meet the needs of the student. 
• The student with a disability is not sick. 
• Don’t be afraid of a student with a disability. 
• Refrain from interrupting or talking for a student with a disability. 
• Don’t kill with kindness. 
• Promise only what you can deliver. 
• Don’t hesitate to communicate with a disabled student based on their inability to 


communicate with you – they often understand well. 
• If you don’t understand, say so. 
• Don’t treat a student with a disability differently than any other student. 
• Remember that they are people, not disabilities. 
• Ask permission to assist, never assume they are unable. 
• Save your sympathy. 
• Help the student with a disability be as independent as possible. 
• Remember the disability is the smallest difference, we are all the same inside. 
• Don’t let your expectations become their limitations. 
• Don’t be afraid to laugh with them. 
• Avoid being overprotective. 
• Be patient at all costs to avoid humiliation or embarrassment of the student. 
 
The “tips” listed above, if followed, will enhance the establishment of a relationship with 
the student with special needs.  If you find yourself fighting one or many of these 
suggestions, perhaps you should evaluate your position.  When it comes to transporting 
the disabled student, not all school bus drivers are created equal.  That is not to say that 
you are a bad driver, it merely takes specific personality traits and commitment to be 
successful.  An “honest internal audit” will be useful. 


Class Activity – Comfort level 


Break into groups and discuss the list of “tips” above.  Determine those that you may feel 
uncomfortable with or conjure up emotion for you, and why.  Conduct “honest internal 
audits”, discussing the possible hurdles you may encounter in relating to the special needs 
student, and approaches that will help to overcome the hurdles for both you the driver and 
the student.  Include in this informal self-evaluation, the concept of having limited 
choices due to inclusion of special needs students on regular school buses.  Allow 
controlled “venting,” such as, “Why do these kids get all the breaks?” 
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Encourage Positive Behavior 


There are ways that the school bus driver can encourage the student with a disability to 
exhibit positive behavior.  It is important to remember that the behavior being exhibited 
may be a symptom of the student’s disability.  Consult with teachers, therapists, or 
psychologists to obtain advice as to causes of problematic behavior.  Above all else, do 
not take the student’s behavior personally.  Behavior is sometimes a response mechanism 
difficult for children to control given the extent of disability.  The following are some 
suggestions that will help keep your relationship with the student positive in nature: 
 
• Give the student the respect you would give anyone. 
• Speak slowly, clearly and use simple uncomplicated sentences.  Avoid lectures. 
• Use gestures, demonstration, and visual cues in a non-threatening manner to convey 


what you mean. 
• Be positive yourself.  Praise and recognize the good behaviors.  Ignore what can be 


ignored, and look to change the circumstances that produce unwanted behaviors. 
• Strive to become non-threatening.  Do not become another obstacle or opponent.  


Become security for the student. 
 
• Believe in them as learners and people.  Let them know you noticed and you care. 
• Keep body language, verbalizations and gestures positive. 
• Communicate with teachers, parents, and caregivers to learn more about the student 


and what works. 
• Be consistent….be firm….be fair. 
• Smile, hands at side, open palms. 
 
• Touch on back of student’s shoulder or chair to reinforce positive behavior. 
• Stand close or kneel beside student when communicating. 
• Eye-level contact with student is preferred. 
• Wink, nod. 
• Smile, smile, smile. There is no greater positive representative than your own sincere 


smile. 


Dealing with Negative Behavior 


Driver strategies will be identified for each general grouping of disabling conditions that 
can help promote safe, positive transportation.  Discipline problems will still arise and 
discipline reports must be filed.  If the behavior is the result of a disability the child will 
not be suspended from school.  If the behavior creates an unsafe condition on the bus, 
more appropriate transportation arrangements may be implemented. 
 
Students with disabilities may be suspended from school or the bus, but not for more than 
ten days during the school year.  Student management techniques are discussed in detail 
in Chapter 10, Student Management, and many of these techniques apply with 
modification for students with special needs.  If a particular student is making it 
impossible for you to drive the bus safely, talk to a teacher, administrator, or psychologist 
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to develop a school bus behavior management plan.  They might be willing to ride the 
bus for a few days to observe the behavior.  Often students behave differently on the bus 
than in the classroom – sometimes better, sometimes worse. 


Understanding Their Challenges 


School bus driver’s responsibilities are of equal importance to those of any other person 
in the school system.  They are completely responsible for the well being of students 
while transporting them to and from school. 


Class Activity – Hearing it from the source 


Bring in a local individual with a disability as a guest speaker.  Have them explain what it 
was like to be transported on the special education bus.  Make sure the guest shares what 
it felt like.  How could it have been better for them?  Did it have an effect on their day?  
If it was a while ago, has transportation changed much?  How? 
 
The population of students with special needs that a driver is likely to encounter is 
diverse.  More and more, students with special needs are being transported on the same 
buses as their non-disabled peers.  Drivers must also realize that all disabilities can range 
from severe to mild.  Students may have disabilities affecting any aspect of their physical 
functioning, learning ability, judgmental and decision making skills, visual and hearing 
acuity or other abilities and characteristics.  Some disabilities may be easily identified, 
such as physical defects, or be disguised, such as mental disabilities.  Care should be 
taken to never make assumptions in regard to capabilities either way. 
 
Disabilities may occur in any combination and thus create an almost infinite variety of 
needs.  Since it is very difficult to make general statements that apply to all disabilities, 
drivers are required to be aware of the particular needs of the students that they transport.  
As previously stated this information needs to be noted on the drivers’ route sheets and 
the students’ emergency information sheets.   


General Categories of Disabilities 


Disabilities in the subsequent guide are divided into the following five groups: 
 
• Mental Disabilities  
• Physical Challenges  
• Learning Disabilities 
• Sensory Disabilities 
• Emotional Disturbances 


Mental Disabilities 


Students will have reduced abilities to adjust to change.  They will consistently 
demonstrate general intellectual functioning that is well below the average of the general 
population.  This results in slower performance.  Language and motor skills are 
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sometimes impaired.  Some students will learn slower and retain less.  This becomes a 
significant consideration on a school bus. 
 
Characteristics 
 
• Variable levels of brain function.  May result in various combinations of impairments 


in perception, language, memory, and control of attention. 
• Difficulty filtering out unimportant details. 
• Difficulty in interpretation and analysis of information received by senses. 
• Easily sidetracked. 
• Difficulty controlling impulses.  May run, shout, scream, laugh, or cry without 


apparent reason – hyperactivity. 
• Will reach out to touch or strike others out of attraction for them. 
• Experience behavior difficulties. 
 
Driver Strategies 
 
• Keep in mind that the behaviors exhibited are symptoms of their  


disability. 
• Remain calm and patient. 
• Give clear and specific directions and explanations. 
• Give directions one step at a time, allowing time for completion before moving to 


next step. 
• Be prepared to repeat each direction several times if needed. 
 
• Be friendly, show respect, courtesy and sincerity.  Students react to warmth. 
• Personalize your relationship with the student.  Comment on clothing, hairstyle, and 


always use their name. 
• These students love to laugh and have your interaction. 
• Use praise for accomplishments. 
• Use clear and concise language when discussing behavior. 
• Be firm, consistent and fair. 


Class Activity – Sticks and stones… 


Have two drivers “volunteer” to come to the front of the class.  The remainder of the 
group is to “heckle” one driver in the same fashion as students often do.  Then have the 
other driver ask him questions regarding his unusual or inappropriate behavior on the bus 
in rapid succession.  Do this for approximately 3 minutes.  Have the driver being heckled 
describe how they felt.  


Physically Challenged 


There are many types of physical disabilities; we will only address them in a general 
sense.  It may be helpful to consider whether the disability existed at birth or was 
acquired after birth.  Sometimes the social and emotional maturity is influenced when the 
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disability is acquired rather than existing at birth.  Students with disabilities that existed 
at birth have often led sheltered lives, having limited opportunities to develop social skills 
or make decisions.  These are factors the school bus driver must be sensitive to and be 
capable of handling.  Some of the students may need a great deal of encouragement while 
others require only gentle support.   
 
An acquired disability often means that the student must adjust to a modified body 
because the old concepts of identity and body image no longer hold.  They must reassess 
their strengths and weaknesses as well as adjust to their new limitations.   
 
School bus drivers may find that these students have problems realizing their own 
limitations.  You are encouraged to seek out others in the educational team to advise you 
as you determine transportation plans for these special needs students. 
 
Examples of this category are: 
Guillain-Barre -- Extreme muscle weakness which may progress to paralysis.  However, 
it may reverse itself with no permanent muscle weakness. 
Cerebal Palsy -- Chronic and permanent uncontrolled spasticity, can be accompanied by 
mental disabilities of all levels, as well as intellectual gifted capabilities. 
Spina Bifida - Disorder affecting the nervous system resulting from the spinal column 
failing to close normally during the development of the vertebrae.  Students can often 
learn to walk with braces or assistive devices. 
 
Characteristics  
 
• Wide range of function from normal to severe mental impairment accompanies 


physical deficiencies. 
• Some exhibit behavioral disorders. 
• Display poor balance and muscle control at times. 
• Student may experience tremors and, in severe cases, loss of consciousness. 
• Some students have difficulty relating to “normal” students and develop attitudes as a 


defense. 
• Some students may have very specific physical needs in relation to the temperature of 


the bus.  Know your heating and cooling system. 
 
• These students crave a one-on-one relationship with drivers and demand to be treated 


equally. 
• Most will attempt to reduce attention to their disability. 
• Protective of their belongings. 
• Can experience anxiety over unfamiliar surroundings or procedures. 
• Unusually high need for security. 
 
Driver Strategies 
 
• Treat the student with respect; never assume that a mental disability exists with the 


physical disability.  This combination does not always occur. 
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• Mobility devices (wheelchairs, walkers, braces, etc.) are an extension of the student.  
Treat them with the same respect as the student. 


• Never exhibit pity or sympathy or treat the student as helpless. 
• Learn the student’s strong points and skills.  Encourage them to try new things 


providing a safe environment to do so. 
• Allow them as much independence as possible.  With some you will have to insist on 


this. 
• Become knowledgeable of any special equipment used by the student.  Take the time 


to demonstrate to the student that you know. 
• Make slow deliberate moves, and explain what you are doing, what the result will be, 


and what they can expect before performing any procedure on the bus. 
• Interact with the student the same way you would any other. Remember we are all 


alike inside. 
• Reassure the student, making them feel secure, particularly at vulnerable times. 
• When performing safety sensitive functions  (operating the lift, securing the 


wheelchair, loading, unloading etc.) be sure to be pleasant but serious.  These actions 
create anxiety for the student and they need to know that you are paying attention to 
the task at hand.  There is always time for frivolity later. 


• Make no references that they are different or need to be treated differently due to their 
disability. 


Class Activity – The travel experience 


Obtain a wheelchair from the school nurse’s office or special education office.  Place a 
driver in the wheelchair and using the lift, load them into the bus.  While they are 
suspended in air, "goof" around and pay little attention to them on the lift.  It will allow 
them to feel how vulnerable a position the student is in at that time. 
 
Once all your students have had the opportunity to be loaded, secure one of them in the 
bus.  Then start the bus and drive a bit erratically in the parking lot so the drivers can feel 
how vulnerable riding in a wheelchair in the back of a bus feels.  This will be a learning 
experience for the drivers.  Repeat with as many drivers as time allows. 


Learning Disabilities 


Students who are learning disabled have a disorder that involves one or more of the basic 
psychological processes dealing with understanding or using the language, spoken or 
written. This results in reduced abilities to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do 
mathematical calculations.  These students exhibit a discrepancy of 50% or more between 
expected achievement based on overall performance and actual achievement determined 
on an individual basis. 
 
Characteristics 
 
• Short attention spans. 
• Easily distracted. 
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• Peer pressure results in low self- image. 
• At times hyperactive. 
• Difficulty following directions. 
• Some exhibit poor behavior control. 
 
Driver Strategies 
 
• Be very clear in giving directions.  Use short simple sentences. 
• Tell them what behaviors you expect from them. 
• It is important to establish relationships that encourage communication. 
• Never discipline in a group -- most successful one-on-one. 
• Always give them a way out by offering choices in a non-threatening manner. 
• Use praise in liberal amounts. 
 
Most students with learning disabilities will ride on buses with the non-disabled 
population.  Drivers may not know who these students are unless discipline problems 
arise.  Discipline problems will be dealt with differently when the behavior is a result or 
expression of the disabling condition. 


Class Activity – Billy Goat Gruff 


This activity will simulate what it is like to attempt to read with a reading learning 
disability.  Put the simulated document from the end of this chapter on an overhead or in 
a class handout.  Then read the story.  Reflect on how letters look similar, when big and 
little spaces are confused, when it is hard to stay on the proper line.  Discuss how the 
frustration that such a condition creates might impact the school bus ride. 


Sensory Disabilities 


These students exhibit deficits in hearing, vision, and touch.  For these students the world 
in general is different in major ways.  These disabilities also could have been congenital, 
gradual, or sudden onset.  Imagine how this may feel.  The barriers that blindness or 
deafness present can be overcome on a school bus with significant effort.  For those with 
a disability in touch experience the lack of sensation to feel things.  
 
In all three cases transportation becomes very unsettling and requires a smooth reassuring 
manner on the part of the school bus driver.  Impairments in these areas have a wide 
range from almost no effect to severe sensory loss.  For instance a visual impairment will 
imply some vision loss, but a capability to function on some level.  Blindness implies 
total loss of vision.   
 
It is safe to conclude that the label used in some cases can give the school bus driver 
some general ideas as to the levels of anticipated functions.  Caution should be taken, 
however, that to know the label does not equate to knowing the student.  Further 
collection of data is always necessary in creating effective individual transportation plans 
for your students. 
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Characteristics 
 
• Difficulties determining distances, or space. 
• Reduced fields of vision in some. 
• Problems distinguishing colors. 
• Poor glare recovery or resistance. 
• Night acuity difficulties. 
• Mobility limitations. 
• Communication barriers – sign language. 
• Easily confused without proper effort in explanations. 
• Difficulties in grasping / holding on. 
• Lack of awareness due to touch that another’s space has been violated.  Tendencies to 


lean on or touch others without realizing it. 
 
Driver Strategies 
 
• Do not shout. 
• Speak clearly, slowly, and face the student to allow lip reading. 
• Use proper touch to assure the visually impaired student. 
• Give repetitive verbal instructions for the visually impaired student. 
• Discuss the method and manner of assistance to be given with the student and parent.  


The student needs to know what to expect. 
• Use available options for communications.  Small dry erase boards or interpreters for 


hearing impaired. 
• Visual markers for the student with touch disabilities.  Tape placed where to sit, put 


hands, place feet, etc. will cue the student when movement on the bus is necessary.  
Helps set boundaries that can be seen. 


• Avoid change.  Find what works as quickly as possible and then stick to it. 
• Interaction and communication with these students are vital in making them feel safe. 
• Use simple language. 
• Be aware of the need to describe things and sounds in the student’s environment. 
• Set up a gesture for the students to use that can quickly indicate to you that there is a 


problem. 
• Do not use the old terms Dumb, Mute, Deaf.  Students are speech impaired or hearing 


impaired. 


Class Activities – Simulation experiences 


Instructors should choose the exercises that are appropriate for the classroom setting and 
time available. 
 
1. Using a black permanent marker, fill in the lenses and sides of a pair of safety 


goggles.  Either in the classroom or on a bus have a driver and monitor discuss 
something they see out the window of their bus with great enthusiasm.  Have the 
blinded student share how they felt.   
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2. Using the same glasses, have drivers attempt to draw two parallel lines on a piece of 
paper, fold the paper in thirds and place it in an envelope, fold, stamp and write 
address and return address. 


3. Provide welder’s gloves, (or other similar large bulky type) for the drivers to wear.  
Request that they then use a pair of small scissors to cut a sheet of paper into 30 
pieces.  Then ask that they pick the pieces up one at a time and place them on a paper 
plate you will provide.  


4. Using the same gloves, ask drivers to try buttoning buttons, tying shoelaces, or any 
other high coordination activity. 


5. Provide ear plugs for a few members of the class, and then have two drivers near by 
whisper and laugh looking at the deaf drivers.  Stop the experiment after 4 minutes 
and have the “deaf” drivers talk honestly about the way this made them feel. 


6. To simulate the effect of Cerebral Palsy on speech, have drivers stuff their mouths 
with marshmallows and then read a piece of text. 


Emotional Disturbances 


The student who exhibits emotional disturbances has an inability to learn that cannot be 
explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors.  These students have an inability to 
build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and adults in 
authority.  They display inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal 
circumstances.   
 
At times this inappropriate behavior can be violent in nature.  The emotionally disturbed 
student has a pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression, and a tendency to develop 
physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school problems.  These 
attributes may not all be present, but may be displayed in various combinations. 
 
Examples of this category are: 
 
Emotional Disturbance:  Characteristics include the inability to maintain relationships, 
inappropriate behaviors or feelings, unhappiness or depression, and a tendency to 
physical symptoms or fears associated with problems. 
Autism:  Autism is a condition of extreme withdrawal.  Students may have no speech or 
confused speech but have average or above average intelligence.  Behaviors include 
rocking or twirling, walking on tiptoes, and signs of fear. 
Attention Deficit Disorder or Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADD or ADHD): 
Common characteristics include poor memory, disorganization, hyperactivity, and short 
attention span problems caused by dysfunction of the central nervous system.  ADD and 
ADHD are physiological and not mental disabilities, but similar strategies as those used 
with emotionally disturbed students will be successful with these students. 
 
Characteristics 
 
• May not speak, be withdrawn, shy and not volunteer to do things common to their age 


group. 
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• Feels like everyone is out to get them. 
• Wants to be alone. 
• Has a tendency to be involved in malicious mischief. 
• Unable to control behavior and explode without reason. 
• May be disruptive, aggressive, attacking, accusing and blaming.  Can behave 


violently toward themselves and others.  
• Autistic characteristics often include rocking and twirling behaviors. 
• May not be able to sit still for a lengthy period. 
 
Driver Strategies 
 
• Explain what behaviors are expected of them while they are on the bus, and reinforce 


the rules on a regular basis. 
• Establish common interests that allow an approach to a relationship with the student. 
• Be friendly and kind to the student, but do not be alarmed if you do not receive the 


same from the student. 
• Address problems immediately as they occur, in a one-to-one setting always leaving 


them an out. 
• Get to know the student, collect all the sensory data possible to help you know how to 


approach them in a violent situation. 
 
• In an extremely violent outburst, or when a weapon is involved, give the student what 


he or she wants, don’t try to negotiate. 
• Never infringe on a student’s space.  Especially when the student is exhibiting a 


tendency to be violent.  
• Stay calm, and do not show nervousness or frustration. 
• Be non-threatening and honest. 
• Never argue or verbally abuse a student. 
 
• Keenly observe the interaction of the students on your bus, and make adjustments that 


may be beneficial. 
• Work toward mutual trust with each student. 
• Catch them “being good” and emphasize the good rather than the bad. 
• Be sincere, care, and be attentive in a positive nature to their needs as human beings.  


Respect them. 
 
Not all students will exhibit every characteristic described in this short guide.  You will 
find as many versions and combinations as there are views through a prism.  Flexibility in 
approach and application is crucial to your success as a special needs school bus driver.  
And again, notation on route sheets is vitally important.  
 
