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Abstract 

This curriculum project brings together two important topics: School bus safety and 

meeting the needs of English Language Learners (ELLs).  ELLs are students whose native 

language is not English and who are in the process of becoming proficient in English (Wright, 

2010).  The problem this work addressed is ELLs may not receive equal access to school bus 

safety information since it is not delivered in a language that they can understand.  The purpose 

of this project was to create Professional Development materials for school principals and bus 

drivers to help them work together in conducting school bus safety drills throughout the school 

year, in a district with a large population of ELLs.  The district also transports many students 

with special needs, so considerations for these students were addressed as well.  This workshop 

addressed the safety aspects of safely loading and unloading, crossing the road, waiting for the 

bus, emergency situations, and interactions with parents.  The author reviewed court cases and 

state and federal legislation requiring ELLs and students with special needs to receive equal 

access to the information that their peers receive, in addition to New York State Commissioner’s 

Regulations and school bus driver training materials.  These documents were reviewed to 

demonstrate a need for access to relevant information for school personnel and students.  It is 

hoped that school bus safety training for ELLs and students with special needs will be improved, 

with increased knowledge on the best practices for delivering this information to these students. 
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Introduction 

Problem 

English Language Learners (ELLs) are students whose native language is not English and 

who are in the process of becoming proficient in English (Wright, 2010). The curriculum 

problem this thesis addresses is ELLs may not receive equal access to school bus safety 

information since it is not delivered in a language that they can understand.  School buses are a 

safety-sensitive environment, so it is vital that all students understand school bus safety practices 

to ensure that they remain safe. 

This curriculum project also met a current local need.  It was discovered while this thesis 

was in progress that a local school district had not conducted the mandatory safety drills in over 

five years.  As a result, current staff was unfamiliar with the requirements and best practices for 

conducting these drills, both with ELLs and non-ELLs.  Since this district had a large population 

of ELLs, it made sense to create professional development materials to help train this target 

audience.  This curriculum project developed the professional development materials to support 

such a training session.  As a result of this training, bus drivers will benefit from a better 

understanding of how to convey safety information to all students. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this project was to produce Professional Development materials for the 

training of school principals and bus drivers.  The author selected a framework, which included 

education department regulations and curricula to ensure all relevant information was covered.  

These materials addressed various safety aspects including safely getting on and off of the bus, 

crossing the road, waiting for the bus, and emergency situations which will be taught to both 
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ELLs and non-ELLs.  These materials also included information for the district to use to improve 

their communication of information with parents. 

Significance 

The yellow school bus is a symbol of education to many individuals in America as well 

as an iconic symbol of the American education system all over the world.  The yellow school bus 

serves as a representation of democracy and equal educational opportunity to all students in the 

United States (A.M. Klein, personal communication, May 15, 2014; Farmer, 1990; Abercrombie; 

1990).  In many other nations, students must find their own means to get to school, and for those 

living in remote areas, this can prove difficult and greatly limit access to an education.  In the 

United States, all children are not only entitled to an education, but are required to receive an 

appropriate, publicly funded education, regardless of any number of factors, such as race, 

religion, gender, etc.  In addition to the right to an education, many children rely on school buses 

to safely transport them to and from school to receive this education.  In New York State alone, 

over 2.3 million children ride the bus to and from school (New York State Education 

Department, 2015; New York Association of Pupil Transportation, 2014).  It is also estimated 

that in New York State, 8.9% of students may be speakers of languages other than English 

(Engage New York, 2014).  In other words, many students who ride the bus to and from school 

may also be speakers of languages other than English. 

The number of ELLs in the United States is steadily increasing.  Between 1979 and 2008, 

the number of ELLs enrolled in schools in the United States increased from 3.8 million to 10.9 

million students, or an increase from 9% to 21% of the student population (United States 

Department of Education, 2010).  ELLs have the right to an education—an education they can 
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comprehend, just as their English-speaking peers do.  In the 1974 Federal court case, Lau v. 

Nichols, this right to an appropriate education was challenged and it was determined that schools 

must provide appropriate language accommodations to ELLs (Crawford, 1998). 

This curriculum project brings together two important topics: school bus safety and 

meeting the needs of ELLs.  School bus drivers have a huge responsibility.  In addition to being 

responsible for student safety on the bus, school bus drivers are also responsible for ensuring 

student safety while boarding and alighting (getting off) the bus, which can include crossing 

roads.  When students are boarding or alighting the bus, one safety concern is motorists who do 

not stop for the school bus and pass the bus on the right side.  When students cross the road, they 

are also at risk of motorists who do not stop for the school bus, and pass the bus on its left side, 

either from behind the bus or coming from oncoming traffic.  With increasing numbers of ELLs 

and many students relying on school buses for transportation to and from school, it is important 

for school bus drivers to have the resources to communicate with ELLs and instruct them in safe 

ridership skills.  It is also important that students understand the importance of safe ridership 

practices and are not missing this instruction because their comprehension of the English 

language is still developing. 

Due to limited research and resources jointly on transportation and the needs of ELLs it is 

obvious that more needs to be written to improve this under-studied area.  Safety of children is 

highly important and something that school administrators, teachers, and school-related 

professionals should consider of the utmost importance.  Lack of safety training can result in 

lawsuits for school districts, but more importantly, it can mean the difference between the life or 

death of one child.  It is impossible to know if the life of one child has been saved by this 
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research, as statistics are not kept for that type of information; however, if the loss of one life has 

been prevented, then this curriculum project has been useful.  
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Review of Literature 

 This literature review focuses on policies affecting ELLs in public schools and students 

with special needs, effective ways for speakers of English to communicate with ELLs, and safety 

programs for school transportation.  While the school environment generally does not pose major 

safety risks, boarding and alighting (getting off) the school bus, which is done daily by many 

students in the United States can be quite dangerous.  The following review includes a review of 

policies regarding ELLs and students with special needs and important governing bodies, laws, 

and recommendations that govern bus safety programs. 

Important Laws Affecting ELLs 

 There are several court cases and laws which influence the educational rights of ELLs.  

When learning about decisions in court cases and laws passed, it is important to take the current 

events of the time period into account.  The subsequent review begins with a brief history of 

bilingual education in the United States, followed by court cases and laws relevant to the 

education of ELLs. 

 History.  To gain a better understanding of why laws were made or what may have 

influence court rulings, one should take into account the historical context of the time period.  

Prior to World War I, the use of different languages in the United States was accepted and even 

encouraged.  This is significant because in the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, the United States saw 

a steady influx of immigrants. Following the end of World War I, the Americanization 

Department of the United States Bureau of Education recommended that all private and public 

schools be conducted in English.  This was largely due to Anti-German sentiment and languages 

other than English being viewed as threats to Americanization.  Between 1919 and 1923, 34 
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states declared that English must be the only language used in elementary instruction, since they 

feared that instruction in a foreign language would not promote loyalty to America.  The case 

Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) challenged the use of languages other than English in private 

instruction.  The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that languages other than English could be used in 

after-school and private instruction (Baker, 2011). 