You literally have to think on your feet, and at times react with lightning speed to avoid a 
volatile situation on your bus.  Seek advice from the other professionals working with the 
students to decide the best choices for them as individuals.  The results you obtain will be 
directly proportional to the effort you put into this process. 
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Autism is related to emotional disturbance.  It is a characterized by communication 
disorders and limited social interaction skills.  Autistic students are much more 
comfortable when daily routines are established and followed.  Autism affects children at 
all levels of intelligence, and is the most puzzling of disorders.   
 
Sensitivity 
 
A special needs child is a complex and unique human being, with complex and unique 
needs.  They often bring a fresh and simple view of the world that we all would do well 
to take time to see and appreciate.   
 
These children are not merely a disability, but valuable members of our world.  This 
world, their world, is far too many times handled with less than sensitivity.  The 
following class activities will help to increase the school bus driver’s awareness and 
understanding of the sensitivity required in transporting students with special needs. 


Class Activity – Creating strategies 


Break class into five groups, assigning each a disability category.  Have each group 
create a list of the potential obstacles a student with that disability might face on a school 
bus.  Give the group about 10 minutes to work on the list.  Then have the groups trade 
lists, and instruct them to make a list of things a school bus driver can do to assist a 
student over or around the obstacles indicated on the list from the neighboring group. 
Have each group indicate a spokesperson and have them report on results.  Encourage 
class discussion. 


Familiarization with Equipment 


The word familiarization was very carefully chosen for the topic of equipment used in the 
transportation of students with disabilities.  The extensive collection of equipment and 
assistive devices does not allow more than a familiarization.  Becoming an expert with a 
certain piece of equipment will only allow you that honor for a short period of time.  
Inevitably it will be modified, redesigned, or customized to satisfy a student's special 
need.   
 
Most equipment is designed with modification in mind because of the many different 
combinations of disability possible.  You will be spending your time much more 
efficiently to concentrate on the concepts, intents, and general operating procedures for 
any given equipment.   
 
Care should be taken to never use a piece of equipment that has been modified beyond 
the intended use of the manufacturer.  A good solid understanding of safety on a school 
bus will be the foundation of any decision you make.  Applied with a sense of logic and 
familiarization of the equipment, that understanding will allow the school bus driver to 
make sound safe choices for the student with special needs.  These choices should then be 
turned into driver “tips” and noted on the route sheets, to assist any substitute staff. 
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The equipment you will encounter generally falls into four categories:  Mobility, 
Placement/Adaptive, Life Sustaining, and Restraint.   
 
Below you will find examples of equipment common to each of these categories. 
 
Mobility   
       
• Wheelchairs 
• Strollers 
• Scooters 
• Walkers 
• Braces 
• Crutches 
• Canes 
 
Placement/Adaptive 
 
• Car seats 
• Chair inserts 
• Molded support systems 
• Securement systems   
• Lap belts and shoulder harnesses 
• Head rests and  neck ring supports 
• Upper body support devices 
• Wheelchair lap trays / desks 
• Electric wheelchair direction and speed adaptive controls 
• Communication/facilitation devices 
 
Life Sustaining 
 
• Respirators 
• Feeding tubes 
• Catheters 
• Oxygen tanks 
• Nebulizers 
• Intravenous systems 
 
Restraint 
 
• Shoulder and hip tethers 
• Vests 
• Customized belts 
• Seat belt buckle protectors 
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In all cases if the student can be transferred to a bus seat safely, either under their own 
power or using a transfer board, it is recommended to do so.  It cannot be emphasized 
enough that familiarization of the equipment and its intended use is necessary.  Ask your 
supervisor for any manufacturer information regarding installation and use.  If questions 
still exist contact the manufacturer yourself.   
 
Talk to parents, guardians, or caregivers.  They are a rich resource in terms of what the 
students medical professionals intended to accomplish by prescribing a particular piece of 
equipment.  Do not use medical equipment which you have not been fully trained to use.  
Therapists can also identify student therapy goals that will contribute to this process.  
Remember to indicate any pertinent information on the route sheet to provide consistency 
to the student.   
 
Once the familiarization has taken place, the information gained needs to be interwoven 
into the general procedures agreed upon by you, the school bus driver, your supervisor 
and the administration of your school.  These procedures can then be expanded to 
accommodate a student’s individual need.  The following general operating procedures 
are intended to be used as a minimum standard in the transportation of students with 
special needs. 


Loading Wheelchairs or Mobility Devices 


1. Using all appropriate warning lights, and mirror procedures, approach loading site 
cautiously.  Scan for obstacles that would prevent a safe load.  Look for a surface that 
is level and as smooth as possible to align the lift door of your bus with. 


2. Put your bus in park/neutral and activate the parking brake. 
3. Turn on power to the lift, shut off bus, and pull the keys.  Please note that some 


school buses will not generate power to the lift unless it is running.  If you cannot 
shut off bus, caution must be exercised to secure the bus in another manner, and the 
provision of a monitor may need to be considered. 


4. Exit the bus, open the lift door and hook it to the bus to stabilize it. Scan the area 
again for anything or anyone that may present a security or safety problem. 


5. Lower the lift to the ground level.  Any student who must ride the lift must be seated 
in a wheelchair.  If a student uses a walker, load the student in a wheelchair and bring 
the walker into the bus for that student to move to the seat.  Secure the wheelchair 
safely in the bus. 


6. Greet your student and parent/guardian.  While exchanging greeting do a visual check 
of the equipment that the student is using.  Look for loose parts, hanging items that 
may interfere with its operation, and a brake unit that appears to be secure and in 
working condition on both sides.  Check for a lap belt that secures the student to the 
equipment, reaching down to confirm that it is attached and buckled. 


7. Continue talking to student in a pleasant manner to reassure them that they will be 
safe all through this process. Keep at least one hand on the equipment at all times. 
Turn the student around and move them to the lip of the lift. Standing in front of the 
student, slowly move them onto the lift and lock the brakes. Connect the lift belt if 
there is one. 
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8. Tell the student what you are about to do, and warn of any sharp movements, noises, 
or sensations.  Reassure the student that you are there and they are “ok” continually.  
Raise lift up until the deck is level with the floor of the bus.  


9. Without letting go of the student’s equipment, release the brakes on both sides, check 
for head clearance and push the student just inside the bus.  Reset the brakes on both sides. 


10. Explain to the student that you are going to return to the inside of the bus and then do 
so quickly.  Leaving the student inside the bus decreases feelings of vulnerability and 
increases safety. 


11. Release the brakes again and move the student into the securement area, positioning 
the equipment to allow as much room as possible to work between it and the wall of 
the bus or transfer the student to a bus seat. 


Unloading Wheelchairs or Mobility Devices 


1. Repeat steps 1 through 4 above. Be sure to explain to the student what you are doing 
so that confusion will not become fear. 


2. Raise lift until it is level with the floor of the bus. 
3. Return to the inside of the bus, release all securement belts, and replace any trays etc. 


that were removed on transferring student from bus seat to equipment. 
4. Release the brakes on the equipment and move the student forward to where you can 


just reach the front of the chair from outside the bus, and reset brakes.  Leaving 
student inside the bus decreases feelings of vulnerability and increases safety.  Tell 
student that you are going to go outside to finish the process, and do so quickly. 


5. Reach inside, release brakes and slowly pull student out onto the lift.  Keep one hand 
on the equipment at all times.  Reset the brakes. 


6. Explain to the student what is about to happen and warn them of any sharp 
movements, noise or sensations.  Constantly reassure the student that they are “ok”. 


7. Scan the area for anything that will prohibit the lowering of the lift.  Lower the lift to 
the ground. 


8. Release the lift belt if one is present. 
9. Release the brakes on the equipment and slowly push the student off the lift deck, to 


be received by parent/guardian or caregiver.   
10. Move the student to a safe location and set the brakes.  Make a positive comment 


about the student’s day or ride.  Remember you are transferring a person, not just a 
chair.  It should be done with respect and an upbeat manner. 


11. Restow the lift and shut lift door. 


Four Point Securement 


All buses built since January 17, 1994 are designed for forward-facing securement of 
wheelchairs.  Some older buses have been retrofitted for this system.  If you are driving 
an older vehicle which does not use a four-point forward facing system, check with your 
supervisor and be sure you understand the system in use and know the procedures for 
securement.   
(Note: Each tie-down system is different.  Be sure to check the manufacturer’s directions 
for the system you are using.) 
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1. Remove any trays or lap desks from the equipment, and secure separately.  Trays and 
lap desks can seriously injure a student in a crash.  Talk to the physical therapist 
(P.T.) to determine how to remove trays for transportation. 


2. Set the brakes of the equipment to steady it during the initial phase of securement.  
Attach a securement belt on the right back point as close to the seat frame as possible, 
at a welded joint.  Tighten belt hand snug only at this time.  Remember to place the 
belt high enough on the chair to achieve the optimal 45% angle between the 
equipment and the floor of the bus. 


3. Repeat step one on opposite left front point.  Opposite points are secured to allow 
protection from anything that would produce lateral instability. 


4. Repeat step one for the left rear point and then the right front point. 
5. Release the brakes of the student’s equipment. 
6. Clock-wise, starting with the right rear securement point belt, make the belts as tight 


as possible (ratchet, spring lever, pull… depending on the design of the equipment). 
7. Caution the passenger first, and do a shake test to confirm the equipment does not 


move.  Note that this test is done while equipment brakes are not on, so that a poor 
securement will not be disguised. 


8. If the equipment moves, repeat step 5 and 6 until the desired securement is 
accomplished.  Reset equipment brake. 


9. Attach lap belt of the securement system you are using, (in some this belt hooks to the 
floor of the bus, while in others it connects directly to the rear securement point 
belts). 


10. Attach shoulder harness to the lap belt.  Be sure to adjust harness so that it crosses 
over the shoulder and not the neck.  This harness should have slack in it equivalent to 
the driver’s hand width. 


 
Once you have become familiar with the student’s equipment and any “quirks” that make 
them more comfortable, share that information by noting it on the route sheet for 
substitute staff.  Pieces of colored tape or plastic wire bundlers with the ends cut off clean 
can be placed on the securement spots on the equipment that you have found to be most 
effective, so that the substitute driver does not have to repeat the trial and error process. 
 
Caution should be exercised that the reassurance given to the student is not presented in 
such a way as to alarm the student.  An easy going attitude and demeanor will provide a 
great deal of comfort to the student who will at times experience anxiety over the 
complex process of keeping them safe.  During the actual securement process, be 
sensitive to the fact that you are in their space and exhibit the proper respect. 
 
Make the student part of the process as much as possible by asking them to set brakes, 
hold a belt, or tell you when the equipment is secured well enough.  Of course, 
consideration must be given to their capabilities, but there is always a way of making the 
student feel in control of some small piece of this part of their world.  If you’ve made the 
student safe, but he or she feels less than an important human being, then all your efforts 
are futile. 
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Class Activity –Wheelchair securement 


If buses and wheelchairs are available from your operation or one nearby, have the class 
divide up and work together actually securing a wheelchair in a bus.  If you could have a 
variety of securement systems it would give them experience with two different pieces of 
equipment and demonstrate how they are alike and/or differ.  If there are no buses or 
wheelchairs available, have the class break into three groups and assign each; loading, 
unloading, or securement.  The groups can then list the most important components of 
each process.  Have the group report and generate class discussion relative to each. 


Use of Child Restraint Systems  


Car Seats 


Most small children with disabilities can be comfortably and securely restrained in 
conventional car seats. The car seat must meet Federal Standard 213.  Look for the FAA 
approved label on the seat.  Check to make sure that this particular car seat is not under 
recall.  Once the seat is registered after purchase any recall notices will come directly to 
the transportation operation.  Of course the seat must fit the confines of the bus when 
oriented forward or rearward (determined by the weight of the child).  Look for or obtain 
the installation instructions of the manufacturer and follow them.   
 
In many cases if these instructions are not followed it will invalidate any warrantees or 
guarantees provided by the manufacturer and leave you liable in the case of injury.  There 
are recommendations that you must be aware of for car seat installation. 
 
• Be sure that your bus can accommodate an additional tether if required by the 


manufacturer’s instructions.  
• If the use of a tether is required no passenger should be in the seat behind the carseat.  


The tether poses a risk in a collision. 
• Only a carseat may be placed behind another carseat, otherwise the seat behind a 


carseat must be left empty.  A larger passenger behind the carseat would push the 
seatback, carseat, and child into the next seat forward in a crash. 


 
When placing a car seat on the bus, be sure to address the following considerations: lack 
of control of extremities, medical need to lie flat or in a semi-reclined position, need for 
supervision, behavioral characteristics, and space needed for the child’s feet.  Care should 
be used to not have their feet pressed up against the bus seat. As mentioned several times, 
note all specifics on the driver’s route sheet. 
 
Infants under 20 pounds and age one year must ride facing the rear of the vehicle.  The 
child may outgrow the infant-only seat before reaching 20 pounds and age one.  When 
the child’s head reaches the top of the car seat it is time to move them into a convertible 
seat facing the front.  It is important to keep the child facing the rear as long as possible. 
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Children with disabilities that affect their muscles may need additional padding in a 
safety seat to help keep their bodies comfortable and relaxed.  A physical or occupational 
therapist usually prepares this padding.  In general, padding that is appropriate for 
transportation should be put alongside the child or between the knees, but not behind the 
child.   
 
If padding were placed under or behind the child, this would move the child forward in 
the restraint and require the straps to be longer.  On impact, the padding would be 
compressed, loosening the straps.  The straps might then not hold the child in the device.  
If padding must be placed under or behind the child it must be firm and not able to be 
compressed, such as a folded sheet. 
 
Although some children need to ride reclined, the child over 20 pounds in a forward-
facing seat should ride upright.  If necessary the child can be reclined enough to 
accommodate a special condition.  For the child with poor head control, reclining the seat 
slightly may be enough to allow the child’s head to rest comfortably against the back of 
the device.   
 
A convertible seat should not be used in its fully reclined position facing forward unless 
the manufacturer instructions allow this.  Never tape or strap a child’s head to the car seat 
or restraint.  This could result in injury to the child’s neck in a crash.  
 
The car seat harness system, which may include a padded shield as well as straps, must 
be used correctly in order to hold the child in place.  Make sure:  
 
• The straps are placed on and not below the shoulders and kept there. 
• The straps are snugly fitted, they will have to be adjusted from child to child if a 


number of children use the seat. 
• The harness adjuster keeps the harness snug.  If a single metal slide is used, the end of 


the strap must be doubled back through the slide to prevent slippage. 
• The harness retainer clip (a piece that holds the two shoulder straps in place) is armpit 


level. Some car seats do not use this clip, check the instructions. 
 
Some bus drivers, monitors, and/or parents may have concern regarding the type of 
physical contact that could occur when the harness of a restraint device is buckled and 
adjusted around a child.  Shoulder and crotch straps are located in sensitive areas.   
 
Many child restraints have buckles located on crotch straps; others have buckles on a stiff 
post under a shield, which fastens to the shell between the legs.  Many have shoulder 
straps that are adjusted in front of the child’s chest.   
 
You may wish to encourage parents to buckle their children into their restraints 
themselves whenever possible or ask the student to hold the buckle for you.  You can 
make the crotch strap easy to reach by laying out the harness straps, so that they are ready 
to be put on before the child is placed in the car seat.   
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Transportation operations may want to purchase a harness that does not buckle directly in 
the crotch area and has a harness adjustment mechanism that is not at the chest.  
However, there is no child restraint designed to completely avoid physical contact in 
either buckling or removing the harness.  Moreover, if a child requires a very specialized 
type of equipment, there may not be a choice of harness types.   
 
If you as a transportation professional, feel uncomfortable with a particular situation, you 
could invite the parent onto the bus to fasten the harness or to observe the process.  When 
the parent is not there, you could make sure that another adult, such as another driver, 
monitor, or teacher, is with you during this part of the operation.   
 
It might also be important to “defuse” any situation in which you feel particularly 
uncomfortable by discussing it with your supervisor or the child’s teacher. 


Class Activity – Car seat cautions 


Bring a car seat and large doll to class, and place on table at front of room.  Have the 
class engage in group discussion regarding the sensitive issue of buckles in the crotch 
area.  Use a brainstorming session to identify possible options, methods or solutions to 
the problems, as well as their concerns and thoughts. 


Restraint Vests 


In the case of larger students with poor muscle control, the restraint vest can be useful.  
Vests provide the needed support yet allows the students extremity freedom that will 
keep them comfortable.  Vests are also effective for students whose active behavior 
doesn’t keep them in their seats.  The restraint keeps them in the proper position and 
allows them to take full advantage of safe compartmentalization seating design.  Vests 
with crotch straps prevent students from slipping down through the vest and escaping or 
choking in a crash or during transport. 


Lap Seat Belts 


All small school buses built since 1977 and all large school buses built since 1987 in New 
York State have lap-type seat belts installed.  Some districts require seat belt use for all 
students, some for none, and some for all children in small buses.  Some students have 
seat belt use required in their I.E.P.  Whatever the reason, if students are required to wear 
seat belts on the buses, proper use is very important to avoid “submarining,” that is, 
children slipping underneath the belts during a crash.  Belts must be worn across the top 
of the thighs and tightened securely.  Loose belts or belts fastened up over the abdomen 
can cause severe internal or neck injuries in a head-on crash. 


Special Needs Emergency Evacuation Drills 


Transporting students with special needs requires many adjustments and modifications.  
However, knowing how to get them on the bus and transporting safely is only half of the 
battle.  Never put a student on a school bus without a plan that has been successfully 
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practiced to get them out in an emergency.  Successful practice means all students have 
been evacuated in two minutes or less.  Special needs evacuations are covered in  
Chapter 5, Emergency Planning. 


Communication 


Duties and responsibilities of school bus drivers in their dealings with others are usually 
determined by the local school district.  Some districts encourage drivers to make contact 
with parents.  The same is true of meeting with teachers, administrators, CSE, and other 
groups or individuals.  School bus drivers are encouraged to observe students in the 
classroom setting. 
 
As an employee of the school district, you must adhere to all policies relative to 
transportation.  If you are uncertain of the correct response to a question, refer the 
individual to your transportation supervisor or the person responsible for special needs 
pupil transportation in your district. 
 
Remember to keep your supervisor informed of any changes or requests relating to a 
special needs student’s transportation.  Teamwork is vital.  It will be your supervisor that 
is responsible for the complete transfer of important student information to substitute 
drivers.  In many situations the lack of or incomplete information regarding a disabled 
student could present an unsafe outcome.  
 
If you know ahead of time that you will be substituting on a specific route, review the 
route sheet and talk to the regular driver to find out and special details which will help the 
route go smoother.  Also find out about the emergency evacuation plan for the route(s).  
If you are the regular driver, be sure that your route sheet is accurate and clear.  
Substitute driving is one of the most difficult tasks in transportation.  Be sure your 
substitute has information about: 
 
• Evacuation procedures 
• Securement process 
• Mobility devices 
• Seating assignments 
• Personalities who need to be separated or together 
• Which students must cross the road 
• Any issues about whom is approved to receive the child at the stop 
 
You and your monitor or attendant (if one is provided) should function as a team in the 
network of professionals.  The common interest of the children’s safety sets the tone for a 
solid working relationship.  Be sure to identify all specific needs and procedures on the 
route sheet to allow consistent, quality service to the student.    As mentioned previously, 
anyone given detailed student information needs to protect that student’s right to 
confidentiality.  
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Conclusion 


Class Activity – Class trip 


Assign a different disability to each member of the class.  Use props where necessary to 
accomplish realistic disabling effects.  Make arrangements with the local fast food 
restaurant and take the class there to purchase a cup of coffee, each staying in character 
with their assigned disability throughout the trip.  This allows the driver to literally live 
the disability.  Once you’ve returned to the classroom, set up a learning circle and have 
drivers discuss their thoughts and feelings. 
 
At the close of this chapter, school bus drivers will have developed both awareness and 
skill necessary to transport students with disabilities.   
 
• The general overview of the laws that guide transporting these students shows the 


driver where we have come from.   
• Generating greater understanding of and creating relationships with these students 


develops communication and respect. 
• Specific information was given to drivers as to how the actual transportation can be 


accomplished safely, by describing the processes of loading, unloading, and 
securement.   


• Finally, the one thread that leads the school bus driver throughout this journey is the 
emphasis on the sensitivity required to make the entire program into a human entity 
for the student. 


   
Students must be challenged as much as possible to use their abilities to function 
independently as a part of the school bus community.  Drivers are there to teach and 
encourage their success.  Ultimately the message must be that the transportation of 
students with disabilities includes all the same concerns and issues as “regular” 
transportation, but each must be considered differently in every way imaginable for each 
student. 
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 Learning Disabilities Simulation 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
From: “Oh Dear, Somebody Said Learning Disabilities!” A Book for Teachers and 
Parents, Marnell L. Hayes, Academic Therapy, San Rafael, CA 
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Chapter 13: Your Physical Self  


Overview 
All school bus drivers have strengths and weaknesses.  This chapter helps drivers 
evaluate themselves and develop success strategies by building on their strengths to 
compensate for their weaknesses.  On top of dealing with kids, parents, bosses, weather 
and motorists, driving a school bus is a very physical job.  Even with the conveniences of 
a modern school bus, handling the responsibilities of driving a school bus is demanding 
on the body.  The actions school bus drivers might have to perform in an emergency are 
extremely strenuous.  This chapter introduces the class to seven key factors relating to 
physical ability, response capability, and mental skills affecting their ability to drive a 
school bus safely.   


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Be able to explain how their vision, hearing, and reflexes impact their driving 


abilities. 
2. Know that concentration is critical to maintaining control of the vehicle. 
3. Realize the connection between physical condition, both fitness and alertness, and the 


job of school bus driving 
4. Understand the effects of aging on mental and physical driving skills. 
5. Develop strategies using their strengths to compensate for their weaknesses. 


Instructional Strategy 
This unit will take drivers inside themselves, not so much to develop skills as to 
understand how their body works.  This knowledge will give them the skills to observe 
their body at work and to make adjustments that are necessary for safe driving. 
 
This unit can be enhanced through the use of instructor materials, if they are available to 
the instructor, such as: 
 
• Photos or pictures of low contrast situations.  These can be blown up into full 


transparencies at any copy center. 
• Articles from magazines or newspapers about the benefits of fitness, healthy diet, etc.  


Look particularly for ones that address common “bus driver diseases” such as blood 
pressure, back problems, and overweight. 


• Color blindness tests.  Check with a local optometrist, doctor, or the local library. 
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• If your organization has access to a brake reaction timer or a glare recovery machine, 
be sure to integrate these into the program. 


 
Lecture will not explain these comments nearly as well as a well planned demonstration.  
Give drivers a chance to experience.  If this chapter is being taught at night and some 
students find talking about fatigue fatiguing then stop for an exercise break and let them 
stretch or do a few jumping jacks.  They might like it so much they will want to do it the 
next session too. 
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Chapter Content 
Before any individual takes on the task of transporting children they need to stop and 
think for a moment about meeting that responsibility.  Chapter 2, School Bus Driver: 
Leading by Example, looked at issues of positive attitude and how we prepare mentally 
for the job.  This chapter looks at how our body functions within the job we do every day.  
Understanding our physical abilities allows us to do a “personal pre-trip” each day. 
 
• Is their vision up to rush-hour traffic and unloading students on dark winter days? 
• Can they hear a train whistle or a fire truck siren at a busy intersection? 
• Do they have the reflexes to handle the bus in emergency maneuvers? 
• Can they concentrate with the pressures of their personal life, the stress of middle 


school kids, and an icy winter morning? 
• Are they fit enough to get up every day ready to meet these challenges as well as 


being prepared for a catastrophe which will hopefully never come? 
• Do they understand how their body will change over time and how they will have to 


adjust their driving techniques? 
 
If the answer is yes, they have completed their “personal physical pre-trip” successfully.  
This chapter will help them understand a little more about how their bodies function and 
how they can focus their energy on driving successfully. 


Vision 


Of the five senses, vision is by far the most important for driving.  Experts estimate that 
visual input accounts for about 90% of all driving information received.  For school bus 
drivers, effective vision habits are a matter of life and death.  One of the most important 
concepts for drivers to understand is the distinction between central and peripheral 
vision.  Each type of vision has its strengths - and limitations. 


Central Vision 


Central vision recognizes detail (acuity) about objects and therefore is essential in 
determining exactly what an object is so an appropriate response can be chosen.  It's 
essential in depth perception and estimating distances.  Depth perception is calculated by 
the brain through binocular vision by comparing the images produced by the two eyes 
which are 3-4 inches apart. 
 
• While driving, central vision should be primarily directed toward the intended path of 


travel - well ahead of your current position (20 - 30 seconds ahead in most traffic 
situations)  


• Successful drivers constantly and systematically redirect central vision every 2 - 3 
seconds in typical driving conditions by moving the eyes and turning the head in a 
search for hazard clues - scanning and searching to "get the big picture" ahead and to 
the sides. 
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• Central vision is the "clue searcher" - it is the part of vision that is directed towards a 
particular area in a conscious search for information (clues) that help us make driving 
decisions. Central vision is instrumental in making driving judgments. 


• Limitation of central vision: central vision represents a surprisingly small portion of 
our entire visual field (3 out of a total 180 degrees of total normal vision).  


• "Looking" is not the same as "seeing" - central vision does not instantaneously 
register in the conscious mind.  The brain must "make sense of" direct visual input.  
The pace of searching for visual clues must be deliberate enough to allow the brain to 
process what the eye takes in.  


• Our brain fills in any gaps in our field of vision that we do not consciously observe 
and recognize.  This  “best guessing” by our brain can leave important visual clues 
unrecognized especially at intersections and bus stops.  We are not conscious of not 
seeing what a mirror or stop sign obscures unless we force ourselves to be conscious 
of our entire environment.  


Class Activity -- “Rome in the Winter”  


Use the overhead at the back of this chapter for an illustration of how our brain makes 
assumptions about what we are seeing.  Put the overhead up quickly and ask the class to 
repeat what they saw.  Put it up again and have them read word for word. 
 


Class Activity – Depth perception 


Drivers will stretch a ten-foot string between them placed at a level just below the eyes.  
Their partner make sure that the string is level.  The driver should hold the string right at 
the tip of his or her nose and sight down it.  The partner locates where the driver sees the 
“strings” come together as a “V”.  The percent of the 10’ of string left represents a depth 
perception deficit.  A driver who sees a “V” starting at the end of the line has normal 
depth perception. 


Peripheral Vision 


Peripheral vision, vision to the side, is potentially up to 90 degrees for each side (total of 
180 degrees for both) of the visual field.  NYS law requires school bus drivers to have at 
least 70 degrees peripheral vision in each eye. 
 
• Peripheral vision detects objects as shapes, but does not pick up detail. 
• Peripheral vision can detect color when it's in contrast with the background. 
• Peripheral vision can detect motion.  Peripheral vision is the "early warning system" 


that detects hazards to the side - but peripheral input stops registering after a few 
seconds unless central vision is redirected in that direction.   


• Over-reliance on peripheral vision is dangerous - especially when approaching and 
entering an intersection.  Failure to redirect central vision - "lazy eyes" - is a common 
dangerous intersection habit. 
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• Fatigue, stress, and excessive noise can all cause the range of peripheral vision to 
narrow. 


Class Activity – Peripheral vision 


Peripheral vision exercise: Person A and Person B face each other about 5 feet apart.  
While A continues to look absolutely straight ahead, B slowly walks forward at an angle 
until just out of A's peripheral vision (Person B must indicate when this happens).  Now, 
with A still looking straight ahead (It’s easiest to keep the eyes focused ahead by 
focusing on an object ahead.) and without moving forward, B waves one arm up and 
down by his or her side - the motion should be visible in A's peripheral vision again.  
Peripheral vision picks up moving objects but is not so good at picking up stationary 
ones. 


Low-Contrast Vision  


• Low-contrast object identification is one of the most subtle and potentially dangerous 
driving challenges.  An object whose color and brightness "blends in" with its 
background can be invisible to a less than fully attentive driver.  


• Low-contrast object identification is especially important to school bus drivers, 
because of tragedies that have occurred when children wearing dark clothing on dark 
days or against dark backgrounds were not picked up by the driver in the pedestrian 
crossover mirrors. 


• Darker objects (even larger moving objects such as trucks or trains) may be entirely 
invisible against a low-contrast background.  


• Children wearing yellow clothing (such as raincoat parkas) can be nearly invisible 
against the side of school bus. 


Low-Light Vision 


Dusk is one of the most difficult times to drive because of both low-light and low-
contrast conditions.  Drivers need to adjust to these conditions by visually searching more 
carefully and deliberately.  Visual acuity degrades in low light conditions, and it becomes 
much harder to pick out details of an object. 
 
• "Dark adaptation" is a physiological process during which the chemical makeup of 


the eye changes to allow it to see in low light.  It takes 30 - 45 minutes for the eyes to 
adapt to darkness.  Research has showed that smoking and fatigue can significantly 
impede the adaptation process. 


• If you know you're going to be driving at night, avoid bright lights for an hour before 
you leave.  Wearing sunglasses on bright days helps your eyes adapt more quickly 
when darkness comes. 


• Due to the physiology of the eye, everyone has a "night blind spot" at the very center 
of vision.  Staring at an object in low light or night conditions can actually worsen 
our vision and cause the object to disappear altogether.  
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• Window, mirror, and headlight cleanliness has a strong effect on low-light vision; 
even a thin film of dirt or "road dust" on windows or mirrors can cut down light and 
distort vision significantly.  


• Drivers shouldn't wear sunglasses in low-light conditions - the less light coming in to 
our eye, the less we'll see. 


• Colors can be very deceptive at night - red is especially difficult to perceive in low-
light conditions.  A red traffic light may appear white as you approach it from a 
distance in low-light conditions.  Remember that fact when using your red student 
flashers in low-light conditions - the motoring public may not know about low-light 
color changes and could be unaware that you're discharging or receiving passengers. 


Glare 


Glare can also create special vision problems for school bus drivers and glare recovery 
worsens as we age. 
 
• For a driver with good vision who doesn't look directly into them, it still takes 


approximately 7 seconds to readjust after passing oncoming headlights.  If you look 
directly into approaching headlights or other extremely bright light and are "blinded," 
it can take up to a minute for normal vision to return.  If you cannot continue to drive 
safely, pull over and wait for your eyes to recover. 


• Dusty, dirty, filmy windshields amplify the effect of glare - bus drivers should 
remember to clean the inside of windshields too.   


• Sun glasses can be useful in combating sun glare, but don't wear sunglasses at night 
to ward off headlight glare - it's dangerous. 


• Be aware of situations in which "the other guy" may be blinded by the sun's glare and 
not see your stopped bus - glare has been a factor in many school bus accidents, 
including passing motorist accidents in which a child is struck.  School bus 
windshields can reflect back a great deal of light to other motorists. 


Hearing 


Although vision is usually the most important sense needed to drive a school bus safely, 
there are times when hearing is equally important.  The greatest struggle with hearing is 
filtering the important audio clues from the hubbub of everyday life.  Games like “Simon 
Says” or passing a sentence around a circle to see how garbled it gets are examples of 
children’s games which demonstrate how hard it is to know what we hear. 
 
• Improved noise-proofing of school buses in recent years (for instance, sound-


absorbing acoustic ceiling panels the length of the bus) helps to reduce student noise 
level on the bus, but it can also make it harder to hear noises generated outside the 
bus.   


• We usually hear a siren before the emergency vehicle comes into sight.  In an urban 
settings sounds can bounce off surrounding buildings and we can’t even tell what 
direction the sound is coming from.  Failure to hear an emergency vehicle's siren has 
contributed to serious school bus accidents in our state. 
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• Another example of the importance of hearing to a school bus driver is listening for a 
last-second warning before moving the bus after loading or unloading children at a 
bus stop.  Hearing and heeding last-second warnings (for instance, a shout from a 
parent, teacher, or child, or a motorist honking their car horn) has prevented many by-
own-bus tragedies. Listening carefully for approaching trains before crossing tracks is 
extraordinarily important for school bus drivers.  Failure to hear the train whistle has 
led to some of the worst school bus tragedies in history. 


• Hearing is also an important means of monitoring vehicle mechanical condition. 
 
Tips for improved hearing while driving a school bus. 
 
• Make sure to open your driver window whenever hearing is especially important, 


such as loading or unloading students or preparing to cross railroad tracks (this 
includes during cold weather - dress warmly enough while driving bus in the winter 
so that occasionally opening the driver window doesn't make it intolerable to continue 
driving). 


• If you hear a siren but aren't sure where it's coming from, pull over in a safe area and 
wait until the emergency vehicle passes or you know its origin. 


• If there is an AM/FM radio in the bus keep the volume down.  If there is a speaker 
right over your head, check with your supervisor to see if you can get it disabled.  
Always turn the radio off or at least the volume down when hearing is especially 
important, such as loading or unloading students, driving through congested urban 
intersections, or preparing to cross railroad tracks.   


• Never willingly compromise your hearing.  School bus drivers are not permitted to 
listen to "Walkman" type radios while driving a bus - this includes wearing "only" 
one earplug of the device.  Wearing noise-deadening earplugs to "drown out" student 
noise is also forbidden. 


• If you have a hearing aid, wear it at all times and carry a spare battery 


Class Activity – Hearing what you hear 


Whisper the following sentence clearly into the ear of one driver and have that driver 
whisper it to his or her neighbor.  Repeating the sentence is not permitted. Go around the 
entire class and have the final class member repeat the sentence to you.  You can have 
some fun by creating some diversionary activity in the classroom as the activity 
progresses. 
 
“Pick up Lisa and Shakeem at their aunt’s house on Fir Tree Lane Wednesday the 25th if 
the green Explorer is parked beside the house.” 
 
How was their hearing? 


Reflexes 


Think about what our bodies were designed for in the first place.  Human reflexes have 
evolved over millions of years.  Human's normal speed of travel was 3-5 mph (walking) 
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and our top speed was 15 mph (running).  Now, in an evolutionary blink of the eye, less 
than four generations, we regularly travel at speeds above 50 mph.   
Is human reaction time 10 times faster than it was before the advent of motor vehicle 
travel?  Of course not.  Expert defensive driving skills must make up for the evolutionary 
lag in reaction time. 
 
• Reaction time is the time it takes your brain and nervous system to respond to a 


perceived threat (such as a car running a stop sign towards your bus).  It’s a 
combination of perception/recognition time and the accompanying physical response. 


• The brain must first process what the eye sees to determine if it is a potential hazard. 
Interpretation of visual stimuli is not instantaneous, even in an alert mental state.   


• Then the brain must send a signal down the nerves to the appropriate muscles that can 
physically react to the threat or hazard. 


Emergency Response 


Because of the multiple stimuli in traffic situations, drivers are lucky to respond to a 
threat in 1.5 seconds.  Most drivers who are waiting to react to a single stimulus, like on a 
brake reaction timer can respond in about .5 seconds, or 500 milliseconds.  
 
Reaction Time in milliseconds includes:  
 
• 40 ms to detect the threat through the senses;  
• 160 ms for the brain to select an appropriate response; and  
• 100 ms for the response to be communicated through the nervous system to the 


muscle  
 
Movement Time, the foot applying the brake, takes  
 
• 200 ms, for a total of 500 ms. 
 


Reaction Time Movement Time 
Detection Response Selection Nerve Message Physical Movement 
40 ms 160 ms 100 ms 200 ms 


 
At 50 miles per hour, 500 milliseconds or .5 seconds translates into 37 feet.  At a real 
world response time of 1.5 seconds, your vehicle has traveled 110 feet – before the 
brakes are applied!  At 50 miles per hour a school bus stops in 255 on hard dry pavement 
for a total distance of 365 feet or a football field with both including both end zones! 
 
Reaction times vary greatly. 
• Varies greatly from individual to individual. 
• Within an individual's lifetime, his or her reaction time changes - usually worsens 


over time. 
• Varies from day to day for any particular person. 
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• Varies within a particular day.   
• Reaction time depends greatly on the situation: reaction time in a classroom, using a 


brake reaction timer, may be as low as .4 seconds, but in the real world even a good 
driver can take three to four times longer to react to a hazard.   


• Reaction time tends to slow down as we age - professional drivers compensate by 
improving defensive driving skills, and especially by slowing down. 


 
Maintaining mental readiness to react quickly to hazards without "burning out" after 
many hours of driving is a difficult but critical skill for that school bus drivers must learn.  
A nervous driver who is trying to maintain a very high level of mental alertness will burn 
out after a short period and reaction time will actually worsen.  


Class Activity – Reaction time 


Make copies of reaction time strips at the back of the chapter and distribute one to each 
pair of students.  Have one student hold the strip so that the bottom of the strip is just 
above their teammate’s thumb and forefinger held about 1” apart.  Without warning the 
first student releases the paper strip and the second student grasps it with thumb and 
forefinger as quickly as possible. Have them experiment with how distractions, i.e. 
holding a conversation, affects their reaction time.  Have a single elimination tournament 
for fun; the quickest of each pair match up against other quickest partners, etc. 


Concentration 


The discussion of reaction time demonstrates the limits of the body’s ability to respond in 
an emergency situation.  Unfortunately, the time it takes to realize a hazard exists is often 
much longer than the actual reaction time.  One driver might be faster at reaction time 
exercises, but much less conscious of the environment around the bus.  A driver with a 
slower reaction time but better concentration on the driving task will be able to respond 
more quickly.   What things – activities, sounds, objects, etc. can serve to break your 
concentration as a bus driver? 
 
Maintaining concentration in the midst of distraction is the single most important 
psychophysical skill of a school bus driver. The best vision, hearing, and reaction speed 
mean little if attention isn't directed to the appropriate driving task. The ability to 
maintain focus and concentration in the midst of distraction is a learned skill - with 
practice, you can get better at it.  Typical potential distractions to a school bus driver 
include: 
 
• Student behavior problems.  Looking in the internal mirror to deal with behavior 


problems while the bus is moving or while loading or unloading students is extremely 
dangerous. 


• Friendly conversation with well-behaved students (or the bus attendant or other adults 
on board).  NYS DOT prohibits the bus driver from engaging in any unnecessary 
conversation.    
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• Paying attention to interesting or unusual situations outside the bus (for instance, 
"rubbernecking" motor vehicle accidents, "appreciating the opposite sex," etc.). 


• Reading the route sheet or notes while driving or loading or unloading students.  This 
is a special problem for substitute drivers, but even regular route drivers receive 
frequent route changes. 