 Another historical event to help better understand the emotions behind legislation passed 

was the launch of the satellite, Sputnik.  After the launch of Sputnik by the Russians in 1957, 

American politicians and the public realized the importance of being competitive in an 

increasingly international world.  As a result, the National Defense and Education Act was 

passed in 1958.  This act encouraged the learning of foreign languages in both the K-12 setting 

and at the university level (Baker, 2011).  Following the Civil Rights movement in the 1960’s, 

overall equality of opportunity, including educational opportunity became a driving force in the 

American legal system.  The 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination based on color, 

race, or national origin.  This Act also led to the creation of the Office of Civil Rights which 

helps enforce laws that prohibit discrimination.  Next, Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act, better known as the Bilingual Education Act (BEA) was passed in 1968.  This act 

made bilingual education programs a part of federal educational policy.  With this act, federal 

funds were able to be used for educating speakers of languages other than English.  The 

Bilingual Education Act has repeatedly been re-authorized since it was enacted (Baker, 2011).  

Following the Civil Rights Act and creation of the Office of Civil Rights, came the Equal 

Educational Opportunities Act of 1974. 

 Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974.  According to the Equal Educational 

Opportunities Act of 1974 (EEOA), state educational agencies (SEAs) and school districts are 
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required to “take action to overcome language barriers that impede English Language Learner 

(ELL) students from participating equally in school districts’ educational programs” (Department 

of Justice, n.d.).  In other words, school districts and SEAs must work to overcome issues that 

may arise due to students’ developing fluency in English.  Failing to address the language needs 

of students means that these students are not receiving an equal opportunity to learn.  Providing 

ELLs with the exact same materials and instruction as their peers, is not equal because ELLs are 

not receiving information that is meaningful to them (Crawford, 1998).  In the same year that the 

EEOA was passed, a lawsuit originating from San Francisco, California made its way to the U.S. 

Supreme Court. 

Lau v. Nichols (1974).  Around the same time that the EEOA was passed, there was a 

lawsuit which challenged whether or not ELLs were actually receiving equal opportunities.  Lau 

v. Nichols was a lawsuit brought on behalf of approximately 1,800 students of Chinese ancestry 

in the San Francisco School District.  The central focus of the case was whether or not non-

English speaking students received equal education opportunities since they were instructed in 

English, which was a language that they did not understand (Baker, 2011).  The school district’s 

failure to provide bilingual education was said to violate both the equal protection clause of the 

14
th

 Amendment and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  The case made its way to the U.S. 

Supreme Court in 1974.  The Supreme Court ruled that English mainstreaming (“submersion”) 

programs for language minority children were prohibited.  In other words, “There is no equality 

of treatment merely by providing students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and 

curriculum; for students who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any 

meaningful education” (Lau v. Nichols, 1974).  This ruling created a legal precedent in language 

rights in the U.S.  Instead of students receiving the exact same resources (facilities, textbooks, 
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teachers, curriculum, etc.…) as their English-speaking peers, schools were required to provide 

ELLs with access to information.  This was done to prevent ELLs from being excluded from the 

meaningful education received by their peers. 

According to Thompson (2013), courts have ruled that just like racial minorities, 

linguistic minority speakers have been discriminated against and denied access to services in 

various settings, which include schools.  Liu and Schachter (2007) take this a step further by 

discussing transit information needs of ELLs as a human rights issue.  If the needs of ELLs are 

not appropriately addressed, they cannot equally access the transportation system, and in effect, 

discrimination may be taking place.  Agencies that accept federal funds must take reasonable 

steps to provide meaningful access to information and services provided to ELLs.  Non-

compliance with this may be in violation of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, even if the discrimination 

was unintentional (Liu & Schachter, 2007). 

Since American public schools should teach English skills to all students, it is 

unreasonable to expect students to have already mastered the English language.  As a result of 

the Lau v. Nichols ruling, ELLs have a right to assistance with overcoming language barriers and 

making academic content comprehensible (Crawford, 1998).  In order to overcome language 

barriers and make content comprehensible, school districts must take “affirmative steps” to 

remedy these issues (Wood, 2008).  This includes making sure that students have access to safety 

information.  The historical context of Lau v. Nichols should be taken into account, as this court 

ruling took place 20 years after the case, Brown v. Board of Ed.  The following is a discussion of 

the clashes between the two court rulings. 
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Lau v. Nichols clashes with Brown v. Board of Ed.  Due to the Civil Rights issues 

taking place around the time of the Lau v. Nichols lawsuit, the Supreme Court’s ruling was 

highly controversial.  Those supporting desegregation of the African-American community felt 

as though the bilingual education movement clashed with their principles.  Desegregation meant 

that students from a certain racial group would be scattered throughout the school system so that 

they would be integrated.  On the contrary, students receiving bilingual education would be 

concentrated in specific schools so that they would receive individualized, language-specific 

instruction (Thompson, 2013).  Segregation based on race was considered involuntary while 

segregation based on language needs was considered voluntary. 

Thompson (2013) discusses the differences between the ideas of positive equality and 

negative equality.  Negative equality is “equality via similar treatment.”  In contrast, positive 

equality is when treatment is personalized based on a group’s needs.  Positive equality is 

“equality via differential treatment.”  Thompson argues that the Brown v. Board of Ed. case 

involved the belief that separate is essentially unequal, while the Lau v. Nichols case involved 

the belief that separate treatment of certain groups may be necessary in order to guarantee 

equality.  In other words, by the school district not providing educational services that met the 

language needs of the students, the school district violated the students’ rights under both the 

Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and also Title VI of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964.  Differential treatment of students is permitted, and is actually required, if treating 

students equally would result in their inability to access the education offered by the school 

district (Thompson, 2013).  It is important to note that Lau v. Nichols and legislation passed in 

regards to the rights of ELLs often requires that the information be provided in a way that ELLs 

can access it; however, suggestions for doing so are not provided, leaving the methods for 
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meeting these needs up to the states or school districts.  In recent years, there has been a steady 

increase in the number of ELLs in the United States. 

Steady increase of ELLs 

 In the United States, language diversity and the number of ELL students in schools is 

steadily increasing.  In the 2007-2008 school year, there were approximately 49.9 million 

students enrolled in public schools in the United States.  Of these 49.9 million students, at least 

10.7% or 5.3 million students were considered ELLs (National Clearinghouse for English 

Language Acquisition, 2010).  Over the 10 year period from the 1997-1998 school year to the 

2007-2008 school year, there was as 53.2% increase in ELL enrollment across the United States, 

which includes increases of over 300% in several states (341.7% in Nevada, 409.3% in Indiana, 

and 827.8% in South Carolina) (Migration Policy Institute, 2010).  With increases in language 

diversity and a growing population of ELLs, comes a growing need for resources to help those 

unfamiliar with the U.S. educational system learn about and adjust to the similarities and 

differences between the American system and their own.  As previously stated, states or school 

districts are typically at liberty to determine how they will meet the needs of their students, as 

long as they abide by federal and state regulations.  Following is a discussion on meeting the 

needs of ELLs. 