• Talking on the radio - talking on the radio has contributed to many school bus 
accidents in NYS.  Bus design and radio placement can make reaching the 
microphone, radio, or other controls difficult without taking your eyes off the road.  


• Talking on cellular phones is very dangerous.  School bus drivers should never use 
their own cellular phone for personal conversations while driving students.  If you are 
allowed by operation policy to use a personal cell phone, stop in a safe place when 
children are not on board to make the call. 


• Inner distractions - personal problems, worries, stresses, fantasies, etc. - can be just as 
dangerous as external distractions.  


• If inner distractions keep coming back day after day, talk to someone you trust.  Don't 
wait until it's "too late" - after an accident. 


• Most modern school buses are easier to drive than buses from years back.  As school 
buses begin to "drive like a car," bus drivers may forget how difficult the job really is 
- or how high the stakes still are. 
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Class Activity – What type of stimulus distracts your concentration? 


Note: This activity takes longer to read than it does to complete.  Take adequate time to 
organize this activity and it will be successful.  Drivers will develop a clear 
understanding of what breaks their concentration. 
 
Different people are able to attend consciously to between 5-9 pieces of information at 
any point in time.  Generally speaking, less than five pieces will cause boredom and more 
than nine pieces will cause confusion or loss of pieces of information (the mind will stop 
paying attention to certain sensory input). 
 
When viewed as a conscious act, the act of driving a bus requires conscious attention to a 
number of items simultaneously.  Usually a driver moves from item to item naturally as 
they scan and attend to students when loading and unloading and traffic as they drive.  
However, attention may be pulled to pay attention to other items (a fight, loud noise, 
flash of movement, etc.).  
 
This exercise has drivers concentrating on a physical act that uses up their 5-9 pieces of 
attention and then determine what it is that takes their attention away from the physical 
act.  In this instance, a parallel is made between the eye movement exercise that requires 
conscious attention and the act of driving a bus that requires conscious attention 
(especially if done safely).  Both will take up all nine possible pieces of attention. 
 
The information above is given as background information that can be shared with 
drivers about the purpose of this exercise. 
 
 


                           UP 
 
 
 
 
LEFT                                   RIGHT 
 
 
 
 
                    DOWN 


The drivers should be divided into groups of three. Use the chart at the end of this chapter 
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demonstrated above, or have drivers draw their own. Tape the chart to the wall at eye 
level for the individual to be tested. 
 
Each driver will take a turn to practice the eye movements first.  They are to be done as 
follows. 
 
First the driver says the word out loud and then they do it with their eyes. 
At the end of each "say/do" the driver’s eyes return to the middle of the chart. 
This would look/sound like the following: 
 
1. Eyes begin at the center of the chart. 
2. Say "UP"; then look up; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
3. Say "DOWN"; then look down; return eyes to middle of the chart.  
4. Say "LEFT"; then look left; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
5. Say "RIGHT'; then look right; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
 
The above constitutes one cycle; each driver should do this eight to ten times without 
error. 
 
While one driver does this practice the other two members of the group are to see that the 
exercise is done correctly; that is, the driver says the word first and then does the eye 
movements.  Drivers should not be allowed to say and do the movement simultaneously.  
Separating the actions is more difficult to do and requires conscious attention - that is 
what we want - their conscious attention on the eye movements. 
 
Once all drivers have practiced successfully, one driver cycles through the eye 
movements continuously, one member of the group watches eye movements while the 
other whispers in the driver's ear a simple math problem such as “7 + 2”.  The problem is 
given at the beginning of the cycle; when they are on "UP."  By the time the driver gets 
to the end of that cycle, when they complete "RIGHT”; they should give the answer “9” 
to the problem without breaking their rhythm.  
 
• If they break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that auditory "NOISE" pulls their 


attention.  This indicates that they may loose their concentration due to auditory 
NOISE from the passengers when on the bus. 


 
For each exercise: The driver continues to cycle through their eye movements without 
stopping and the tester provides another problem. During the set of 8-10 repetitions of the 
cycle the driver should respond to three problems.  The addition or multiplication 
problems should all have answers of twelve or less.  If they stop, or start to say and do 
the eye movement and word simultaneously, this means their attention has been pulled 
from their conscious act of eye movements. Each driver cycles through each exercise 
until everyone has been participated. 
 
The next exercise is the same as the first; however, instead of whispering a problem – 
The problem is “flashed" in front of them by their partner who holds up a number of 
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fingers on one hand and then a different number of fingers and are told to add or 
multiply.   
The driver has to "solve" the problems within that cycle and maintain their eye 
movements correctly. 
 
• If they break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that visual "NOISE" pulls their 


attention. This has implications for what might pull a driver's attention while driving 
or loading or unloading.   


 
Next the testees begins their eye movement cycles and a group member holds their hand.  
At the beginning of a cycle the group member “taps" a math problem on the driver's 
palm.  Example: as the driver says UP and then moves their eyes to that position the 
group member taps their palm three times, then, after a hesitation, they tap it two times. 
At the end of the eye movement cycle the driver answers "5”. 
 
Last, the driver begins the eye movement cycle and one of their group members stands 
behind them and gently holds them by the shoulders and moves their upper body around 
(driver should cooperate).  Make sure their eye movement cycle continues to be done 
correctly as they are moved.   
 
• If these last two exercises break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that physical 


or kinesthetic "NOISE" pulls their attention.  This lets the drivers know if 
unanticipated movement of the bus would draw their attention on a rough road or a 
bump they didn't see. 


 
The above exercise is offered as a means of drivers beginning to understand that they are 
all different and each has events that "PULL" their attention from the activity at hand, 
driving.  As they become aware of this fact, they may be able to take steps to overcome 
this natural tendency.  One way is to use this exercise until they can "DO" It without 
error on the one “NOISE” that had pulled their attention. 
 
Leave a number of the eye charts up in the classroom and they will be working on it 
during breaks. 
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Physical Fitness and Stamina 


New York State has higher physical standards for school bus drivers than any state in the 
United States.  These requirements include an annual physical, a biennial physical 
performance test, and random drug testing throughout their careers.  Legislation 
establishing these high standards has resulted from infrequent, but highly publicized and 
very frightening cases of unprofessional driver actions such as:  
 
• drivers or attendants who were unable to evacuate their buses, 
• drug and alcohol abuse by bus drivers, 
• fatigued drivers who have pulled out in front of trains, and 
• drivers losing consciousness from strokes, medication, or diabetic reactions. 
 
Physical fitness is important to help protect the children.  Good physical condition 
increases stamina.  Improving alertness over long periods of stressful driving could mean 
the difference between life and death in an emergency such as an evacuation. 
 
• Physical fitness is also important for bus drivers' own sakes - maintaining a healthy 


lifestyle contributes to our personal well being and happiness. 
• Most school districts have an employee "health and wellness committee" that helps 


employees begin moderate exercise programs, and bus drivers should take part. 
• Transporting students with special needs often requires an even higher degree of 


physical fitness.  Loading and securing wheelchairs and car seats can be physically 
challenging.  Strength, agility, and coordination are all required to maneuver and 
secure wheelchairs.   


 
Overall fitness improves every physical and sensory ability which we have.  The chances 
of disease and sickness, of strains and breaks, and of growing older faster than our years 
are all statistically reduced by fitness.  On the other hand, overeating, smoking, and a 
sedentary lifestyle increase all these probabilities.   
 
The intermittent schedule of school transportation provides an excellent opportunity to fit 
in an exercise program.  It could be as simple as a group of drivers who get together for a 
brisk walk after their morning runs every day.  The benefits of fitness are astounding, ask 
someone on a regular exercise program.  Most days any bus driver would be delighted to 
have more stamina, greater strength, more flexibility, less fatigue, and lower blood 
pressure.  Class members can share stories about exercise programs they or a spouse or 
friend have tried or are on now.  How did it make that person feel physically and mentally? 
 
The SED School Bus Driver Physical Performance Test was created to make sure all 
school bus drivers have adequate physical fitness for the specific tasks required on the 
job.  Over forty years ago a different type of performance standard was in place for 
school bus drivers.  The following was a message on the examination form to physicians 
who provided school bus driver physicals in the 1950s: 
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The job of a school bus driver is one  which requires physical strength, stamina, 
lack of nervousness, ability to meet emergencies and a disposition able to cope 
with a large crown of adolescent children. 
 
School bus drivers are required to operate conveyances ranging in size from five-
passenger cars to 61-capacity buses.  These large buses weigh about 18,000 
pounds or nine tons.  They must be driven on all kinds of highways in all kinds of 
weather. 
 
School bus drivers are required to change tires which might weigh as much as 
150 pounds each.  They also must be able to wash and polish a bus, change oil, 
put on chains, and do other minor repair work.  It is suggested that they should 
meet the minimum physical qualifications listed below. 


 
Obviously the idea of a school bus driver being required to meet the physical 
requirements of the job is nothing new.  While power steering and brakes have made 
school buses easier to handle in recent decades, school bus drivers still must to do a 
personal pre-trip to determine if they have what it takes.   
 
The discussion on aging will talk about when it is time to hang up your keys.  If any 
driver has a condition that weakens their ability through excess weight, skeletal 
weakness, degenerative disease, or other disability they must make the call to hang up 
their keys no matter what their age.  The stakes are too high. 
 
The current performance test requires drivers to perform activities that duplicate the 
physical skills of driving a school bus.  One important aspect of this test to remember is 
that it not only screens out unqualified drivers; it also allows drivers to prove that they 
deserve to drive a school bus.  Some strong, healthy individuals who have passed this test 
with an artificial limb could not have passed the physical examination in 1995 because 
they did not have two “hands and two feet”.  The current test includes the following 
standards. 
 
Standard Time Demonstrates the ability to: 
Climb and descend stairs 30 seconds Move in and out of the bus to attend to 


students and to perform evacuation in a 
timely fashion 


Throttle/Brake 10 seconds Operate pedals quickly in driving situations
Brake /Clutch 5-3 second 


repititions 
Hold brake and clutch pedals for extended 
duration 


Door N/A Open the entrance door multiple times 
Hand Controls 8 seconds 


each 
Steer the bus and operate hand controls 
simultaneously 


Emergency Exit 20 seconds Exit the bus through an emergency exit in 
an evacuation 


125 pound Weight Drag 30 seconds Drag an incapacitated child out or and 
away from a burning school bus 
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Class Activity – Physical Performance Test II 


All drivers in this class should have taken the current test at least one time.  Ask the class 
to brainstorm additional standards which bus drivers should be able to meet.  Have them 
agree on seven new standards and make up a mock test.  Make the drivers create 
rationales to defend their positions -- take the role of devil’s advocate if they don’t start a 
healthy discussion.  


Fatigue and Illness 


Driver fatigue causes many traffic accidents.  Studies in recent years have indicated that 
driver fatigue may be as serious a safety problem as DWI.  On some types of roadways 
(for instance, limited-access interstate highways) sleep-related single-vehicle accidents 
are the most common cause of a traffic fatality.  Surveys have concluded that most 
drivers have fallen asleep at the wheel at least once in their life. 
 
• School bus drivers are susceptible to fatigue.  The combination of early rising (many 


bus drivers are up by 5 am each day) and driving during the afternoon hours when 
natural (circadian) rhythms of sleepiness tend to set in combine to make fatigue a real 
problem for many school bus drivers.  (Driver fatigue in the afternoon may be one 
reason so many school bus fatalities occur then.)   


• Traditional remedies such as opening the driver window, drinking coffee, slapping 
yourself in the face, can help temporarily.  A cup of coffee will provide about 20 
minutes of improved wakefulness, but ten cups will not produce 200 minutes.  The 
best strategy if your are losing control, especially at night, is to take a 20 minute nap.  
Remember, if the choice is between crashing into a bridge abutment or crashing for a 
few minutes of sleep, which is the better choice? 


• One of the most dangerous ways fatigue can affect driving is "micro sleeps" - 2 to 7 
second long bouts of sleep.  If you persist in driving on in the face of serious fatigue, 
your body will fall into uncontrollable micro sleeps.  Usually the micro sleeping 
driver wakes up as the head nods forward, but sometimes wakes up running off the 
road or into a fixed object. 


• To some extent, nutrition and overall physical condition affects our ability to combat 
fatigue.  But no matter how good of shape we're in, at a certain point inadequate sleep 
will win out. 


• The tendency to driving fatigue can be heightened by a variety of lifestyle factors 
such as: second job and family responsibilities.  Mental stress (personal problems or 
worries) can contribute to fatigue. 


• Physiological factors can also impact fatigue.  Sleep apnea and other physiological 
sleep disorders can make it extremely difficult to get adequate rest.  If anyone has 
ever told you that you stop breathing for fifteen seconds or more while you are 
sleeping – and probably snoring -- you should see a doctor for a sleep test.  Apnea 
can affect children and adults of all sexes, sizes, and shapes.  The most common 
sufferers are overweight men with thick necks. 
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• If you have a problem, don't hide it - seek help.  If you begin to experience symptoms 
of fatigue (need to take naps in the bus between runs, desire to "put your head down" 
on the steering wheel for "just a few seconds" while stopped at a red light, intense 
sleepiness in the middle of the day, inability to concentrate during this class, etc.) you 
may not be getting enough rest, or have a physiological sleep disorder.  Trying to 
ignore or hide this problem can lead to a tragedy. 


• It's against the law to drive school bus if you are too ill to drive safely.  Pain, nausea, 
dizziness, congestion, or coughing fits can all make it difficult or impossible to drive 
a school bus safely. 


• If a dispatcher or supervisor ever tells you that you must work in spite of an illness or 
medication that could impair your ability to drive safely, explain clearly and 
professionally exactly why you can't do that.  If someone tells you your job is in 
jeopardy unless you come in to drive when you're sick, report the incident to the NYS 
DMV Bus Driver Certification Unit in Albany (518-473-9455 is the phone number as 
of 1998). 


• Many medicines (including common over-the-counter cold medicines) can have side 
effects such as drowsiness that make it unsafe to drive a school bus - always read the 
fine print on medications and if it says don't operate heavy machinery, that means 
don't drive a school bus. 


Class Activity – Identifying down time 


Have the class identify times of day or specific activities that seem to make them 
fatigued.  How much sleep do they get each night and how difficult is it for them to wake 
up in the morning?  Has their need for sleep changed over the years.  Are there factors in 
their lifestyle that make them at risk for a fatigue accident?  (If you have done the 
reflexes activity and are holding your classes at night, ask them if they believe they 
would do better at the beginning or the end of class.) 


Older but Wiser 


Increasingly school bus drivers are coming from the ranks of individuals who have 
retired from another career.  These drivers bring a world of experience to their new job, 
just as 30- and 40-year veteran school bus drivers do.  While they may be new to school 
bus driving, many of these individuals have raised a family and are now enjoying their 
grandchildren and some have had careers working with children. 
 
• For school bus drivers, experience is extremely valuable.  One of the main reasons we 


have such an excellent school bus safety record in NYS is that we have many 
experienced, veteran, older drivers. 


• There is no longer a maximum legal age limit for driving school bus in NYS.  It is 
against the law to discriminate against an individual because of age.  


• Like most stereotypes, stereotypes about older people are usually wrong, or at best 
simplistic - older people (and older school bus drivers) are very diverse.   
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Certain physiological aspects of aging are nearly universal and create significant 
challenges for the school bus driver who wants to maintain his or her safety record into 
the older years. 
 
Vision usually gets worse as we age.  Physically, the eye's lens loses the ability to focus 
quickly, peripheral vision narrows, and the retina becomes less sensitive to light.   
 
• Refocus takes longer - it takes a 52 year old driver about one second longer than a 20 


year old to switch focus from the road to the instrument panel  


Class Activity – Focusing exercise 


Use Eye Focusing Exercise included at the end of the chapter.  See how quickly drivers 
can focus.  Is there a difference among class members based on age?  Most likely there 
will be variation at every age. 
 
• A school bus driver aged 60 needs three times as much light to see as a teenager, and 


will take more than twice as long to adjust to a change from light to darkness.   
• School bus drivers over 50 years old should see an eye doctor regularly.  Eyeglass 


prescriptions may have to be adjusted frequently to maintain adequate vision.   
• Cataracts are common in aging people and can be corrected with surgery; the 


progress of many other eye problems can be slowed if they are detected in time.   
• Low light vision is especially effected by aging - low light has double the effect on an 


older as it does on a younger person.  A young person with 20/20 vision becomes 
20/40 at night; even though an older person can bring their daytime vision up to 
20/20 with glasses, the drop in acuity experienced in low light is more drastic, 
perhaps to as low as 20/80.  One study found that drivers over 65 had to drive one-
third to one-quarter closer to a series of test signs at night than drivers under the age 
of 25 to read the information.  If you have trouble with night driving or glare, ask 
your supervisor to limit your driving to daylight hours.  Although not accepting field 
trips at night might be a financial sacrifice, the stakes are too high to drive school bus 
with anything less than full confidence in your skills.   


• Peripheral vision narrows as we age.  Drivers may overcompensate by taking eyes off 
the road ahead for prolonged periods.  Older people should turn their head and keep 
their eyes moving more actively than younger drivers to safely compensate for 
reduced peripheral vision.   


• Sensitivity to glare usually increases with aging - one study found that resistance to 
glare deteriorates 50% every 12 years period after age 17.  (Put another way: glare 
bothers you twice as much at age 29 as it did at 17; four times as much as 41 as 17; 
eight times as much at 53 as at 17; 16 times as much at 65 as 17; etc.) 


 
Hearing also usually degrades as we age.  Hearing aid technology has been improved in 
recent years and there is little reason not to avail ourselves of the opportunity to hear 
adequately as we get older. 
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Flexibility and agility may decrease as we age due to bone, joint, or muscle ailments  
"Stiff neck driving" results when neck or back mobility is reduced and drivers stop 
moving actively in the bus seat to search for hazards, relying too much on peripheral 
vision. .  A moderate exercise program will improve flexibility for older drivers just as 
well as for younger. 
 
Illnesses may become more frequent and/or serious as we age, and can make it harder to 
concentrate on driving.  Older people tend to use more medications, and the chance of 
drowsiness, disorientation, or other side effects is higher.  Sometimes the mixing of 
various medications can unpredictably magnify side effects - use caution and common 
sense when taking medicine. See Chapter 14, Drugs and Alcohol, for an extended 
discussion of prescription and non-prescription drugs. 
 
Mental/Attitudinal states are often transformed as we get older.  All is not lost as we age - 
the balanced perspective that comes from long experience (wisdom) can make us better 
and safer school bus drivers. 
 
• The different life experiences of older drivers can give them a very different 


perspective than younger drivers. 
• Older drivers can experience alienation from younger coworkers.  Cultural and value 


differences may create communication barriers between generations that require 
conscious effort to overcome.   


• Mental thought processes can slow down – in speed, not quality --as we age.  It can 
take longer for the brain to process sensory inputs.  This can have obvious effects on 
our ability to drive safely.  To compensate for slowed cognitive powers as we age, 
basic defensive driving skills - and especially reducing speed - become more 
important than ever.   


• The energy and noise level of children may be difficult to tolerate as we age, especially 
if physical ailments or other problems beset us.  Additionally, a sense that the younger 
generation is "headed down the wrong path" can make older people lose the desire to 
communicate with youth altogether.  If older drivers, or any drivers, have given up on 
youth, it's better for everyone involved if the bus driver finds another line of work. 


 
Know when it's time to "hang up your spikes."  Older school bus drivers are often the 
safest drivers in a fleet, but no one is forever immune to the gradual cumulative effects of 
aging, and at a certain point (different for each individual) driving school bus just 
becomes too difficult to continue.   
 
In most cases, you know yourself (your physical, mental, and emotional state) best.  If 
you are experiencing one or more of the difficulties associated with aging listed above, 
and you are worried about your ability to go on driving safely, don't ignore it.  Talk to 
someone you can trust about your fears - your doctor, a family member, a good friend, a 
minister, priest, or rabbi, or your supervisor.  Don't wait until it's "too late" and 
something happens that can never be undone.   
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In the meantime, older drivers should enjoy their career.  The opportunity for children to 
have a stable mature adult role model is invaluable for them.  An older bus driver can 
give them the benefit of their life’s experience and will be tucked away in that child’s 
memory as a person who cared. 


Developing Coping Strategies 


The materials and activities of this chapter may have identified personal strengths and 
weaknesses that drivers were not aware of.  All drivers must be able to meet the 
standards established by the DMV 19-A Medical Exam and the SED Physical 
Performance Test.  These are minimum standards.  Weaknesses within the limits of those 
standards generally do not mean that individuals should not work as school bus drivers, 
rather that the drivers need to understand how to compensate by developing defensive 
driving and lifestyle strategies.  Some strategies were mentioned in the chapter material, 
and this review will summarize strategies for different driver characteristics. 
Driver Characteristic Possible Strategy(s) 
Central Vision Be sure that vision has been corrected to the fullest 


extent possible.  Wear your glasses!  Be conscious of 
focussing on the roadway as far ahead as possible.  


Peripheral Vision Peripheral vision is the body’s way of moving the field 
of vision without moving the body.  Move the head side 
to side to compensate for reduced peripheral vision.  
Scan consciously for hazards that might appear from the 
side. 


Night Vision and Glare 
Reaction 


Minimal weaknesses can be compensated for by 
wearing sunglasses and avoiding bright lights before the 
sun sets.  This will reduce the dark adaptation time.  
Changes in diet and/or quitting smoking can help.  
Reducing speed to compensate for a reduced sight 
distance is very important.  Don’t drive beyond the 
ability to see and brake. 


Hearing Control noise in the driver compartment by turning 
down the radio or quieting students so you can respond 
to noises outside the bus.  For some reason getting a 
hearing aid is put off longer than glasses of any other 
perceptual aide.  Many advances have been made to 
correct almost all hearing losses.  Always carry a spare 
battery. 


Reflexes and Emergency 
Response 


Reflexes can be improved somewhat by physical 
conditioning.  The variation of reaction time among 
individuals is generally less than differences in 
perception time.  Increasing following distance and 
covering the brake approaching intersections are two 
good defensive driving techniques to compensate for a 
reduced reaction time. 


Concentration Concentration must often be addressed two different 
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ways.  Develop strategies to concentrate on the driving 
task such as a regular pattern of mirror checks while 
driving or a step-by-step plan for loading or unloading.  
Concentrating on these patterns will help develop good 
habits.  Secondly, the drivers must search to see if there 
are sources of stress in their lives that are drawing 
attention from driving.  Drivers must either eliminate the 
stress or develop strategies to “put away” or 
compartmentalize the stress while driving. 


Fitness and Stamina Fitness impacts every phase of driving.  It is also 
something that everyone can improve through a 
reasonable and regular exercise program.  Often finding 
someone to exercise with makes the task easier.  For 
drivers with physical limitations it might be possible to 
check with their supervisors to see if a route with 
smaller bus is available.  A vehicle with additional 
conveniences such as automatic doors can also present a 
solution if such changes are available. 


Fatigue and Illness Drivers who are constantly fatigued must seek medical 
attention.  Professional school bus drivers will not drive 
while fatigued because they know it compromises 
safety.  There is no strategy for fatigue other than 
getting appropriate rest.  Similarly, drivers must not 
drive if illness affects their ability to drive safely.  
Driving while ill or fatigued is against the law. 


Aging Obviously aging cannot be stopped or avoided.  Older 
drivers need to capitalize on their experience to 
anticipate driving hazards and to follow the strategies 
listed above for various physical weaknesses that may 
have developed over the years.  If aging has blessed 
older drivers with a belief that they can handle whatever 
comes their way, they can put their mind to developing 
sound strategies to compensate for the aging process and 
serve as a role model for younger school bus drivers. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has looked at how our body functions underneath the skin.  Many of the 
topics, Vision, Hearing, Reflexes, Concentration, and Aging are ones we can understand 
how they work but cannot change.  Others, such as Concentration and Fitness, we can 
make a difference.  We must learn to develop strategies that accommodate the strengths 
and weaknesses that we have to perform as a safe school bus driver. 


Class Activity – Weakness to strength 


Ask drivers to write down one area where they feel they can improve their physical, 
perceptual, or reaction fitness.  Make sure that all drivers realize that they have 
weaknesses and strength.  The young driver with great reaction time might not have 
adequate concentration skills.  Have drivers share in groups of four.  Group members can 
help drivers judge if the plan is reasonable or they might have some advice or 
suggestions to enhance the plan. 
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TESTING FOR EYE POINTING 
 
How good are your eyes? 
Here’s a simple test to measure how 
well your eyes point and focus.  
Hold the illustration on the right of 
this page about 24 inches in front of 
you and then hold a pencil 8-10 
inches an front of your eyes, 
directly in line and slightly below 
the target rings.  Focus on the 
pencil.  You should immediately see 
a third ring appear between the two. 
 
The quicker you get the ghost 
image, the better your focussing.


8-10 inches 


24 inches 


Do it 
like this! 


Chapter 13   Your Physical Self   Page 25 







 


Chapter 13   Your Physical Self   Page 26 


.225 seconds 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.200 seconds 
(1/5th) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.175 seconds 
(1/6th) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.150 seconds 
(1/7th) 
 
 
 
 
.125 seconds 
(1/8th) 
 
 
 
.100 seconds 
(1/10th) 
 
 
.075 seconds 


 
.050 seconds 
(1/20th) 


A 
 


V 
 


E 
 


R 
 


A 
 


G 
 


E 
 
 
 


V 
E 
R 
Y 
 


G 
O 
O 
D 
 
 


E 
X 
C 
E 
L 
L 
E 
N 
T 


A 
 


V 
 


E 
 


R 
 


A 
 


G 
 


E 
 
 
 


V 
E 
R 
Y 
 


G 
O 
O 
D 
 
 


E 
X 
C 
E 
L 
L 
E 
N 
T 


REACTION 
TIMER 


Good reactions are 
important for safe driving. 


1. Hold your thumb and 
forefinger horizontally,  
with a 1/2” space between 
them. 
2. Ask a friend to hold  
the reaction timer so that  
its lower edge is just above 
the space between finger  
and thumb. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Your friend should 
release the timer without 
warning. 
4. Catch the timer with 
your finger and thumb as 
quickly as you can. 
 
 
 
 
 
5. The point at which you 
catch the timer shows your 
reaction time. 
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Chapter 14 – Drugs and Alcohol 


Overview 
This chapter will address the drug and alcohol testing regulations that affect CDL drivers.  This 
chapter will increase the awareness of the affects of substance and alcohol use on driving for the 
school bus drivers.  In addition to illegal drugs and illegal use of alcohol, this chapter will 
address an issue that affects far more school bus drivers, the use of prescription and over-the-
counter medications. 


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Appreciate the safety sensitive nature of their job. 
2. Understand the federal regulations monitoring the use of illegal drugs and alcohol by school 


bus drivers. 
3. Know New York State regulations governing drugs and alcohol. 
4. Be aware of the dangers of prescription drugs, over-the-counter medications, and legal 


stimulants. 
5. Be able to describe behaviors of motorists under the influence. 


Instructional Strategy 
This is a chapter that can be enhanced through the use of a guest speaker.  Law enforcement 
officers, county health departments, or a representative from M.A.D.D. would provide some 
realism to a topic that can get buried in discussions of nanograms.  Even if you cannot have a 
guest speaker for this segment, bring in whatever equipment relative to drug and alcohol testing 
that you can.   
 
If the drivers in your class are all from the same employer and you know the content of the 
mandated Drug and Alcohol training the drivers received, adjust how much time you spend on 
the regulation.  If you aren’t sure if they have already heard this content, be sure to cover it 
thoroughly. 
 
Use some newspaper articles about bus driver DWIs to make the point about how the media 
reacts to school bus drivers breaking their commitment to safely transport school children.  
Contact drug-testing firms operating in your area if they have speakers available and for drug-
testing supplies to use to provide realism to the discussion. 
 
Pages 11-17 are reference materials for instructors to use as they feel appropriate.  This material 
is not intended to be covered in detail with the drivers. 
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Chapter Content 


Legal Requirements 


School Bus Drivers are directly touched by drugs and alcohol both in personal use and their use 
by other members of the motoring public.  The regulations of all three state agencies as well as 
the federal government prohibit school bus drivers from driving school children while under the 
influence of legal or illegal drugs. 
 
SED Regulations 156.3(g)(5) 


 
• Drivers shall not … perform any act or conduct themselves in any manner which might 


impair the safe operation of a school bus while such vehicle is transporting students. 
 
DMV Vehicle and Traffic Law 
 
• No person shall:  consume a drug, controlled substance, or intoxicating liquor, regardless of 


its alcoholic content, or be under the influence of an intoxicating liquor or drug, within six 
hours before going on duty or operating, or having physical control of a bus…  (VT 
509.l.1(a)) 


 
• A violation of Driving While Intoxicated or Driving While Ability Impaired by Drugs 


wherein the operator is operating a school bus and such school bus is carrying at least one 
student passenger shall be a class E felony punishable by a fine of not less than $1,000  nor 
more than $5,000, or by a period of imprisonment, or both.  (VT 1193.l(a)) 


 
DOT Regulations 723.3(e) 
 
• Nor shall any person be required or permitted to drive a motor bus or go on duty or remain 


on duty when under the influence of any alcoholic beverage or liquor or any drug… 
 
Federal Requirements 
 
• Federal requirements require testing for all school transportation employees in “safety 


sensitive” positions.  The CDL Drug and Alcohol program will be discussed in detail further 
in this chapter. 


Class Activity – You write the law 


Begin the class by making them the “lawyers” and governmental officials that have to create a 
plan to reduce the number of highway accidents involving commercial vehicles.  Allow them to 
define a safety sensitive position and to reflect on the type of testing that should be done.  Gear 
discussions towards the use and responsibility of having a CDL license – those drivers affect the 
largest vehicles and the most number of people.  Have students consider fairness in testing.  
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Random testing eliminates “being picked on” by an employer; an accident is an indicator of a 
potential problem – the Post-Accident test could also be used to “clear” the driver for any later 
recrimination; Reasonable Suspicion covers the safety concerns not covered by the other tests, 
etc.   
 
End this discussion with a review of the CDL Safety Sensitive positions definition:  Employees 
with a CDL license who have the potential to drive a bus of 15 passengers or more (including 
mechanics or office staff who do not always drive) or a vehicle of 26,000 GVW pounds or more.  


CDL Rules and Regulations for School Bus Drivers 


Positive tests not only impact your current employment, but subsequent employers are required 
by law to request the records of any positive test from previous employers.  If there is a positive 
test, two things are required by law: 
 
• Removal from safety sensitive position 
• Driver is told where he/she can get assistance 
 
POLICY ALERT – the district or company policy determines the following issues: 
 
• Whether or not the driver will be allowed back to work. 
• Who pays for any additional testing or treatment 
• Any disciplinary action that is taken 
 
If a driver is allowed to come back to work, the law requires the following: 
 
• A driver has to go through a treatment program under the guidance of a SAP (Substance 


Abuse Professional). 
• A driver has to be approved by a SAP to come back to work. 
• A driver has to be cleared by a return-to-duty test, and then have follow-up testing after 


returning to work. 


Required Testing 


• Pre-employment test – a substance test is required prior to performing any safety sensitive 
position.   
POLICY ALERT – some school districts also include alcohol testing. 


• Random test – 50% of the total number of employees are to be tested throughout the year for 
substance, 10% for alcohol.  This is to be done without any forewarning to the driver and the 
employer does not have any say as to whom gets tested.  A driver may get tested several 
times throughout the year or not at all – depending on the random selection process.   


• It should be noted that school bus drivers initially were tested at 25% for alcohol, but the rate 
was dropped to 10% because of the extremely low positive rate among school bus drivers – 
congratulations! 


• Post Accident test – in the case of a fatality, or in the case of a moving vehicle citation (for 
an accident that involved vehicle damage or personal injury), a substance and an alcohol test 
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are to be done as soon as possible – up to 8 hours for alcohol and 32 hours for substance 
testing is allowed.   
POLICY ALERT – most school districts and companies add additional definitions of an 
accident:  injury, vehicle or property damage, etc. 


• Reasonable Suspicion test – An employer can require a driver to be tested – if he/she has 
been trained to become aware of drug and alcohol abuse behaviors and has documented 
observable behavior to indicate a possible concern. 


• Return-to-duty & Follow-up testing – only occurs if a driver tests positive and returns to 
work.  The number and frequency of testing is defined by the Substance Abuse Professional. 


• Refusal.  Tests cannot be done without the driver’s permission.  However, if any driver 
refuses to give permission (or does not show up to the testing site), then it is considered a 
positive and all procedures are put into action. 


Testing Procedures 


Substance testing – split sample urinalysis (bottle a and bottle b). 
 
• Bottles bar coded to trace paperwork 
• General scan done on part of bottle A – nothing identified – driver is cleared. 


If something noted on general scan – a specific Gas Chromatograph / Mass 
Spectrophotometer scan is done on that sample. 


• Medical Review Officer is notified.  MRO does an investigation, contacts driver directly 
(does not contact employer), determines if the result is indeed a “positive” or if there is a 
legitimate reason for the result (prescription). 


• Employer is then notified of result. 
• Driver then can have bottle b sent to another lab for testing.  If the results come back 


differently, bottle b is law.   
POLICY ALERT – if drivers take this option, most policies require the driver to pay for the 
additional test. 


 
Alcohol testing – to be done by a certified Breath Alcohol Technician. 
 
• Blow into machine.  If less than .02 BAC is noted – driver is considered negative. 
• If any level is noted in the machine, the machine will shut down for 15 minutes, and the test 


will be redone.  The second results are law.  This is to remove any concerns about 
mouthwash, mouth spray, etc. 


DWI vs. CDL Law  (Driving While Intoxicated) 


DWI laws are enforced by the Police Department – for driving under any circumstances, in your 
bus or in your car.  Any test results, or determination, done by the police force affect your 
driving license.   
 
• Driving while ability impaired.  BAC < .10 


Violation in your own vehicle:  Traffic Infraction  
Violation transporting students:  Misdemeanor 
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• Driving while intoxicated.  BAC > .10 or greater 
Driving while ability impaired by drugs 
Violation in your vehicle:  Misdemeanor 
Violation transporting students:  Felony 
 


CDL laws are enforced by your employer and are specific to place of employment.  Below are 
the requirements for “positive” levels: 
 
• Any level noted for Amphetamines, Canabanoids (Marijuana), Cocaine, Opiates, 


Phencyclodines (PCP), without a doctor’s permission.   
POLICY ALERT – some facilities scan for additional substances. 
 


• At or above 0.02% BAC is not a positive – just a removal from safety sensitive position for 
24 hours.   
 


• At or above 0.04% Blood Alcohol Content (BAC). 
POLICY ALERT – some policies lower the positive level to 0.02%. 
 


• Refusal to take a test is considered the same as a positive test. 
 


Effects of Illegal Substances and Alcohol 


Drugs and alcohol impact school bus drivers not only when the drivers are under the 
influence, but also when other motorists on the highway are under the influence.  In fact, the 
probability of an intoxicated motorist far exceeds the possibility of an intoxicated school bus 
driver.  School bus drivers must learn to recognize the behaviors that intoxicated rivers 
demonstrate. Remind drivers to also use this information to evaluate student behavior on the 
school bus.  If they observe behavior that they believe to be drug or alcohol related it should 
be reported.  
 


Class Activity – Intoxication related behaviors 


• Review the attached lists of effects, myths, and driving concerns, with the drivers.  Give 
them an opportunity to describe/list myths and concerns they have had for each of the 
controlled substances and for alcohol. 


• Review the attached lists of signs and symptoms of substance/alcohol abuse and the DWI 
detection guide (used by law enforcement).   


• Give drivers the opportunity to discuss scenarios they may have encountered, and how they 
can use this information to assist them to drive defensively. 
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Effects of Prescription and Over-the-Counter Medications 


Be sure to read the label, even the fine print.  If it says “do not consume while operating heavy 
equipment” – do not operate a school bus while taking it.  Legal drugs produce different 
reactions in different individuals.  The NYS CDL Manual 2-53 states,  
 


Avoid medication.  Many medications can make you sleepy.  Those that do have a 
warning label against operating vehicles and machinery.  The most common medicine of 
this type is an ordinary cold pill.  If you have to drive with a cold, you are better off 
suffering from the cold than the effects of the medicine. 


 
Common medicines like ibuprofen and Benadryl can cause severe drowsy reactions.  Many 
liquid medications are suspended in an alcohol base.  Children buy over-the-counter cold 
medications to drink because they cannot buy alcoholic beverages in any other form.  
 
Over-the-counter drugs to stay awake or for weight loss are dangerous because they create an 
artificial high which is followed by even greater fatigue.  Excessive coffee dependence results in 
the same cycle of alertness and fatigue. 
 
Prescriptions are considered legal to be used by commercial drivers under a doctor’s direction.  
Ask the doctor if there are any side effects that would impact your driving.  Be sure you take the 
first dose during a time you will not be transporting students, just in case you have an unusual 
reaction to the drug.  Be sure not to exceed prescribed doses or take any additional medications 
in combination with the prescription drugs without the doctor’s specific approval. 
 
All prescription drug use must be in compliance with the following: 
 
• The driver is specifically mentioned for the prescription 
• The prescription is not out of date. 
• The prescription is used in accordance with specific instructions (i.e. 2 pills – not the whole 


bottle) 
• The doctor specifically approves driving while using the prescription 
 
The National Highway Safety Administration has alerted drivers that one dose of allergy 
medication can equal two shots of whiskey in terms of impaired motor coordination and mental 
judgment.   A survey of allergy sufferers identified that many allergy victims describe 
themselves as impaired and unable to function at their best; however, they admitted that they 
ignore warnings and drive anyway. 
 
Over-the-counter drugs (in the United States) do not contain any of the controlled items 
regulated by law.  However, even though something is over the counter does not mean that it will 
not impair your driving.  There are many drugs that may impair your driving abilities.  Check 
with your pharmacist, or doctor. 
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Canadian over-the-counter drugs include Tylenol with codeine (an opiate).  This is NOT legal in 
the United States.  Be careful taking anything you have purchased over the counter in any other 
country. 


Synergistic Effects 


When any drugs (including alcohol) are combined – the effects are not what you would expect.  
One “plus” one does not equal “two”, more likely it will equal “four” (metaphorically speaking).  
Synergism is the increased influence noted in the combination of controlled substances. 
 