Meeting the needs of ELLs 

 ELLs have unique needs compared to those of their Native English-Speaking peers, so it 

is important to take these needs into account when planning for their instruction.  ELLs benefit 

from sheltered content instruction and scaffolding.  Scaffolded instruction is a type of language 

support that can be provided to ELLs.  With scaffolded instruction, the teacher carefully supports 
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the student’s learning and gradually removes the support as the student no longer requires it and 

is able to complete the task on his/her own.  Scaffolding is not only a support, but also involves 

socialization between the teacher and student.  Scaffolding can be provided in a variety of ways 

which include gestures, visual aids, restating in a different way, recasting what the student said, 

using tangible examples, and summaries (Baker, 2011).  Speaking slowly and clearly, in addition 

to checks for understanding should also occur regularly.  Another method employed to help 

ELLs is the use of sheltered content instruction. 

 Sheltered content instruction involves instruction in English.  It involves the use of the 

same curriculum as English-speaking peers; however, the vocabulary is matched to that of the 

student’s proficiency level in English (Baker, 2011).  This ensures that the student still receives 

the same grade-level content as his/her peers; however, it is in a language that he/she can 

understand.  Sheltered content instruction, aims to prevent ELLs from falling too far behind in 

the grade-level academic content that their native English-speaking peers receive.  In addition to 

sheltered content instruction, there are other methods which use the home language of students.  

One of these methods is bilingual education. 

 Bilingual education is one way in which students can receive instruction in both their 

home language, referred to as L1, and also their second (or additional) language, referred to as 

L2.  According to Baker (2011), there are several variations of strong programs for bilingual 

education, which include immersion, maintenance/heritage language, two way/dual language, 

and mainstream bilingual.  The typical student in these programs varies from language majority 

to language minority, or a mixture of both.  The emphasis on L1 or L2 in the classroom varies 

based on the type of program.  Bilingualism and biliteracy are common goals of each of these 

forms of bilingual education.  In addition to bilingual education, other methods, such as English 
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as a Second Language (ESL) or English as a New Language (ENL) classes may be offered to 

students. 

In New York State, students classified as ELLs are required to receive a certain amount 

of class instruction through ENL courses, if they are not already taking part in a bilingual 

education program (8 CRR-NY 154, 2015).  Use of L1 in ENL instruction varies by class, but 

the goal is for the student to transition to using the L2.  In addition to requirements on units of 

instruction, there are also requirements for in-service training for personnel who provide 

instruction or other services to ELLs.  The goal of this instruction is to help staff gain a greater 

appreciation of students’ cultural backgrounds, including languages, and also to guide them in 

how to provide the information or services appropriately, since ELLs may have different needs 

than non-ELLs. 

Qualifications for teachers of ELLs are also outlined in these regulations.  Furthermore, 

support services should be offered to ELLs and their families, which can include individual 

counseling, group counseling, home visits, and parental counseling.  These services may need to 

be provided in the L1 of the student and parent/guardian (8 CRR-NY 154, 2015).  When 

determining the services offered to students, it is important to keep in mind the length of time it 

takes to become fluent in one’s L2. 

Length of time to learn a second language 

Fluency in a second language does not occur overnight.  It is estimated to take five to 

seven years to reach native-like fluency in a language (Wright, 2010).  In the initial stages of 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA), which typically last up to six months each, learners start 

with a silent period and will be developing their comprehension skills (Cummins, 2006).  In this 
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period, learners are most receptive to instruction when the information they receive is highly 

contextualized.  With ELLs of all different backgrounds entering school at various points 

throughout the year and with different levels of fluency in English, it is highly probable that 

there will be beginner ELLs riding on school buses.  In other words, school bus drivers are likely 

to interact on a daily basis with ELLs.  Since they are considered to be part of a support service, 

school bus drivers in New York State should receive in-service training to assist them in working 

with ELLs.  There are many strategies that are beneficial to working with ELLs.  These strategies 

are discussed below. 

Strategies for ELLs based on language-level 

There are many ways to make content comprehensible to ELLs.  The most obvious way 

is by using the student’s home language to translate material.  Language acquisition tends to 

occur in a highly predictable order of stages, which in total can last up to seven years (Lightbown 

& Spada, 2006).  The first of these stages is the Pre-Production stage. 

Pre-Production stage of language acquisition.  When students are in the Pre-

Production or Silent/Receptive Stage of Second Language Acquisition, which typically lasts 

from between several weeks to about six months, they understand about 500 words.  They will 

have minimal comprehension and no verbal production.  At the same time, students will still be 

receptive to English.  If instruction is in a language the student doesn’t understand, then 

strategies such as matching, pointing, miming, moving, drawing, and role-playing silently are 

some of the effective techniques that students at this stage are receptive to.  It is important that 

teachers of students at this stage provide ample listening opportunities where the information 

they present is contextualized.  Use of physical movements, miming, and music are also 
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beneficial.  It is also vital that teachers speak clearly and show actions along with their words 

(Wright, 2010).  The next stage is the Early Production stage. 

Early production stage of language acquisition.  At the next stage of language 

development, Early Production, students understand and can use approximately 1,000 words.  

They have some comprehension and produce one or two word responses or phrases.  Students at 

this stage will also recognize words used in isolation.  Naming, pointing and saying, labeling, 

listing, categorizing, repeating, and reciting are all strategies where students are receptive to and 

expressive with English.  At the Early Production stage, some strategies that teachers should 

continue to use include providing contextualized listening experiences, having students label, 

manipulate, and evaluate pictures and objects, introduce dialogue journals that are supported by 

conversation, pair students together, and use graphic organizers (Wright, 2010). 

 At both the Pre-Production and Early Production stages of language acquisition, it is 

important for instruction to be highly contextualized and use physical movement.  Instructors 

should show actions with their spoken words.  This allows students to use context clues to help 

them decipher the verbal message being presented to them.  At the early stages of language 

development, students benefit from teachers slowing their rate of speech, clear enunciation, and 

use of pauses, which while important, all become less necessary as students increase their 

proficiency (Echevarría, Vogt, Short, 2010).  Frequent checks for comprehension, avoiding the 

use of jargon or metaphors, and avoid making assumptions about others are also important 

strategies to keep in mind.  Strategies to reduce anxiety and differentiation of instruction are also 

beneficial to ELLs.  All of these methods that teachers typically use to communicate with their 

students who are ELLs are also some basic ways that a bus driver, if he or she does not know the 
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home language, can create comprehension when he/she does not speak the same language as the 

student.  ELLs have different background experiences.  Some ELLs may be newcomer students. 

Newcomer Programs 

 Newcomer centers are a program sometimes used to help students transition into a 

mainstream school setting.  Newcomer centers help students transition to the new culture, 

education system, and language that they face upon arrival in a new country (Baker, 2011).  

Additionally, newcomer centers are beneficial to students because they provide a welcoming and 

supportive environment where students can begin to adjust to all the challenges they face in 

relocating.  Students are typically enrolled in a newcomer center for one semester up to two 

years (Baker, 2011).  In addition to assessments of the child’s prior learning, orientations to the 

new culture may be provided.  Other support services provided may include counseling services, 

transportation, and family support (Friedlander, 1991).  Newcomer parents also face challenges 

in both their own adjustment and unfamiliarity with their children’s educational system.  Often, 

parents are not sure how to advocate for their children or support their children academically 

(Friedlander, 1991). 