Over the counter medications can also have synergistic interaction with alcohol, prescriptions, or 
other substances.  Check with your doctor or pharmacist – make sure that they know everything 
that you are taking.  Play it safe – ask the ones who know – no question is a stupid question. 
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Conclusion 
School bus drivers must be aware of the dangerous possibilities created by substance abuse on 
their part.  It is a basic violation of the trust that parents and the community have given them.  It 
flies in the face of the professionalism that has been stressed throughout this course. Drivers 
must be committed to appropriate personal behavior and to reporting behavior among other 
school bus drivers that could also put students at risk.  They must also stay attentive to the 
unplanned possibility of reactions to “harmless” prescription or non-prescription drugs.  
 
Professional school bus drivers must be alert for clues that other motorists are driving under the 
influence.  Evening field trips, holiday party occasions such as Christmas or St. Patrick’s Day, 
TGIF afternoon trips home, or any other situation where the professional school bus driver might 
likely encounter another motorist under the influence should call for heightened awareness. 
 
Ultimately, drugs and alcohol are one additional defensive driving responsibility for school bus 
drivers to prepare to handle. 
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DWI DETECTION GUIDE 
Used by Law enforcement to identify drivers that are under the influence.  


(i.e. have a BAC >0.10) 
• To ID a driver with BAC >0.05, add 15. 
• If 2 or more cues are observed, add 10 to the larger value. 


Warning Symptoms 
Chances in 100 of a nighttime 


driver with a BAC > 0.10 


Turning with a wide radius 65 


Straddling the center or lane markers 65 


Appearing to be drunk 60 


Almost striking object or vehicle 60 


Weaving 60 


Driving on other than designated roadway 55 


Swerving 55 


Slow speed (more than 10 mph below limit) 50 


Stopping (without cause) in traffic lane 50 


Following too closely 50 


Drifting 50 


Tires on center or lane marker 45 


Braking erratically 45 


Driving into opposing or crossing traffic 45 


Signaling inconsistent with driving actions 40 


Slow response to traffic signals 40 


Stopping inappropriately (other than in lane) 35 


Turning abruptly or illegally 35 


Accelerating or decelerating rapidly 30 


Headlights off 30 
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GENERAL SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF  
DRUG OR ALCOHOL USE/ABUSE 
 
Staggering and balance problems 
 
- Impaired coordination and motor skills 
- Impaired vision and perceptions 
- Inability to maintain attention 
- Fatigue 
 
Extreme mood swings and changes in personality 
 
- No ambitions – loss of interest in previous activities – “I don’t care” attitude 
- Appearance changes – clothing, weight, skin tone, etc. 
- Speech is affected – either excessive talkativeness, slurred or rambling speech 
- Disorientation 
- Eyes are affected – dilated pupils, pinpoint pupils, red & watery eyes, or rapid 


movement 
- Secretive behavior (may have to go to their cars or to the bathroom often) 
- Tendency to lie about whereabouts 
- Avoidance of old friends and of authority – new contacts of unknown persons 
- Inappropriate over-reactions 
 


WORK RELATED SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF DRUG 
OR ALCOHOL USE/ABUSE 
- Four times as likely to have an accident at work 
- Nine times as likely to have a car accident away from work 
- Three times more likely to be late for work 
- Twice as likely to request early dismissal 
- Uses up three times as much sick leave as the normal driver 
- Five times more likely to file a worker’s compensation claim 
- Increased absenteeism especially on Mondays and Fridays 
- Inconsistent and poor quality work 
- Inability to get along and work with others 
- Overly reactive to criticism and compliments 
- Increased number of mistakes – carelessness 
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CONTROLLED SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS: 
 
Marijuana: 
 
 DURATION:   The “high” euphoric feeling may last for only a couple of hours, but 
the coordination, memory impairment may last for several days.  Habitual use can leave 
marijuana detectable for up to 30 days after the last use of this drug. 
 
 MYTHS:  
- Governmental studies have shown that marijuana is not that bad for you.  Any marijuana that 


was used in governmental studies was 10 times less potent than marijuana that is used today.  
The severity of health effects has been tremendously under-rated.  As a matter of fact one 
marijuana cigarette creates more lung damage than what is done by 25 tobacco cigarettes 
and contains many more cancer causing chemicals. 


- What about second hand smoke?  Second hand smoke is not going to show up on any tests 
done by the prescribed testing procedures.  Studies have shown people who have been 
subjected to an “overdose” of second hand smoke (for example:  16 hours/day for 3 days in 
a row) still were only slightly detectable by our instruments. 


 
SIGNS & SYMPTOMS: 


- Dilated pupils, red, watery eyes  
- Muscular tremors 
- Hunger cravings 
- Restlessness followed by a dreamy state of relaxation 
- Altered perceptions (heightened sense of sight, smell, taste) 
- Altered sense of identity – overconfidence 
- Inability to concentrate – can’t even follow along in a conversation (i.e. “What was I 


saying?” – or just trail off). 
- Excessive or inappropriate laughter 
- Presence of roach clips (i.e. paperclips), bongs, rolling papers, eye drops and the odor of 


burnt rope. 
 


EFFECTS ON DRIVING: 
- Thinking and reflexes slowed, making it hard to respond to sudden unexpected events. 
- Impaired memory – over concentration and shortened memory span will prevent detection of 


warning signals. 
- Tendency to drive slowly – below speed limit. 
- Inability to “track” through curves, brake quickly, maintain speed and proper following 


distance.  Less likely to control speed and positioning in wind gusts.  Can be affected for up 
to 10 hours after use. 


- Panic reaction, hallucinations, fantasies, and paranoia are common side effects. 
- Rapidly changing emotions, restless or erratic behavior. 
- Visual and depth perception are distorted.  Can create confusion about traffic movements and 


appropriate driving response. 
- Overestimates time intervals. 
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- Difficulty with complex decisions.  Inability to display continuous attention, or to process 
information. 


- Lengthened glare recovery.  Recovery time after driving into bright headlights is 
significantly increased. 
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CONTROLLED SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS: 
Cocaine: 
 
 DURATION:   Typically a very short-lived drug – but very intense high’s and lows.  
Euphoric high lasts only 30 minutes, but then is followed by a deep depression.   Freebase 
cocaine reaches the brain in 10 seconds with an incredible high that lasts for only 5-10 minutes, 
followed by a crashing devastating low.  This cycle increases dependency and addiction.  
Cocaine can be detected up to 3 days after use. 
 
 MYTHS:  
- Cocaine is only used by the rich and elite.  We have seen an increasing number of positive 


cocaine tests in rural areas among “blue-collar” workers, including CDL drivers. 
 


SIGNS & SYMPTOMS: 
- Runny nose; reddened and sore nose, cold or chronic sinus/nasal problems, nosebleeds.  
- Dilated pupils 
- Teeth or jaw grinding 
- Unexplained bursts of energy. 
- Restlessness and excitement followed by depression.  Irritability and anxiety also may be 


noted. 
- Elevated blood pressure & heart rate. 
- Long periods without eating or sleeping, likely to be emaciated.  Diseases related to vitamin 


deficiencies – malnutrition, skin disorders and ulcers. 
- Mental and physical illness – chronic use can interfere with normal body processes (normal 


high’s and low’s) and lead to debilitating mental and physical illnesses.  
- Respiratory problems 
- Brain deterioration 
- Repetitive & nonpurposeful (or sometimes bizarre) behavior 
- Use of possession of paraphernalia: small spoons, razor blades, mirror, little bottles (or 


packets) of white powder, straws, small torch, mixing plates or containers. 
 


EFFECTS ON DRIVING: 
- Hallucinations, delusions, and paranoia. 
- Extreme danger of convulsions, seizures, cardiac arrest and/or stroke.  Usually there is no 


warning of this danger. 
- Too quick to compensate in acceleration, braking and shifting.  (Over stimulated reflexes) 
- Feeling overly confident in driving judgement skills.  Inability to see impending danger. 
- Distorted vision – the pupils are so dilated that sunlight or bright headlights may cause pain 


or discomfort. 
- Since cocaine is short-acting, within the hour a driver can go from being very alert to being 


fatigued.  Frequently drivers fall asleep at the wheel.  Chronic fatigue disorders. 
- Driver may demonstrate anger and hostility toward other drivers, as well as being impatient 


and taking more risks. 
- Erratic muscle movement producing muscle spasms.  In some cases involuntary muscles may 


not work at all. 
- High dosages will also bring on a loss of coordination and dizziness. 


Chapter 14   Drugs and Alcohol   Page 13 







CONTROLLED SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS: 
 
Amphetamines / Stimulants: 
 
 DURATION:   Amphetamines (i.e. “meth”, “speed”, etc.) are stimulants similar to 
that of cocaine.  Typically amphetamines and other stimulants will last in the system slightly 
longer, but again will only be detectable for 2-3 days. 
 
 MYTHS:  
- Stimulants are good for drivers; it can help them stay awake.  Many Studies have shown that 


small doses for a limited time does generally improve performance of several (but not all) 
driving skills.  However, these subjects tend to overestimate their performance and take risks.  
In addition, when the stimulant wears off – extreme fatigue can take over.  Other additional 
concerns are listed below. 


 
SIGNS & SYMPTOMS: 


- Dilated pupils 
- Dry mouth (dryness of mucous membranes) 
- Excessive sweating 
- The “shakes” – body tremors 
- Talkativeness and alertness – followed by depression and fatigue 
- Conversation often lacks continuity – changes subject rapidly. 
- Lack of sleep – insomnia 
- Loss of appetite – weight loss 
- Irritability, anxiety, aggressiveness, panic, and nervousness 
- Brain deterioration and aging can occur. 
- Paraphernalia:  pills and capsules 


 
EFFECTS ON DRIVING: 


- Actual driving records indicate that people who take amphetamines are more accident-prone.  
Drivers who use stimulants are four times more likely to be involved in a collision than those 
who don’t use. 


- Extreme fatigue both mentally and physically are experienced by drivers during the “down 
time”. 


- Inability to concentrate and make good sound judgements (especially during “down time”) 
- Stimulants can also make drivers more edgy and less coordinated.  Drivers tend to be more 


aggressive. 
- Sudden increase in blood pressure can also result in strokes and heart attacks. 
- Confusion and possible hallucinations may accompany an amphetamine user. 
- Use of amphetamines typically causes food and sleep deprivation.  This can lead to what is 


known as “amphetamine psychosis” in which the driver is out of touch with reality and does 
not know where he/she is going. 
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CONTROLLED SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS: 
 
Opiates / Narcotics: 
 
 DURATION:   Opiates also have short-lived states of euphoria (longer than for 
stimulants), but will typically last in your system 1-3 days.  Excessive use will have a cumulative 
effect and may be detectable for a week.  Opiates can also be prescribed for pain medications 
(and in some cases for anti-diarrhea medications).  Check with your doctor before you drive, 
while on these medications. 
 
 MYTHS:  
- If I have a prescription, I don’t need to worry about driving.  Since people are allowed to use 


these drugs by a prescription, it’s not really that bad.  A drug is a drug is a drug.  These drugs 
are just as powerful as any illegal drug.  Some of the more potent and increasingly used 
illegal drugs are opiate derivatives (i.e. Heroin).  In addition, a prescription does not give 
you the right to drive while using that drug - only if your doctor gives you the permission to 
drive. 


 
SIGNS & SYMPTOMS: 


- Pinpoint pupils that do not respond to light.  (They can’t get any smaller!)  
- Watery eyes 
- Decreased physical activity - lethargy, drowsiness 
- Respiratory depression 
- Overdose can result in coma or death 
- Short lived state of euphoria 
- Dry Mouth 
- Low, raspy speech 
- Cold, moist (clammy) skin 
- Vomiting and nausea 
- Insensitivity to pain 
- Physical and psychological addictions – resulting in malnutrition and infections 
- May see some weight loss 
- Needle marks, or “tracks” on arms, or other parts of the body 
- Syringes, spoons 
 


EFFECTS ON DRIVING: 
- Difficulty in focusing – because of pupils being constricted, vision is impaired. 
- Blurred or double vision. 
- Euphoric high is followed by a period of inactivity – driver tends to spend time daydreaming. 
- Extreme fatigue and drowsiness – may fall asleep at the wheel. 
- Poor coordination skills – decreased reaction time 
- False sense of security (as with most illegal substances), driver may take more risks. 
- A driver will be at an increased risk for falling into a coma or shock. 
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CONTROLLED SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS: 
 
Phencyclidine: 
 
 DURATION:   Phencyclidine (PCP or Angel Dust) typically will stay in your system 
and affect you for up to 8 days.  Chronic users have been known to still be “under the influence” 
for 30 days.  
 
 MYTHS:  
- It used to be used in hospitals as an anesthetic; therefore it is not that bad.  Although it was 


used as an anesthetic in the 1950’s, it was quickly taken off the market because of the 
extreme side effects – namely hallucinations 


- It makes me feel strong, therefore I am healthy.  Although, it does produce abnormal 
physical strength – it does so at an increased health risk.  Your body is performing at a level 
it is not supposed to be.  


 
SIGNS & SYMPTOMS: 


- Involuntary eye movement.  (Eyes move in a “jerky” fashion – which sometimes appears to 
be following a moving object.) 


- Pupils appear dilated  
- Perspiration 
- Thick slurred speech and other symptoms similar to that of intoxication 
- Great physical strength followed by drowsiness 
- Increased pulse, blood pressure, body temperature and respiration 
- Increased tolerance for pain – (body can not warn you of danger) 
- Extreme agitation and violent, combative behavior 
- Confusion and loss of memory 
- Disorientation to time and environment 
- Schizophrenic behavior 
- Repetitive, irrational or incomplete sentences 
- Hallucinations 
- Synaesthesia (ex:  smell colors, see sounds, etc.) – Also subject to “flashbacks” 
- Panic, fear and terror 
- Rigid muscles resulting in:  a strange gait or a mask-like facial appearance 
- Consuming large amounts may result in being comatose with eyes either left open or closed. 
- Paraphernalia:  capsules or tablets of white crystalline like powder, blotter squares or 


“microdots”  
 


EFFECTS ON DRIVING: 
- The driver using this drug is extremely dangerous on the road.  PCP’s effects are so varied 


and bizarre that one cannot predict the dangers involved. 
- Feeling of superiority on the road leads to greater risk taking. 
- Driver would likely be a very hostile driver with very little patience and no fear of death. 
- This drug produces auditory and visual hallucinations that would cause a driver to react to 


things that are not there – increased risk of a collision. 
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- Blurred or double vision would affect the ability to navigate roadways, signs, other vehicles, 
etc. 


- Loss of perception time.  Time appears to slow down. 
- Although heightened in physical strength, the coordination of a driver is impaired – impulse 


time is slowed. 
- A driver will be at an increased risk for convulsions, coma and/or death. 
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Chapter 13: Your Physical Self  


Overview 
All school bus drivers have strengths and weaknesses.  This chapter helps drivers 
evaluate themselves and develop success strategies by building on their strengths to 
compensate for their weaknesses.  On top of dealing with kids, parents, bosses, weather 
and motorists, driving a school bus is a very physical job.  Even with the conveniences of 
a modern school bus, handling the responsibilities of driving a school bus is demanding 
on the body.  The actions school bus drivers might have to perform in an emergency are 
extremely strenuous.  This chapter introduces the class to seven key factors relating to 
physical ability, response capability, and mental skills affecting their ability to drive a 
school bus safely.   


Objectives 
At the conclusion of this chapter, school bus drivers will: 
 
1. Be able to explain how their vision, hearing, and reflexes impact their driving 


abilities. 
2. Know that concentration is critical to maintaining control of the vehicle. 
3. Realize the connection between physical condition, both fitness and alertness, and the 


job of school bus driving 
4. Understand the effects of aging on mental and physical driving skills. 
5. Develop strategies using their strengths to compensate for their weaknesses. 


Instructional Strategy 
This unit will take drivers inside themselves, not so much to develop skills as to 
understand how their body works.  This knowledge will give them the skills to observe 
their body at work and to make adjustments that are necessary for safe driving. 
 
This unit can be enhanced through the use of instructor materials, if they are available to 
the instructor, such as: 
 
• Photos or pictures of low contrast situations.  These can be blown up into full 


transparencies at any copy center. 
• Articles from magazines or newspapers about the benefits of fitness, healthy diet, etc.  


Look particularly for ones that address common “bus driver diseases” such as blood 
pressure, back problems, and overweight. 


• Color blindness tests.  Check with a local optometrist, doctor, or the local library. 
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• If your organization has access to a brake reaction timer or a glare recovery machine, 
be sure to integrate these into the program. 


 
Lecture will not explain these comments nearly as well as a well planned demonstration.  
Give drivers a chance to experience.  If this chapter is being taught at night and some 
students find talking about fatigue fatiguing then stop for an exercise break and let them 
stretch or do a few jumping jacks.  They might like it so much they will want to do it the 
next session too. 
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Chapter Content 
Before any individual takes on the task of transporting children they need to stop and 
think for a moment about meeting that responsibility.  Chapter 2, School Bus Driver: 
Leading by Example, looked at issues of positive attitude and how we prepare mentally 
for the job.  This chapter looks at how our body functions within the job we do every day.  
Understanding our physical abilities allows us to do a “personal pre-trip” each day. 
 
• Is their vision up to rush-hour traffic and unloading students on dark winter days? 
• Can they hear a train whistle or a fire truck siren at a busy intersection? 
• Do they have the reflexes to handle the bus in emergency maneuvers? 
• Can they concentrate with the pressures of their personal life, the stress of middle 


school kids, and an icy winter morning? 
• Are they fit enough to get up every day ready to meet these challenges as well as 


being prepared for a catastrophe which will hopefully never come? 
• Do they understand how their body will change over time and how they will have to 


adjust their driving techniques? 
 
If the answer is yes, they have completed their “personal physical pre-trip” successfully.  
This chapter will help them understand a little more about how their bodies function and 
how they can focus their energy on driving successfully. 


Vision 


Of the five senses, vision is by far the most important for driving.  Experts estimate that 
visual input accounts for about 90% of all driving information received.  For school bus 
drivers, effective vision habits are a matter of life and death.  One of the most important 
concepts for drivers to understand is the distinction between central and peripheral 
vision.  Each type of vision has its strengths - and limitations. 


Central Vision 


Central vision recognizes detail (acuity) about objects and therefore is essential in 
determining exactly what an object is so an appropriate response can be chosen.  It's 
essential in depth perception and estimating distances.  Depth perception is calculated by 
the brain through binocular vision by comparing the images produced by the two eyes 
which are 3-4 inches apart. 
 
• While driving, central vision should be primarily directed toward the intended path of 


travel - well ahead of your current position (20 - 30 seconds ahead in most traffic 
situations)  


• Successful drivers constantly and systematically redirect central vision every 2 - 3 
seconds in typical driving conditions by moving the eyes and turning the head in a 
search for hazard clues - scanning and searching to "get the big picture" ahead and to 
the sides. 


Chapter 13   Your Physical Self   Page 3 







• Central vision is the "clue searcher" - it is the part of vision that is directed towards a 
particular area in a conscious search for information (clues) that help us make driving 
decisions. Central vision is instrumental in making driving judgments. 


• Limitation of central vision: central vision represents a surprisingly small portion of 
our entire visual field (3 out of a total 180 degrees of total normal vision).  


• "Looking" is not the same as "seeing" - central vision does not instantaneously 
register in the conscious mind.  The brain must "make sense of" direct visual input.  
The pace of searching for visual clues must be deliberate enough to allow the brain to 
process what the eye takes in.  