 Some newcomer students may also be refugees.  Refugee students are especially 

vulnerable to challenges in adapting to American schools.  School routines and educational 

expectations may be completely new concepts to these students.  Students may need explicit 

explanations on routines and expectations including: sitting still for long periods of time, riding a 

school bus, lining up to leave the classroom, discipline in the school environment, following a 

schedule, preparing for field trips, what to do during emergency drills, and the roles of school 

personnel (Bridging Refugee Youth & Children’s Services, 2008).  Other experiences such as 
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eating in the cafeteria, using lockers, and riding buses may be completely new to both refugee 

and newcomer students (International Rescue Committee, 2006).  According to IRC (2006), one 

should not assume that refugee children know that once they get on a bus, they will be able to 

return to their home.  Families may not be aware that schools close for certain holidays, or for 

bad weather (BRYCS, 2008a).  Families may also be confused since in some school districts, 

students who live close to the school do not receive transportation services and may walk to 

school while those who live further away receive transportation services (Han, 2011).  Due to 

their unique needs, refugee families, in particular, may benefit from extra information to increase 

their understanding of services available for their children and how to access these services. 

The remainder of this literature review gives attention to the other topic of interest, 

namely school bus safety.  Whereas the first half of this literature review focused on the history, 

laws, and needs of ELLs, the author draws the reader toward thinking about school bus safety 

and ultimately the issue of access to information for ELLs and students with special needs.  This 

history begins with the National Congress on School Transportation. 

National Congress on School Transportation (NCST) 

One of the many ways in which school transportation safety has increased is through the 

National Congress on School Transportation (National Congress on School Transportation, 

2015).  In 1939, Frank Cyr organized a conference with the goal of setting standards for school 

buses (Columbia, 1995).  Cyr was a professor of rural education at Columbia University 

Teachers College.  At the time, students travelled to school through various modes of 

transportation.  These included trucks, buses, and horse-drawn wheat wagons (Farmer, 1990).  

Since each district set their own standards, manufacturers had a difficult time mass-producing 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY  17 

school buses.  Attendance at the first conference included transportation representatives from the 

48 states in existence at the time and manufacturing engineers from various companies.  

Standards adopted at the first conference included specifications for body length, ceiling height, 

and aisle width (Columbia, 1995).  Most notably, the highly recognizable color of school buses, 

National School Bus Chrome was adopted at this conference, as well.  Over time, 

recommendations for operating procedures and driver training have also been included in the 

conferences.   

Since the first conference in 1939, the National Congress on School Transportation has 

occurred approximately every five years to revisit and update standards in the school bus 

industry to keep current on changes in engineering, technology, and safe operating procedures 

(NCST, 2015).  Each state in the United States is encouraged to send delegates with expertise in 

school transportation.  Over an exhaustive period of several days, delegates deliberate and adopt 

proposed updates to the National School Transportation Specifications and Procedures (NSTSP).  

These include recommendations for vehicles, equipment, and operational practices that promote 

the goals of safety and efficiency (NCST, 2015).  The following section reviews an influential 

law specific to New York State called Article 19-A. 

Article 19-A 

There are many laws and regulations that govern school bus safety and compliance.  

Article 19-A is the most influential law regarding school bus safety in New York and is governed 

by the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles (NYS DMV).  This law is broad enough 

to cover all commercial passenger transportation which includes ambulette, motorcoach, and 
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transit, as well as school buses. When it comes to school bus safety, operators or transportation 

providers need to comply with Article 19-A. 

Article 19-A is a section of New York State Vehicle & Traffic Law (VTL).  This law is 

the result of a school bus and freight train collision, which changed the world of passenger 

transportation, by requiring training and observation of school bus drivers.  At approximately 

7:55 a.m. on Friday, March 24, 1972, a school bus was struck by a Penn Central Freight Train, 

on Gilchrist Road, near Congers, NY (National Traffic Safety Board, 1973).  Five students died 

as a result of this accident.  The other 44 students on board, along with the bus driver, were all 

injured.  One of the many factors that contributed to this accident was the unnecessary routing of 

the school bus over the railroad crossing.  Other factors that contributed to the fatalities and 

injuries included structural integrity issues and permitting standees on the bus (NTSB, 1973).  

Additionally, lack of regular observation of school bus drivers was also a contributing factor to 

this accident (Pupil Transportation Safety Institute, 2011).  Prior to this accident, this school bus 

driver had already been involved in two accidents while driving a school bus, both involving 

property damage (NTSB, 1973).  Additionally, the motor carrier/his employer, Rockland Bus 

Lines, did not have any medical history records on this driver, as required by the New York State 

Education Department (NYSED). 

 As a result of this infamous crash, Article 19-A of New York State Vehicle and Traffic 

Law was created (New York State Department of Motor Vehicles, 2015).  The purpose of Article 

19-A is to “further highway safety by creating standards for the qualification of bus drivers” 

(NYS DMV, 2012).  These standards for all bus drivers, including school bus drivers involve 

pre-employment and biennial medical examinations, pre-employment and annual driver license 

abstract (motor vehicle record) reviews.  Drivers may also be subject to fingerprinting and 
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background checks through the Division of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS) and the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation (FBI).  Additionally, bus drivers must complete an annual Defensive 

Driving Observation (DDO), biennial “Behind-The-Wheel” roads tests (BTW), and biennial 

oral/written tests.  At least once per year, all motor carriers must review the driving records 

(abstracts) of each 19-A qualified driver with that driver, in addition to the daily monitoring of 

each driver’s license (NYS DMV, 2015).  It is important to note that the annual driver license 

abstract review takes into account all driving done both professionally, for example, while on-

the-job as a school bus driver, and also driving done in personal vehicles. 

The Defensive Driving Observation and biennial “Behind-The-Wheel” road tests are two 

of the many parts of Article 19-A that are required by law to be performed.  Both involve 

observations of one’s driving habits including overall road observation, lane usage, speed, use of 

turn signals, turning, vehicle control, obeying road signs and signals, maintaining proper 

following distance, procedures for receiving and discharging passengers, and also overall traffic 

interaction.  The Defensive Driving Observation cannot be failed; instead, it provides 

information on training deficiencies which must be addressed and documented.  On the other 

hand, with a biennial “Behind-The-Wheel” road test, a bus driver can be disqualified from 

driving for several days for various reasons.  These include not approaching or leaving the bus 

stop cautiously, not using proper speed for conditions, not stopping properly at railroad 

crossings, not being familiar with proper crossing procedures required by NYS Education 

Department, and not observing pedestrians, passengers, or other hazards at bus stops. 