• Our brain fills in any gaps in our field of vision that we do not consciously observe 
and recognize.  This  “best guessing” by our brain can leave important visual clues 
unrecognized especially at intersections and bus stops.  We are not conscious of not 
seeing what a mirror or stop sign obscures unless we force ourselves to be conscious 
of our entire environment.  


Class Activity -- “Rome in the Winter”  


Use the overhead at the back of this chapter for an illustration of how our brain makes 
assumptions about what we are seeing.  Put the overhead up quickly and ask the class to 
repeat what they saw.  Put it up again and have them read word for word. 
 


Class Activity – Depth perception 


Drivers will stretch a ten-foot string between them placed at a level just below the eyes.  
Their partner make sure that the string is level.  The driver should hold the string right at 
the tip of his or her nose and sight down it.  The partner locates where the driver sees the 
“strings” come together as a “V”.  The percent of the 10’ of string left represents a depth 
perception deficit.  A driver who sees a “V” starting at the end of the line has normal 
depth perception. 


Peripheral Vision 


Peripheral vision, vision to the side, is potentially up to 90 degrees for each side (total of 
180 degrees for both) of the visual field.  NYS law requires school bus drivers to have at 
least 70 degrees peripheral vision in each eye. 
 
• Peripheral vision detects objects as shapes, but does not pick up detail. 
• Peripheral vision can detect color when it's in contrast with the background. 
• Peripheral vision can detect motion.  Peripheral vision is the "early warning system" 


that detects hazards to the side - but peripheral input stops registering after a few 
seconds unless central vision is redirected in that direction.   


• Over-reliance on peripheral vision is dangerous - especially when approaching and 
entering an intersection.  Failure to redirect central vision - "lazy eyes" - is a common 
dangerous intersection habit. 
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• Fatigue, stress, and excessive noise can all cause the range of peripheral vision to 
narrow. 


Class Activity – Peripheral vision 


Peripheral vision exercise: Person A and Person B face each other about 5 feet apart.  
While A continues to look absolutely straight ahead, B slowly walks forward at an angle 
until just out of A's peripheral vision (Person B must indicate when this happens).  Now, 
with A still looking straight ahead (It’s easiest to keep the eyes focused ahead by 
focusing on an object ahead.) and without moving forward, B waves one arm up and 
down by his or her side - the motion should be visible in A's peripheral vision again.  
Peripheral vision picks up moving objects but is not so good at picking up stationary 
ones. 


Low-Contrast Vision  


• Low-contrast object identification is one of the most subtle and potentially dangerous 
driving challenges.  An object whose color and brightness "blends in" with its 
background can be invisible to a less than fully attentive driver.  


• Low-contrast object identification is especially important to school bus drivers, 
because of tragedies that have occurred when children wearing dark clothing on dark 
days or against dark backgrounds were not picked up by the driver in the pedestrian 
crossover mirrors. 


• Darker objects (even larger moving objects such as trucks or trains) may be entirely 
invisible against a low-contrast background.  


• Children wearing yellow clothing (such as raincoat parkas) can be nearly invisible 
against the side of school bus. 


Low-Light Vision 


Dusk is one of the most difficult times to drive because of both low-light and low-
contrast conditions.  Drivers need to adjust to these conditions by visually searching more 
carefully and deliberately.  Visual acuity degrades in low light conditions, and it becomes 
much harder to pick out details of an object. 
 
• "Dark adaptation" is a physiological process during which the chemical makeup of 


the eye changes to allow it to see in low light.  It takes 30 - 45 minutes for the eyes to 
adapt to darkness.  Research has showed that smoking and fatigue can significantly 
impede the adaptation process. 


• If you know you're going to be driving at night, avoid bright lights for an hour before 
you leave.  Wearing sunglasses on bright days helps your eyes adapt more quickly 
when darkness comes. 


• Due to the physiology of the eye, everyone has a "night blind spot" at the very center 
of vision.  Staring at an object in low light or night conditions can actually worsen 
our vision and cause the object to disappear altogether.  
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• Window, mirror, and headlight cleanliness has a strong effect on low-light vision; 
even a thin film of dirt or "road dust" on windows or mirrors can cut down light and 
distort vision significantly.  


• Drivers shouldn't wear sunglasses in low-light conditions - the less light coming in to 
our eye, the less we'll see. 


• Colors can be very deceptive at night - red is especially difficult to perceive in low-
light conditions.  A red traffic light may appear white as you approach it from a 
distance in low-light conditions.  Remember that fact when using your red student 
flashers in low-light conditions - the motoring public may not know about low-light 
color changes and could be unaware that you're discharging or receiving passengers. 


Glare 


Glare can also create special vision problems for school bus drivers and glare recovery 
worsens as we age. 
 
• For a driver with good vision who doesn't look directly into them, it still takes 


approximately 7 seconds to readjust after passing oncoming headlights.  If you look 
directly into approaching headlights or other extremely bright light and are "blinded," 
it can take up to a minute for normal vision to return.  If you cannot continue to drive 
safely, pull over and wait for your eyes to recover. 


• Dusty, dirty, filmy windshields amplify the effect of glare - bus drivers should 
remember to clean the inside of windshields too.   


• Sun glasses can be useful in combating sun glare, but don't wear sunglasses at night 
to ward off headlight glare - it's dangerous. 


• Be aware of situations in which "the other guy" may be blinded by the sun's glare and 
not see your stopped bus - glare has been a factor in many school bus accidents, 
including passing motorist accidents in which a child is struck.  School bus 
windshields can reflect back a great deal of light to other motorists. 


Hearing 


Although vision is usually the most important sense needed to drive a school bus safely, 
there are times when hearing is equally important.  The greatest struggle with hearing is 
filtering the important audio clues from the hubbub of everyday life.  Games like “Simon 
Says” or passing a sentence around a circle to see how garbled it gets are examples of 
children’s games which demonstrate how hard it is to know what we hear. 
 
• Improved noise-proofing of school buses in recent years (for instance, sound-


absorbing acoustic ceiling panels the length of the bus) helps to reduce student noise 
level on the bus, but it can also make it harder to hear noises generated outside the 
bus.   


• We usually hear a siren before the emergency vehicle comes into sight.  In an urban 
settings sounds can bounce off surrounding buildings and we can’t even tell what 
direction the sound is coming from.  Failure to hear an emergency vehicle's siren has 
contributed to serious school bus accidents in our state. 
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• Another example of the importance of hearing to a school bus driver is listening for a 
last-second warning before moving the bus after loading or unloading children at a 
bus stop.  Hearing and heeding last-second warnings (for instance, a shout from a 
parent, teacher, or child, or a motorist honking their car horn) has prevented many by-
own-bus tragedies. Listening carefully for approaching trains before crossing tracks is 
extraordinarily important for school bus drivers.  Failure to hear the train whistle has 
led to some of the worst school bus tragedies in history. 


• Hearing is also an important means of monitoring vehicle mechanical condition. 
 
Tips for improved hearing while driving a school bus. 
 
• Make sure to open your driver window whenever hearing is especially important, 


such as loading or unloading students or preparing to cross railroad tracks (this 
includes during cold weather - dress warmly enough while driving bus in the winter 
so that occasionally opening the driver window doesn't make it intolerable to continue 
driving). 


• If you hear a siren but aren't sure where it's coming from, pull over in a safe area and 
wait until the emergency vehicle passes or you know its origin. 


• If there is an AM/FM radio in the bus keep the volume down.  If there is a speaker 
right over your head, check with your supervisor to see if you can get it disabled.  
Always turn the radio off or at least the volume down when hearing is especially 
important, such as loading or unloading students, driving through congested urban 
intersections, or preparing to cross railroad tracks.   


• Never willingly compromise your hearing.  School bus drivers are not permitted to 
listen to "Walkman" type radios while driving a bus - this includes wearing "only" 
one earplug of the device.  Wearing noise-deadening earplugs to "drown out" student 
noise is also forbidden. 


• If you have a hearing aid, wear it at all times and carry a spare battery 


Class Activity – Hearing what you hear 


Whisper the following sentence clearly into the ear of one driver and have that driver 
whisper it to his or her neighbor.  Repeating the sentence is not permitted. Go around the 
entire class and have the final class member repeat the sentence to you.  You can have 
some fun by creating some diversionary activity in the classroom as the activity 
progresses. 
 
“Pick up Lisa and Shakeem at their aunt’s house on Fir Tree Lane Wednesday the 25th if 
the green Explorer is parked beside the house.” 
 
How was their hearing? 


Reflexes 


Think about what our bodies were designed for in the first place.  Human reflexes have 
evolved over millions of years.  Human's normal speed of travel was 3-5 mph (walking) 
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and our top speed was 15 mph (running).  Now, in an evolutionary blink of the eye, less 
than four generations, we regularly travel at speeds above 50 mph.   
Is human reaction time 10 times faster than it was before the advent of motor vehicle 
travel?  Of course not.  Expert defensive driving skills must make up for the evolutionary 
lag in reaction time. 
 
• Reaction time is the time it takes your brain and nervous system to respond to a 


perceived threat (such as a car running a stop sign towards your bus).  It’s a 
combination of perception/recognition time and the accompanying physical response. 


• The brain must first process what the eye sees to determine if it is a potential hazard. 
Interpretation of visual stimuli is not instantaneous, even in an alert mental state.   


• Then the brain must send a signal down the nerves to the appropriate muscles that can 
physically react to the threat or hazard. 


Emergency Response 


Because of the multiple stimuli in traffic situations, drivers are lucky to respond to a 
threat in 1.5 seconds.  Most drivers who are waiting to react to a single stimulus, like on a 
brake reaction timer can respond in about .5 seconds, or 500 milliseconds.  
 
Reaction Time in milliseconds includes:  
 
• 40 ms to detect the threat through the senses;  
• 160 ms for the brain to select an appropriate response; and  
• 100 ms for the response to be communicated through the nervous system to the 


muscle  
 
Movement Time, the foot applying the brake, takes  
 
• 200 ms, for a total of 500 ms. 
 


Reaction Time Movement Time 
Detection Response Selection Nerve Message Physical Movement 
40 ms 160 ms 100 ms 200 ms 


 
At 50 miles per hour, 500 milliseconds or .5 seconds translates into 37 feet.  At a real 
world response time of 1.5 seconds, your vehicle has traveled 110 feet – before the 
brakes are applied!  At 50 miles per hour a school bus stops in 255 on hard dry pavement 
for a total distance of 365 feet or a football field with both including both end zones! 
 
Reaction times vary greatly. 
• Varies greatly from individual to individual. 
• Within an individual's lifetime, his or her reaction time changes - usually worsens 


over time. 
• Varies from day to day for any particular person. 
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• Varies within a particular day.   
• Reaction time depends greatly on the situation: reaction time in a classroom, using a 


brake reaction timer, may be as low as .4 seconds, but in the real world even a good 
driver can take three to four times longer to react to a hazard.   


• Reaction time tends to slow down as we age - professional drivers compensate by 
improving defensive driving skills, and especially by slowing down. 


 
Maintaining mental readiness to react quickly to hazards without "burning out" after 
many hours of driving is a difficult but critical skill for that school bus drivers must learn.  
A nervous driver who is trying to maintain a very high level of mental alertness will burn 
out after a short period and reaction time will actually worsen.  


Class Activity – Reaction time 


Make copies of reaction time strips at the back of the chapter and distribute one to each 
pair of students.  Have one student hold the strip so that the bottom of the strip is just 
above their teammate’s thumb and forefinger held about 1” apart.  Without warning the 
first student releases the paper strip and the second student grasps it with thumb and 
forefinger as quickly as possible. Have them experiment with how distractions, i.e. 
holding a conversation, affects their reaction time.  Have a single elimination tournament 
for fun; the quickest of each pair match up against other quickest partners, etc. 


Concentration 


The discussion of reaction time demonstrates the limits of the body’s ability to respond in 
an emergency situation.  Unfortunately, the time it takes to realize a hazard exists is often 
much longer than the actual reaction time.  One driver might be faster at reaction time 
exercises, but much less conscious of the environment around the bus.  A driver with a 
slower reaction time but better concentration on the driving task will be able to respond 
more quickly.   What things – activities, sounds, objects, etc. can serve to break your 
concentration as a bus driver? 
 
Maintaining concentration in the midst of distraction is the single most important 
psychophysical skill of a school bus driver. The best vision, hearing, and reaction speed 
mean little if attention isn't directed to the appropriate driving task. The ability to 
maintain focus and concentration in the midst of distraction is a learned skill - with 
practice, you can get better at it.  Typical potential distractions to a school bus driver 
include: 
 
• Student behavior problems.  Looking in the internal mirror to deal with behavior 


problems while the bus is moving or while loading or unloading students is extremely 
dangerous. 


• Friendly conversation with well-behaved students (or the bus attendant or other adults 
on board).  NYS DOT prohibits the bus driver from engaging in any unnecessary 
conversation.    
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• Paying attention to interesting or unusual situations outside the bus (for instance, 
"rubbernecking" motor vehicle accidents, "appreciating the opposite sex," etc.). 


• Reading the route sheet or notes while driving or loading or unloading students.  This 
is a special problem for substitute drivers, but even regular route drivers receive 
frequent route changes. 


• Talking on the radio - talking on the radio has contributed to many school bus 
accidents in NYS.  Bus design and radio placement can make reaching the 
microphone, radio, or other controls difficult without taking your eyes off the road.  


• Talking on cellular phones is very dangerous.  School bus drivers should never use 
their own cellular phone for personal conversations while driving students.  If you are 
allowed by operation policy to use a personal cell phone, stop in a safe place when 
children are not on board to make the call. 


• Inner distractions - personal problems, worries, stresses, fantasies, etc. - can be just as 
dangerous as external distractions.  


• If inner distractions keep coming back day after day, talk to someone you trust.  Don't 
wait until it's "too late" - after an accident. 


• Most modern school buses are easier to drive than buses from years back.  As school 
buses begin to "drive like a car," bus drivers may forget how difficult the job really is 
- or how high the stakes still are. 
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Class Activity – What type of stimulus distracts your concentration? 


Note: This activity takes longer to read than it does to complete.  Take adequate time to 
organize this activity and it will be successful.  Drivers will develop a clear 
understanding of what breaks their concentration. 
 
Different people are able to attend consciously to between 5-9 pieces of information at 
any point in time.  Generally speaking, less than five pieces will cause boredom and more 
than nine pieces will cause confusion or loss of pieces of information (the mind will stop 
paying attention to certain sensory input). 
 
When viewed as a conscious act, the act of driving a bus requires conscious attention to a 
number of items simultaneously.  Usually a driver moves from item to item naturally as 
they scan and attend to students when loading and unloading and traffic as they drive.  
However, attention may be pulled to pay attention to other items (a fight, loud noise, 
flash of movement, etc.).  
 
This exercise has drivers concentrating on a physical act that uses up their 5-9 pieces of 
attention and then determine what it is that takes their attention away from the physical 
act.  In this instance, a parallel is made between the eye movement exercise that requires 
conscious attention and the act of driving a bus that requires conscious attention 
(especially if done safely).  Both will take up all nine possible pieces of attention. 
 
The information above is given as background information that can be shared with 
drivers about the purpose of this exercise. 
 
 


                           UP 
 
 
 
 
LEFT                                   RIGHT 
 
 
 
 
                    DOWN 


The drivers should be divided into groups of three. Use the chart at the end of this chapter 
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demonstrated above, or have drivers draw their own. Tape the chart to the wall at eye 
level for the individual to be tested. 
 
Each driver will take a turn to practice the eye movements first.  They are to be done as 
follows. 
 
First the driver says the word out loud and then they do it with their eyes. 
At the end of each "say/do" the driver’s eyes return to the middle of the chart. 
This would look/sound like the following: 
 
1. Eyes begin at the center of the chart. 
2. Say "UP"; then look up; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
3. Say "DOWN"; then look down; return eyes to middle of the chart.  
4. Say "LEFT"; then look left; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
5. Say "RIGHT'; then look right; return eyes to middle of the chart. 
 
The above constitutes one cycle; each driver should do this eight to ten times without 
error. 
 
While one driver does this practice the other two members of the group are to see that the 
exercise is done correctly; that is, the driver says the word first and then does the eye 
movements.  Drivers should not be allowed to say and do the movement simultaneously.  
Separating the actions is more difficult to do and requires conscious attention - that is 
what we want - their conscious attention on the eye movements. 
 
Once all drivers have practiced successfully, one driver cycles through the eye 
movements continuously, one member of the group watches eye movements while the 
other whispers in the driver's ear a simple math problem such as “7 + 2”.  The problem is 
given at the beginning of the cycle; when they are on "UP."  By the time the driver gets 
to the end of that cycle, when they complete "RIGHT”; they should give the answer “9” 
to the problem without breaking their rhythm.  
 
• If they break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that auditory "NOISE" pulls their 


attention.  This indicates that they may loose their concentration due to auditory 
NOISE from the passengers when on the bus. 


 
For each exercise: The driver continues to cycle through their eye movements without 
stopping and the tester provides another problem. During the set of 8-10 repetitions of the 
cycle the driver should respond to three problems.  The addition or multiplication 
problems should all have answers of twelve or less.  If they stop, or start to say and do 
the eye movement and word simultaneously, this means their attention has been pulled 
from their conscious act of eye movements. Each driver cycles through each exercise 
until everyone has been participated. 
 
The next exercise is the same as the first; however, instead of whispering a problem – 
The problem is “flashed" in front of them by their partner who holds up a number of 
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fingers on one hand and then a different number of fingers and are told to add or 
multiply.   
The driver has to "solve" the problems within that cycle and maintain their eye 
movements correctly. 
 
• If they break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that visual "NOISE" pulls their 


attention. This has implications for what might pull a driver's attention while driving 
or loading or unloading.   


 
Next the testees begins their eye movement cycles and a group member holds their hand.  
At the beginning of a cycle the group member “taps" a math problem on the driver's 
palm.  Example: as the driver says UP and then moves their eyes to that position the 
group member taps their palm three times, then, after a hesitation, they tap it two times. 
At the end of the eye movement cycle the driver answers "5”. 
 
Last, the driver begins the eye movement cycle and one of their group members stands 
behind them and gently holds them by the shoulders and moves their upper body around 
(driver should cooperate).  Make sure their eye movement cycle continues to be done 
correctly as they are moved.   
 
• If these last two exercises break their rhythm, we may begin to assume that physical 


or kinesthetic "NOISE" pulls their attention.  This lets the drivers know if 
unanticipated movement of the bus would draw their attention on a rough road or a 
bump they didn't see. 


 
The above exercise is offered as a means of drivers beginning to understand that they are 
all different and each has events that "PULL" their attention from the activity at hand, 
driving.  As they become aware of this fact, they may be able to take steps to overcome 
this natural tendency.  One way is to use this exercise until they can "DO" It without 
error on the one “NOISE” that had pulled their attention. 
 
Leave a number of the eye charts up in the classroom and they will be working on it 
during breaks. 
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Physical Fitness and Stamina 


New York State has higher physical standards for school bus drivers than any state in the 
United States.  These requirements include an annual physical, a biennial physical 
performance test, and random drug testing throughout their careers.  Legislation 
establishing these high standards has resulted from infrequent, but highly publicized and 
very frightening cases of unprofessional driver actions such as:  
 
• drivers or attendants who were unable to evacuate their buses, 
• drug and alcohol abuse by bus drivers, 
• fatigued drivers who have pulled out in front of trains, and 
• drivers losing consciousness from strokes, medication, or diabetic reactions. 
 