 To undertake the task of the additional testing requirements of bus drivers as required by 

Article 19-A, the Certified Examiner (CE) position was created.  In order to be certified as a CE, 

one must have a minimum of two years of experience in driver training and the evaluation of the 
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driving ability of others.  Additionally, the applicant must have successfully completed either a 

college course in driver education instruction or a course approved by the commissioner in driver 

training and traffic safety for the purpose of becoming a 19-A CE.  The applicant must also have 

at least 18 months of experience in the operation of the type of vehicle that he/she will be testing 

in while working for the fleet.  Next, one must pass a written test, vision test, and road test, along 

with an interview.  CEs must attend a refresher seminar at least once every three years (NYS 

DMV, 2012).  The role of Certified Examiners is to conduct the annual Defensive Driving 

Observation, biennial Behind-the-Wheel road test, and biennial oral/written testing for each 19-A 

qualified driver. 

In addition to these testing requirements, motor carriers are subject to periodic audits of 

their 19-A driver files by the NYS DMV.  Failure to comply with the rules and regulation of 

Article 19-A can result in administrative hearings, civil penalties of $500-$2,500 per violation, 

and/or suspension of transportation privileges (NYS DMV, 2012). 

New York State Education Department Requirements 

In addition to being governed by the NYS DMV, school transportation is also governed 

by NYSED. 

School Bus Drivers.  While adherence to Article 19-A requirements are set forth by the 

NYS DMV, school bus drivers in New York State are also governed by NYSED and 

Commissioner’s Regulations.  According to the New York State Commissioner’s Regulations (8 

CRR-NY 156.3, 2015), school bus drivers must pass a physical examination at least once every 

13 months.  Additionally, a Physical Performance Test (PPT) must also be conducted once every 

24 months.  The purpose of the PPT is to ensure that the school bus driver is capable of 
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performing various job-related functions required by this safety-sensitive profession.  In order to 

pass the PPT, a school bus driver must climb and descend bus steps repeatedly, have quick 

reaction time from throttle to brake, repeatedly depress clutch and/or brake pedals, repetitively 

open and close a manually operated bus entrance door, operate hand controls simultaneously and 

quickly, exit quickly from an emergency door, and drag a weight the length of a bus (to simulate 

dragging students in an emergency situation).  If the PPT is failed, one is disqualified from 

transporting passengers on a school bus for several days, until they pass a retest and are 

requalified (8 CRR-NY 156.3, 2015).  The PPT is conducted by a School Bus Driver Instructor 

(SBDI).  In addition to conducting PPTs, SBDIs also provide Pre-Service, Basic, Refresher, and 

Advanced Course training. 

Prior to transporting students on a school bus, each school bus driver is required to 

complete a Pre-Service course.  This training requires a minimum of two hours of instruction on 

school bus safety practices and one hour of instruction on transporting students with special 

needs.  Within the first year of driving, school bus drivers in New York State must also complete 

a Basic course.  The Basic course requires a minimum of 30 hours of instruction.  The chapter 

topics, or framework, can be found in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Chapters of New York State School Bus Driver 30-hour Basic Course and Sample Sections 

Chapters/Title Sections of Chapter 

Chapter 1 – Introduction Welcome to the Family 

Getting to know each other 

Training history in New York State 

Chapter 2 – Leading by 

Example 

Driver as Role Model 

Customer Service 

Positive Attitudes 

Team Member Responsibilities 

(continued) 
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Chapters/Title Sections of Chapter 

Chapter 3 – Laws and 

Liability 

School Bus Driver Liability 

Understanding Laws 

Regulation, and Training Procedures 

New York State Education Department 

New York State Department of Motor Vehicles 

New York State Department of Transportation 

Federal Requirements 

Local Laws and Procedures 

Chapter 4 – Lessons from 

History 

History of the School Bus 

School Bus Safety is one Bus Stop at a Time 

Chapter 5 – Emergency 

Planning 

Driver Role at the Crash Scene: Stop, Tell, Evaluate, Act, Maintain 

Chapter 6 – Medical 

Emergencies 

What is First Aid 

Student Management in an Emergency 

Legality of Rendering First Aid 

Good Samaritan Act 

Heat Exposure 

Cold Weather Dangers 

Seizures 

Driver Medical Emergencies 

Chapter 7 – Handling the 

Bus 

Crash Preventability 

Defensive Driving Skills 

High Caution Driving Situations 

School Bus Driving Challenges 

Chapter 8 – Bus Stop 

Safety 

Pick-up and Drop-off Zone Safety 

Student Safe Loading Procedures 

Student Safe Unloading Procedures 

Safe Crossing Procedures 

Prepare for Passing Motorists 

Special Dangers at the Stop 

Safety First, Schedule Second 

Details for Children 

Kids do the Darnedest Things 

Public Awareness 

Chapter 9 – Know Your 

Bus 

School Bus Driver as Mechanics Helper 

Completing the Driver’s Daily Report 

Mirror Adjustment 

Pre-Trip Inspection 

Recommended Post-trip and Shut-down Procedure 

(continued) 
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Chapters/Title Sections of Chapter 

Chapter 10 – Student 

Management 

Understanding Different Age Groups 

Non-verbal Communications 

Verbal Communication 

Listening as a Skill 

Attitude – The Loudest Form of Communication 

School Bus Student Management Plan and Process 

Conflict and Conflict Resolution 

Specific Behavior Problems 

Strategies for Violence 

Chapter 11- Student Safety 

Training 

Learning is Fun; Tips for Successful Instruction 

Daily Safe Crossing Instruction 

Conducting Quality Safety Drills 

Special Drills for Special Needs 

Chapter 12 – Special 

Needs Transportation 

Special Needs Transportation Law 

Creating Relationships and Understanding Their Challenges 

General Categories of Disabilities 

Familiarization with Equipment 

Special Needs Emergency Evacuation Drills 

Communication 

Chapter 13 – Your 

Physical Self 

Vision; Hearing 

Reflexes 

Concentration 

Physical Fitness and Stamina 

Fatigue and Illness 

Older but Wiser 

Developing Coping Strategies 

Chapter 14 – Drugs and 

Alcohol 

Legal Requirements 

CDL Rules and Regulations for School Bus Drivers 

DWI vs. CDL Law (Driving While Intoxicated) 

Effects of Prescription and Over-the-Counter Medications 

Synergistic Effects 

Chapter 15 – Protecting 

Yourself 

Safety Benefit of Wellness 

Dress for Success 

Stress as a Safety Hazard 

Common School Bus Driver Injuries 

Driver Ergonomics 

Blood Borne Diseases and Hazardous Materials 

Workplace Violence 

Reporting and Injury 

 Note. Adapted from New York State Education Department (NYSED). (1999). Basic course of 

instruction for school bus drivers. Albany, NY: NYSED.  Not all subtopics are listed. 

Pre-Service and Basic courses are a one-time requirement; however, Refreshers are a 

continuous requirement.  Refresher training for school bus drivers involves four hours of training 
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per year, with two hours occurring between July 1
st
 and October 31

st
 and the remaining two 

hours of training occurring between December 1
st
 and May 1

st
 of each school year.  These 

Refreshers also involve a state-approved curriculum which changes each year, in order to address 

and help transportation professionals keep current on various topics related to their profession; 

however, the goals are to review school bus safety and transporting students with disabilities (8 

CRR-NY 156.3, 2015).   