Physical fitness is important to help protect the children.  Good physical condition 
increases stamina.  Improving alertness over long periods of stressful driving could mean 
the difference between life and death in an emergency such as an evacuation. 
 
• Physical fitness is also important for bus drivers' own sakes - maintaining a healthy 


lifestyle contributes to our personal well being and happiness. 
• Most school districts have an employee "health and wellness committee" that helps 


employees begin moderate exercise programs, and bus drivers should take part. 
• Transporting students with special needs often requires an even higher degree of 


physical fitness.  Loading and securing wheelchairs and car seats can be physically 
challenging.  Strength, agility, and coordination are all required to maneuver and 
secure wheelchairs.   


 
Overall fitness improves every physical and sensory ability which we have.  The chances 
of disease and sickness, of strains and breaks, and of growing older faster than our years 
are all statistically reduced by fitness.  On the other hand, overeating, smoking, and a 
sedentary lifestyle increase all these probabilities.   
 
The intermittent schedule of school transportation provides an excellent opportunity to fit 
in an exercise program.  It could be as simple as a group of drivers who get together for a 
brisk walk after their morning runs every day.  The benefits of fitness are astounding, ask 
someone on a regular exercise program.  Most days any bus driver would be delighted to 
have more stamina, greater strength, more flexibility, less fatigue, and lower blood 
pressure.  Class members can share stories about exercise programs they or a spouse or 
friend have tried or are on now.  How did it make that person feel physically and mentally? 
 
The SED School Bus Driver Physical Performance Test was created to make sure all 
school bus drivers have adequate physical fitness for the specific tasks required on the 
job.  Over forty years ago a different type of performance standard was in place for 
school bus drivers.  The following was a message on the examination form to physicians 
who provided school bus driver physicals in the 1950s: 
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The job of a school bus driver is one  which requires physical strength, stamina, 
lack of nervousness, ability to meet emergencies and a disposition able to cope 
with a large crown of adolescent children. 
 
School bus drivers are required to operate conveyances ranging in size from five-
passenger cars to 61-capacity buses.  These large buses weigh about 18,000 
pounds or nine tons.  They must be driven on all kinds of highways in all kinds of 
weather. 
 
School bus drivers are required to change tires which might weigh as much as 
150 pounds each.  They also must be able to wash and polish a bus, change oil, 
put on chains, and do other minor repair work.  It is suggested that they should 
meet the minimum physical qualifications listed below. 


 
Obviously the idea of a school bus driver being required to meet the physical 
requirements of the job is nothing new.  While power steering and brakes have made 
school buses easier to handle in recent decades, school bus drivers still must to do a 
personal pre-trip to determine if they have what it takes.   
 
The discussion on aging will talk about when it is time to hang up your keys.  If any 
driver has a condition that weakens their ability through excess weight, skeletal 
weakness, degenerative disease, or other disability they must make the call to hang up 
their keys no matter what their age.  The stakes are too high. 
 
The current performance test requires drivers to perform activities that duplicate the 
physical skills of driving a school bus.  One important aspect of this test to remember is 
that it not only screens out unqualified drivers; it also allows drivers to prove that they 
deserve to drive a school bus.  Some strong, healthy individuals who have passed this test 
with an artificial limb could not have passed the physical examination in 1995 because 
they did not have two “hands and two feet”.  The current test includes the following 
standards. 
 
Standard Time Demonstrates the ability to: 
Climb and descend stairs 30 seconds Move in and out of the bus to attend to 


students and to perform evacuation in a 
timely fashion 


Throttle/Brake 10 seconds Operate pedals quickly in driving situations
Brake /Clutch 5-3 second 


repititions 
Hold brake and clutch pedals for extended 
duration 


Door N/A Open the entrance door multiple times 
Hand Controls 8 seconds 


each 
Steer the bus and operate hand controls 
simultaneously 


Emergency Exit 20 seconds Exit the bus through an emergency exit in 
an evacuation 


125 pound Weight Drag 30 seconds Drag an incapacitated child out or and 
away from a burning school bus 
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Class Activity – Physical Performance Test II 


All drivers in this class should have taken the current test at least one time.  Ask the class 
to brainstorm additional standards which bus drivers should be able to meet.  Have them 
agree on seven new standards and make up a mock test.  Make the drivers create 
rationales to defend their positions -- take the role of devil’s advocate if they don’t start a 
healthy discussion.  


Fatigue and Illness 


Driver fatigue causes many traffic accidents.  Studies in recent years have indicated that 
driver fatigue may be as serious a safety problem as DWI.  On some types of roadways 
(for instance, limited-access interstate highways) sleep-related single-vehicle accidents 
are the most common cause of a traffic fatality.  Surveys have concluded that most 
drivers have fallen asleep at the wheel at least once in their life. 
 
• School bus drivers are susceptible to fatigue.  The combination of early rising (many 


bus drivers are up by 5 am each day) and driving during the afternoon hours when 
natural (circadian) rhythms of sleepiness tend to set in combine to make fatigue a real 
problem for many school bus drivers.  (Driver fatigue in the afternoon may be one 
reason so many school bus fatalities occur then.)   


• Traditional remedies such as opening the driver window, drinking coffee, slapping 
yourself in the face, can help temporarily.  A cup of coffee will provide about 20 
minutes of improved wakefulness, but ten cups will not produce 200 minutes.  The 
best strategy if your are losing control, especially at night, is to take a 20 minute nap.  
Remember, if the choice is between crashing into a bridge abutment or crashing for a 
few minutes of sleep, which is the better choice? 


• One of the most dangerous ways fatigue can affect driving is "micro sleeps" - 2 to 7 
second long bouts of sleep.  If you persist in driving on in the face of serious fatigue, 
your body will fall into uncontrollable micro sleeps.  Usually the micro sleeping 
driver wakes up as the head nods forward, but sometimes wakes up running off the 
road or into a fixed object. 


• To some extent, nutrition and overall physical condition affects our ability to combat 
fatigue.  But no matter how good of shape we're in, at a certain point inadequate sleep 
will win out. 


• The tendency to driving fatigue can be heightened by a variety of lifestyle factors 
such as: second job and family responsibilities.  Mental stress (personal problems or 
worries) can contribute to fatigue. 


• Physiological factors can also impact fatigue.  Sleep apnea and other physiological 
sleep disorders can make it extremely difficult to get adequate rest.  If anyone has 
ever told you that you stop breathing for fifteen seconds or more while you are 
sleeping – and probably snoring -- you should see a doctor for a sleep test.  Apnea 
can affect children and adults of all sexes, sizes, and shapes.  The most common 
sufferers are overweight men with thick necks. 


Chapter 13   Your Physical Self   Page 16 







• If you have a problem, don't hide it - seek help.  If you begin to experience symptoms 
of fatigue (need to take naps in the bus between runs, desire to "put your head down" 
on the steering wheel for "just a few seconds" while stopped at a red light, intense 
sleepiness in the middle of the day, inability to concentrate during this class, etc.) you 
may not be getting enough rest, or have a physiological sleep disorder.  Trying to 
ignore or hide this problem can lead to a tragedy. 


• It's against the law to drive school bus if you are too ill to drive safely.  Pain, nausea, 
dizziness, congestion, or coughing fits can all make it difficult or impossible to drive 
a school bus safely. 


• If a dispatcher or supervisor ever tells you that you must work in spite of an illness or 
medication that could impair your ability to drive safely, explain clearly and 
professionally exactly why you can't do that.  If someone tells you your job is in 
jeopardy unless you come in to drive when you're sick, report the incident to the NYS 
DMV Bus Driver Certification Unit in Albany (518-473-9455 is the phone number as 
of 1998). 


• Many medicines (including common over-the-counter cold medicines) can have side 
effects such as drowsiness that make it unsafe to drive a school bus - always read the 
fine print on medications and if it says don't operate heavy machinery, that means 
don't drive a school bus. 


Class Activity – Identifying down time 


Have the class identify times of day or specific activities that seem to make them 
fatigued.  How much sleep do they get each night and how difficult is it for them to wake 
up in the morning?  Has their need for sleep changed over the years.  Are there factors in 
their lifestyle that make them at risk for a fatigue accident?  (If you have done the 
reflexes activity and are holding your classes at night, ask them if they believe they 
would do better at the beginning or the end of class.) 


Older but Wiser 


Increasingly school bus drivers are coming from the ranks of individuals who have 
retired from another career.  These drivers bring a world of experience to their new job, 
just as 30- and 40-year veteran school bus drivers do.  While they may be new to school 
bus driving, many of these individuals have raised a family and are now enjoying their 
grandchildren and some have had careers working with children. 
 
• For school bus drivers, experience is extremely valuable.  One of the main reasons we 


have such an excellent school bus safety record in NYS is that we have many 
experienced, veteran, older drivers. 


• There is no longer a maximum legal age limit for driving school bus in NYS.  It is 
against the law to discriminate against an individual because of age.  


• Like most stereotypes, stereotypes about older people are usually wrong, or at best 
simplistic - older people (and older school bus drivers) are very diverse.   
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Certain physiological aspects of aging are nearly universal and create significant 
challenges for the school bus driver who wants to maintain his or her safety record into 
the older years. 
 
Vision usually gets worse as we age.  Physically, the eye's lens loses the ability to focus 
quickly, peripheral vision narrows, and the retina becomes less sensitive to light.   
 
• Refocus takes longer - it takes a 52 year old driver about one second longer than a 20 


year old to switch focus from the road to the instrument panel  


Class Activity – Focusing exercise 


Use Eye Focusing Exercise included at the end of the chapter.  See how quickly drivers 
can focus.  Is there a difference among class members based on age?  Most likely there 
will be variation at every age. 
 
• A school bus driver aged 60 needs three times as much light to see as a teenager, and 


will take more than twice as long to adjust to a change from light to darkness.   
• School bus drivers over 50 years old should see an eye doctor regularly.  Eyeglass 


prescriptions may have to be adjusted frequently to maintain adequate vision.   
• Cataracts are common in aging people and can be corrected with surgery; the 


progress of many other eye problems can be slowed if they are detected in time.   
• Low light vision is especially effected by aging - low light has double the effect on an 


older as it does on a younger person.  A young person with 20/20 vision becomes 
20/40 at night; even though an older person can bring their daytime vision up to 
20/20 with glasses, the drop in acuity experienced in low light is more drastic, 
perhaps to as low as 20/80.  One study found that drivers over 65 had to drive one-
third to one-quarter closer to a series of test signs at night than drivers under the age 
of 25 to read the information.  If you have trouble with night driving or glare, ask 
your supervisor to limit your driving to daylight hours.  Although not accepting field 
trips at night might be a financial sacrifice, the stakes are too high to drive school bus 
with anything less than full confidence in your skills.   


• Peripheral vision narrows as we age.  Drivers may overcompensate by taking eyes off 
the road ahead for prolonged periods.  Older people should turn their head and keep 
their eyes moving more actively than younger drivers to safely compensate for 
reduced peripheral vision.   


• Sensitivity to glare usually increases with aging - one study found that resistance to 
glare deteriorates 50% every 12 years period after age 17.  (Put another way: glare 
bothers you twice as much at age 29 as it did at 17; four times as much as 41 as 17; 
eight times as much at 53 as at 17; 16 times as much at 65 as 17; etc.) 


 
Hearing also usually degrades as we age.  Hearing aid technology has been improved in 
recent years and there is little reason not to avail ourselves of the opportunity to hear 
adequately as we get older. 
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Flexibility and agility may decrease as we age due to bone, joint, or muscle ailments  
"Stiff neck driving" results when neck or back mobility is reduced and drivers stop 
moving actively in the bus seat to search for hazards, relying too much on peripheral 
vision. .  A moderate exercise program will improve flexibility for older drivers just as 
well as for younger. 
 
Illnesses may become more frequent and/or serious as we age, and can make it harder to 
concentrate on driving.  Older people tend to use more medications, and the chance of 
drowsiness, disorientation, or other side effects is higher.  Sometimes the mixing of 
various medications can unpredictably magnify side effects - use caution and common 
sense when taking medicine. See Chapter 14, Drugs and Alcohol, for an extended 
discussion of prescription and non-prescription drugs. 
 
Mental/Attitudinal states are often transformed as we get older.  All is not lost as we age - 
the balanced perspective that comes from long experience (wisdom) can make us better 
and safer school bus drivers. 
 
• The different life experiences of older drivers can give them a very different 


perspective than younger drivers. 
• Older drivers can experience alienation from younger coworkers.  Cultural and value 


differences may create communication barriers between generations that require 
conscious effort to overcome.   


• Mental thought processes can slow down – in speed, not quality --as we age.  It can 
take longer for the brain to process sensory inputs.  This can have obvious effects on 
our ability to drive safely.  To compensate for slowed cognitive powers as we age, 
basic defensive driving skills - and especially reducing speed - become more 
important than ever.   


• The energy and noise level of children may be difficult to tolerate as we age, especially 
if physical ailments or other problems beset us.  Additionally, a sense that the younger 
generation is "headed down the wrong path" can make older people lose the desire to 
communicate with youth altogether.  If older drivers, or any drivers, have given up on 
youth, it's better for everyone involved if the bus driver finds another line of work. 


 
Know when it's time to "hang up your spikes."  Older school bus drivers are often the 
safest drivers in a fleet, but no one is forever immune to the gradual cumulative effects of 
aging, and at a certain point (different for each individual) driving school bus just 
becomes too difficult to continue.   
 
In most cases, you know yourself (your physical, mental, and emotional state) best.  If 
you are experiencing one or more of the difficulties associated with aging listed above, 
and you are worried about your ability to go on driving safely, don't ignore it.  Talk to 
someone you can trust about your fears - your doctor, a family member, a good friend, a 
minister, priest, or rabbi, or your supervisor.  Don't wait until it's "too late" and 
something happens that can never be undone.   
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In the meantime, older drivers should enjoy their career.  The opportunity for children to 
have a stable mature adult role model is invaluable for them.  An older bus driver can 
give them the benefit of their life’s experience and will be tucked away in that child’s 
memory as a person who cared. 


Developing Coping Strategies 


The materials and activities of this chapter may have identified personal strengths and 
weaknesses that drivers were not aware of.  All drivers must be able to meet the 
standards established by the DMV 19-A Medical Exam and the SED Physical 
Performance Test.  These are minimum standards.  Weaknesses within the limits of those 
standards generally do not mean that individuals should not work as school bus drivers, 
rather that the drivers need to understand how to compensate by developing defensive 
driving and lifestyle strategies.  Some strategies were mentioned in the chapter material, 
and this review will summarize strategies for different driver characteristics. 
Driver Characteristic Possible Strategy(s) 
Central Vision Be sure that vision has been corrected to the fullest 


extent possible.  Wear your glasses!  Be conscious of 
focussing on the roadway as far ahead as possible.  


Peripheral Vision Peripheral vision is the body’s way of moving the field 
of vision without moving the body.  Move the head side 
to side to compensate for reduced peripheral vision.  
Scan consciously for hazards that might appear from the 
side. 


Night Vision and Glare 
Reaction 


Minimal weaknesses can be compensated for by 
wearing sunglasses and avoiding bright lights before the 
sun sets.  This will reduce the dark adaptation time.  
Changes in diet and/or quitting smoking can help.  
Reducing speed to compensate for a reduced sight 
distance is very important.  Don’t drive beyond the 
ability to see and brake. 


Hearing Control noise in the driver compartment by turning 
down the radio or quieting students so you can respond 
to noises outside the bus.  For some reason getting a 
hearing aid is put off longer than glasses of any other 
perceptual aide.  Many advances have been made to 
correct almost all hearing losses.  Always carry a spare 
battery. 


Reflexes and Emergency 
Response 


Reflexes can be improved somewhat by physical 
conditioning.  The variation of reaction time among 
individuals is generally less than differences in 
perception time.  Increasing following distance and 
covering the brake approaching intersections are two 
good defensive driving techniques to compensate for a 
reduced reaction time. 


Concentration Concentration must often be addressed two different 
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ways.  Develop strategies to concentrate on the driving 
task such as a regular pattern of mirror checks while 
driving or a step-by-step plan for loading or unloading.  
Concentrating on these patterns will help develop good 
habits.  Secondly, the drivers must search to see if there 
are sources of stress in their lives that are drawing 
attention from driving.  Drivers must either eliminate the 
stress or develop strategies to “put away” or 
compartmentalize the stress while driving. 


Fitness and Stamina Fitness impacts every phase of driving.  It is also 
something that everyone can improve through a 
reasonable and regular exercise program.  Often finding 
someone to exercise with makes the task easier.  For 
drivers with physical limitations it might be possible to 
check with their supervisors to see if a route with 
smaller bus is available.  A vehicle with additional 
conveniences such as automatic doors can also present a 
solution if such changes are available. 


Fatigue and Illness Drivers who are constantly fatigued must seek medical 
attention.  Professional school bus drivers will not drive 
while fatigued because they know it compromises 
safety.  There is no strategy for fatigue other than 
getting appropriate rest.  Similarly, drivers must not 
drive if illness affects their ability to drive safely.  
Driving while ill or fatigued is against the law. 


Aging Obviously aging cannot be stopped or avoided.  Older 
drivers need to capitalize on their experience to 
anticipate driving hazards and to follow the strategies 
listed above for various physical weaknesses that may 
have developed over the years.  If aging has blessed 
older drivers with a belief that they can handle whatever 
comes their way, they can put their mind to developing 
sound strategies to compensate for the aging process and 
serve as a role model for younger school bus drivers. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has looked at how our body functions underneath the skin.  Many of the 
topics, Vision, Hearing, Reflexes, Concentration, and Aging are ones we can understand 
how they work but cannot change.  Others, such as Concentration and Fitness, we can 
make a difference.  We must learn to develop strategies that accommodate the strengths 
and weaknesses that we have to perform as a safe school bus driver. 


Class Activity – Weakness to strength 


Ask drivers to write down one area where they feel they can improve their physical, 
perceptual, or reaction fitness.  Make sure that all drivers realize that they have 
weaknesses and strength.  The young driver with great reaction time might not have 
adequate concentration skills.  Have drivers share in groups of four.  Group members can 
help drivers judge if the plan is reasonable or they might have some advice or 
suggestions to enhance the plan. 
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TESTING FOR EYE POINTING 
 
How good are your eyes? 
Here’s a simple test to measure how 
well your eyes point and focus.  
Hold the illustration on the right of 
this page about 24 inches in front of 
you and then hold a pencil 8-10 
inches an front of your eyes, 
directly in line and slightly below 
the target rings.  Focus on the 
pencil.  You should immediately see 
a third ring appear between the two. 
 
The quicker you get the ghost 
image, the better your focussing.


8-10 inches 


24 inches 


Do it 
like this! 
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REACTION 
TIMER 


Good reactions are 
important for safe driving. 


1. Hold your thumb and 
forefinger horizontally,  
with a 1/2” space between 
them. 
2. Ask a friend to hold  
the reaction timer so that  
its lower edge is just above 
the space between finger  
and thumb. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Your friend should 
release the timer without 
warning. 
4. Catch the timer with 
your finger and thumb as 
quickly as you can. 
 
 
 
 
 
5. The point at which you 
catch the timer shows your 
reaction time. 
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Instructor: 
Make copies 
of this page 
and cut the 
Reaction 
Timer strips 
to distribute 
to the class.  
Heavy paper 
will last 
longer, but 
copy paper 
will work too 