Throughout the Pre-Service, Basic, and Advanced Course training, school bus drivers 

receive materials which include trainee manuals/handouts from the state curriculum, information 

on updates in law and regulations, and a document titled School Bus Safety Is… One Bus Stop At 

A Time (SBSIOBSAAT).  SBSIOBSAAT is updated annually and contains information on risk 

factors in student fatalities, suggestions for safe operating practices, and unfortunately, data on 

every documented school bus fatality in New York State from 1960 to the present.  One key 

point of SBSIOBSAAT is made by its title—each bus stop deserves just as much individual 

attention as all the others on the route and each stop should receive the driver’s full 

concentration.  Attention should be focused on the current bus stop and other thoughts or 

concerns need to be eliminated.  Loading and unloading students is known as the “Moment of 

Truth” since these are the two most critical safety moments in school transportation.  According 

to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) (2011), school buses are the 

safest form of transportation; students are at the highest risk of injury or death when they are 

around a bus, because they are unprotected by the safety features that are part of the bus 

construction.  Without understanding or reacting appropriately to safety instructions, a student 

can be struck by a passing motorist or even his/her own bus.  In other words, the “Moment of 

Truth” is when safety training and practical experience meet. 
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School Bus Safety Drills.  According to the New York State Commissioner’s 

Regulations (8 CRR-NY 156.3, 2015), drills on school buses are required a minimum of three 

times per year.  The first drill should be conducted during the first seven days of school, the 

second drill should be conducted between November 1st and December 31
st
, and the third drill 

should occur between March 1st and April 30
th

 (8 CRR-NY 156.3, 2015).   

This bus drill must include practice and instruction in the location, use and operation of 

emergency equipment which includes the emergency exit doors, windows, roof hatches, fire 

extinguishers, and first-aid equipment, in the event of a fire or accident which may require 

escape or the use of such equipment.  Safe procedures for approaching, boarding, exiting, and 

moving away from the bus must also be included.  Students must be instructed to move at least 

10 feet in front of the bus before crossing the road after descending the steps of the bus.  Students 

must also be clear on the Universal Crossing Signal and Universal Danger Signal.  The Universal 

Crossing Signal involves the driver’s thumb pointing up and his/her index finger pointing 

horizontally either to the left or to the right, depending on whether the student is crossing the 

road to board the bus or to return back home.  The Universal Danger Signal involves the school 

bus driver sounding the horn to signal to the student that he/she should immediately return to the 

location where he/she started from.  Additionally, drills must highlight hazards that can be 

encountered by students during rain, snow, ice, or other inclement weather.  Use of seat belts and 

proper adjustment must also be discussed during the drills. 

The importance of proper conduct by all passengers must also be included.  Drills are to 

be given by either one or more members of the teaching or pupil transportation staff.  For those 

students who do not participate in the drills, an alternative, such as classroom instruction 

covering the content of such drills should be provided (8 CRR-NY 156.3, 2015). 
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 Recommendations from NYSED.  The 2006 NYSED District Safety Review manual 

outlines best practices both for fleet operations and also for student safety.  This manual was 

distributed to every school district across New York State (NYSED, 2006).  While it is not 

mandatory to follow the suggestions set forth in the manual, adherence to many of the policies 

and procedures set forth in it is highly recommended as these policies and procedures are 

deemed to be the safest way to operate.  See Table 2 for an overview of the District Safety 

Review manual that many operators use as a reference tool to assist them in complying with 

these recommendations and improving their standard operating procedures. 

Table 2 

Sections of NYSED District Safety Review Manual 

Section Topics Subtopics 

Policy and 

Management 

Transportation policies 

School administration 

Management qualifications 

Recruitment and hiring 

Transportation office staff 

Employee-management relations 

School district – contractor relations 

(where applicable) 

Transportation employee health and 

safety 

Cost efficiencies 

Written policies 

Formal training 

Driver shortage 

Office and garage coverage 

Office staff professional 

development 

Communication 

Safety bulletins 

Bus roadeos (skills 

challenge/competition) 

Safety awards 

Transit bus training 

Children in the bus yard 

 

Driver, Monitor, 

and Attendant 

Qualifications 

DMV/19A Requirements 

SED driver, monitor, and attendant 

requirements 

DOT driver requirements 

DOT drug and alcohol 

Substitutes and occasional drivers 

Affidavit of compliance 

Certified Examiner seminars 

Evaluation of loading procedures 

Driving history 

Drivers informed about 19A 

Maximum driving time 

Drug and alcohol training- drivers 

Substitute familiarization with 

routes 

Student helpers 

(continued) 
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Section Topics Subtopics 

Vehicles and 

Vehicle 

Maintenance 

Vehicle selection 

Vehicle standards 

Vehicle maintenance 

Vehicle options and supplemental safety 

equipment 

Pre-trip inspection 

Post-trip inspection 

Crossing control arm 

Danger zone detection system 

How to cross posters – on buses 

 

Eligibility and 

Routing 

Eligibility 

Routes and bus stops 

Routing procedures 

School site safety 

Extracurricular trips 

Mandated transportation 

Homeless transportation 

Eligibility measurement 

Child safety zones 

Crossovers minimized 

Route and bus stop hazards 

minimized 

Number of students at a stop 

Annual review of route hazards 

Time pressure 

Kindergarten routes-school start-

up 

Passing motorists on school sites 

Supervision of students in loading 

zones 

Safety reminders to school staff 

Leaving the loading area- 

kindergarten children 

 

Training and 

Education 

Student safety training 

Student behavior management 

Driver, monitor, and attendant training 

Public and parent education 

Communication with school personnel 

Hands-on practice during drills 

Safe loading and unloading 

practice during drills 

Safety program 

Classroom curriculum 

Drivers in the classroom 

Safe crossing video 

Teacher responsibilities- 

classroom instruction 

Classroom behavior on buses 

Pre-Service training 

Basic course training 

Refreshers 

Student management training 

Emergency preparedness training 

Smoke bus training 

New York State school bus video 

library 

Educating school personnel 

(continued) 
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Section Topics Subtopics 

Safe Driving 

Procedures 

Loading and unloading safety 

Railroad crossing safety 

Defensive driving 

Danger zones 

Daily instruction 

Safe crossing 

Compliance with safety 

procedures 

Check before they step 

Avoiding distractions at the bus 

stop 

Middle loading 

 

Special Needs 

Transportation 

Wheelchair safety 

Staffing for special needs routes  

Emergency preparedness for special 

needs routes 

Child safety restraint systems 

Medical concerns on routes 

Staff access to information about 

students with special needs 

Wheelchair passenger occupant 

restraint 

Securement check 

Attendants on special needs routes 

Staffing consistency for special 

needs routes 

Individual transportation plan 

Emergency responder readiness 

regarding students with special 

needs 

Securement of medical equipment 

on the bus 

Confidentiality 

 

Accidents and 

Emergencies 

Accident rate 

Accident management 

Emergency preparedness 

Violence and terrorism 

SED reporting 

DOT reporting 

School nurse responsibilities 

Parent notification 

Accident investigation training 

Near-miss reporting 

Early take home drill 

Safety schools training 

Training video 

 

Note. Adapted from New York State Education Department (NYSED). (2006). District Safety 

Review. Syracuse, NY: Pupil Transportation Safety Institute.  Not all topics or subtopics are 

listed. 

 

Laws Related to Transporting Students with Special Needs.  As seen in Table 2, there 

are many considerations that must be taken into account when transporting students with special 

needs.  There are federal laws, such as, Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), 
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Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, in 

addition to state-specific regulations.  Disabilities can include hearing impairments (such as 

deafness), visual impairments (such as blindness), emotional disturbance, speech or language 

impairments, mental disability, learning disabilities, or orthopedic impairments.  Under FAPE, 

school districts are required to offer special education and related services to students with 

disabilities, such as the ones previously listed.  This education and services must be publically 

funded and be offered at no cost to the parent or guardian of the student.  Transportation is 

considered a related service, as it allows a student access to their special education.  Specific 

considerations for transportation should be noted in a student’s Individualized Education 

Program (IEP).  Students, especially those with vision impairments, may also receive 

“orientation and mobility training” as a related service, so that they can improve their ability to 

navigate their environment.  Under IDEA, students must be educated and transported in the Least 

Restrictive Environment (LRE).  In other words, they must be receive their education and 

transportation, in the same way as their non-disabled peers, to the greatest extent possible.  

According to FERPA, information about a student’s disability may not be shared with anyone, 

unless there is a need for access to that information to ensure the safety that student or others.  In 

other words, school transportation professionals should only have access to the information 

relevant to safely transporting the student and ensuring safety of those around the student.  These 

school transportation professionals must not share this information with other individuals who 

will not be working with this student.  For example, this information is relevant for 

transportation administrative staff, the regular route driver and attendant/monitor, and  substitute 

drivers or attendant/monitors who may substitute on this route, but other drivers and 
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attendant/monitors who will not transport this student must not be given this information, as it is 

highly confidential (NYSED, 1999). 

All students are required to receive safety training, including students with special needs.  

Drivers and attendant/monitors must have a plan for how to evacuate, if there was an emergency 

that necessitated this.  Students, especially those with special needs, should never be transported 

without an emergency plan that has been practiced.  According the NYSED (1999), a plan with 

has been successfully practiced is one in which all students have been evacuated in two minutes 

or less.  They need to access to the appropriate information and resources, such as physical 

therapists, in order to be able to plan appropriately, and also ensure that they are familiar with 

equipment that they student may use.  Speaking to parents, guardians, and caregivers can also be 

beneficial in learning about the student’s individual needs.  Since all students are required to 

receive school bus safety training, including students with special needs, the following is a 

discussion of student safety training. 

Student Safety Training. One of the topics covered in the manual displayed in Table 2, 

is student safety training, which should occur both in the form of drills on the bus and also 

instruction in the classroom.  Hands-on practice should be included and should involve the use 

and operation of emergency exits and emergency equipment.  Drills cannot be lectures as 

students learn best through hands-on practice (NYSED, 2006).  Use of emergency exits and safe 

exiting procedures require practice and it is important for students to actively participate in these.  

Demonstration of the Safe Crossing Rule, danger zones, and other loading and unloading safety 

procedures should also be included.  To make the learning active, students should take part in the 

training, which can be done through the use of props in the classroom. 
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In addition to practical training on the bus, the District Safety Review manual 

recommends school-wide safety program that involve all students, not just those students who 

regularly ride the bus to and from school, as school buses are also used for many extracurricular 

trips.  According to the District Safety Review manual, all school districts in New York State 

received NYSED’s K-6 Classroom Bus Safety Curriculum, which should be used by teachers in 

the classroom to teach school bus safety.  Another suggestion is for school bus drivers to be 

involved in the classrooms to teach safety training.  Lesson plans and age-appropriate materials 

are included in this curriculum.  A partial table of contents, as relates to this curriculum project 

can be found in Table 3. 

Table 3  

Partial Table of Contents of NYSED K-6 Classroom Bus Safety Curriculum: Primary Level (K-3) 

Section Title 

Unit I September – October 

Lesson 1 Emergency Evacuation Drill 

Lesson 2 Danger Zones/Crossing Procedures 

Lesson 3 Arriving and Waiting; Inclement Weather 

Lesson 4 Boarding, Exiting, Riding 

 

Unit II November – February 

Lesson 1 Emergency Evacuation Drill 

Lesson 2 Safety Team 

Lesson 3 Riding Behaviors/Seat Belts 

Lesson 4 Danger Zones/Crossing/Strangers 

 

Unit III March – June 

Lesson 1 Emergency Evacuation Drill 

Lesson 2 Danger Zones/Crossing/Arriving/Waiting/Boarding 

(Review) 

Lesson 3 Safety Team/Riding Behavior 

Lesson 4 General Review/Vacation Safety 

 (continued) 
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Section Title 

Background and Rules  

Bus Emergency Background 

Information for Teachers 

 

Emergency Evacuation Rules (Mass 

Transit Bus) 

 

Bus Evacuation Procedures (Diagram)  

Danger Zone Diagram  

Rules for Crossing To the Yellow 

School Bus 

 

Rules for Crossing Leaving the Yellow 

School Bus 

 

Rules for Crossing Leaving the Mass 

Transit Bus 

 

Guidelines for Helping Others on the 

Bus 

 

Safety on the Train  

Songs  

Directions for Making a School Bus  

Recommended District-Wide Activities  

Films, Videos, and Filmstrips  

Bus Safety Board Game  

Note. Adapted from New York State Education Department (NYSED). (2006). District Safety 

Review. Syracuse, NY: Pupil Transportation Safety Institute.  Not all topics or subtopics are 

listed. 

 

Demonstration of school bus safety can be accomplished through hands-on workshops 

for children.  Demonstration should also be encouraged through showing young students videos, 

such as the NYSED video Safe Crossing: An “Egg-Cellent” Idea (Pupil Transportation Safety 
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Institute, 1991).  In this video, the Universal Crossing Signal, Universal Danger Signal, and other 

crucial safety procedures are not only discussed, but shown (NYSED, 2006).  School bus drivers 

should also see this video in their Basic course training so that they can be familiar with the 

video to reference with young students and to have a shared understanding of knowledge 

(personal communication, K. H. Pete James, April 8, 2015).  School-wide assemblies can also be 

held to review school bus safety, through the use of familiar stories, as is done at Clarkstown 

Central School District (personal communication, Russell Carrasquillo, July 14, 2015).  With any 

demonstration of bus safety done in English, special consideration should be given to those 

students who may not speak or comprehend English, otherwise known as ELLs. Shared 

background knowledge is also a factor for teachers of ELLs to take into account in their lesson 

planning and instructional practices. 

Synthesis 

Despite  various training requirements that school bus drivers must meet, they could still 

benefit from access to additional information about the students they transport.  One 

overwhelming theme of de Lara (2008), Hill (1995), and Allen, Young, Ashbaker, Heaton, & 

Parkinson (2003) is that school bus drivers are lacking in training on child development.  This is 

not surprising since many school bus drivers are lacking the academic background where they 

would receive this information.  According to Allen et al (2003), 31% of school bus drivers have 

completed high school, 40% have completed some college, and 14% completed a college degree.  

Since child development is typically not addressed in secondary education, these adults may be 

lacking in information other than that gained from personal experience.  Hill (1995) found that 

understanding child development helped school bus drivers put incidents on their buses into 

perspective and form more realistic expectations for their students.  Hill concluded that all school 
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personnel need to be involved in teaching school bus safety.  Involving parents and students in 

training was also beneficial. 

Allen et al (2003) concluded that a caring and supportive environment is crucial for 

learning in school.  For many, the school day starts and ends with the school bus driver, as he/she 

is the first and last point of contact with school personnel each day (deLara, 2008).  In order to 

achieve a caring environment, school bus drivers must have the resources to promote this type of 

environment.  According to Coelho (1998), creating welcome signs in children’s home language 

and providing children with a welcome booklet in their home language which explains daily 

activities are ways in which the transition for refugee and immigrant children can be facilitated. 

This author chooses to consider the unique needs of ELL students within the context of 

the school bus environment.  Adjusting to a new place can be overwhelming for children and 

their families who are new to a country, such as the United States.  It is important for ELL 

families to receive information about where they are currently living in order to help them 

understand and adjust to systems quite different from what they are used to.  Understanding the 

various cultural backgrounds and experiences of the students that they transport will help school 

bus drivers in their interactions with students, thereby promoting a positive learning environment 

throughout the entire school system. 

Problem this project addresses 

 The problem this project addresses is ELLs may not receive equal access to school bus 

safety information since it is not delivered in a language that they can understand. 
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Methodology 

Problem this project addresses 

 The curriculum problem this thesis addresses is ELLs may not receive equal 

access to school bus safety information since it is not delivered in a language that they can 

understand.  School buses are a safety-sensitive environment, so it is vital that all students 

understand school bus safety practices to ensure that they remain safe. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this project was to produce Professional Development materials for the 

training of school principals and bus drivers.  The author selected a framework, which included 

education department regulations and curricula to ensure all relevant information was covered.  

These materials addressed various safety aspects including safely getting on and off of the bus, 

crossing the road, waiting for the bus, and emergency situations which will be taught to both 

ELLs and non-ELLs.  These materials also included information for the district to use to improve 

their communication of information with parents. 

Step One: Background of Author 

In addition to working on her Master’s Degree in Language and Learning: Teaching 

English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), the author of this project is a part-time 

substitute school bus driver for two local school districts.  She also works part-time as an 

administrative assistant for a company that specializes in training, compliance, and consulting for 

commercial vehicle fleets and operators.  Typically this company works with school districts 

needing assistance with these services, such as compliance with Article 19-A regulations, 
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Physical Performance Testing, Pre-Service, Basic, and Refresher courses, Accident 

Reporting/Accident Review, fleet assessments, policy review, and Drug/Alcohol Awareness 

training.  In addition to these services, this company also provides presentations to other groups, 

such as emergency response services, parent groups, and others, upon request.  In addition,, the 

author has worked as a substitute school bus driver for approximately three years and  an 

administrative assistant for approximately two and one half years.  The author has also recently 

become a 19-A Certified Examiner.  Prior to these endeavors, she worked as a bus driver, driver 

trainer, and office coordinator/dispatcher for a university’s transit company for five years, where 

she began her career in the transportation industry. 

Step Two: Choosing a Topic 

 The author is extremely interested in the transportation industry, which is where she came 

up with the idea for this topic.  During a refresher training session on communication, methods 

of communicating with students with special needs were discussed and one of the slides briefly 

mentioned ELLs (NYSED, 2014).  A brief mention of this topic during the refresher reaffirmed 

the author’s belief that others recognized the importance of meeting the unique needs of ELLs 

and also the lack of information available through the school transportation training.  The author 

wishes to further her career in transportation and wanted to create a resource that would be useful 

in these future endeavors.  One of the first topics she considered was a curriculum for adults to 

learn English and obtain driving-related jobs; however, due to the knowledge of the five to seven 

years it takes one to become fluent in a language and the requirement that one be able to read and 

speak in English prior to obtaining a Commercial Driver’s License, she did not pursue this 

further. 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY  37 

 Next, she explored traffic safety and ELLs; however, after a great deal of searching and 

consulting with a reference librarian, she opted to pursue yet another path, school bus safety and 

ELLs.  Again, this proved to be difficult as there was little literature on these topics together; 

however, with a great deal of guidance from her EDU 660 professor, the author was able to 

develop these two, vastly different ideas, into one cohesive project by explaining that ELLs may 

not be receiving equal access to the safety instruction since they may not understand English.  It 

is important for school bus drivers to understand that even though they may observe a student 

speaking in English, the student may not yet have the academic language skills necessary to fully 

comprehend and benefit from the safety drill, if they do not receive the appropriate language 

supports. 

 In a further attempt to pick a topic, the author planned to create a video addressing school 

bus safety and have the video translated into several languages.  However, around the same time, 

while at work as an administrative assistant for the company which specializes in compliance, 

consulting, and training for commercial fleets (typically school buses), a phone call was received 

from the Director of Buildings/Grounds/Transportation (further referred to as the director) at a 

school district in Western New York.  During this phone call, the supervisor requested advice 

and assistance with conducting school bus safety drills, as it had recently come to his attention 

that the district had not conducted them in approximately seven or eight years.  Having 

completed previous field work in this district already, the author was familiar with the population 

of students in this district and suggested to her supervisor that she change the goal of her thesis to 

fit the needs of this district.   The author’s supervisor was in agreement with this, so the author 

and her supervisor organized a meeting with the director to further the district’s needs.  These 

will be discussed further in step seven. 
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Step Three: Conducted Literature Review 

 To conduct the literature review, the author researched both topics separately, at the 

suggestion of her course advisor, and then synthesized both topics upon completing the research 

on each of them separately.  Due to the nature of these topics, the author had difficulty finding 

empirical studies on both topics; however, she did find a few of them, in addition to other 

literature in the field, including laws, regulations, court cases, training manuals, industry 

magazines, and other published materials. 

Step Four: Needs Assessment/Met with Expert in Field 

 After conducting the literature review, the author met with an expert in the field.  First, 

she met with her supervisor who has over 40 years of experience in the transportation industry.  

He has been both a NYSED School Bus Driver Instructor and Master Instructor for over 25 

years, along with being involved in Certified Examiner training since the NYS DMV began this 

program, approximately 40 years ago.  Having served as a NYS delegate to NCST, since 1985, 

he recently had the honor to serve as the NYS Delegation Chair to the 16
th

 NCST.  Furthermore, 

he has served as an Expert Witness on several student fatality cases in multiple states.  

Additionally, he has served as a workshop presenter and/or guest speaker for several local, state, 

and national conferences, seminars, workshops, and banquets.  He is currently the President of a 

company which conducts compliance, consulting, and training for commercial vehicle fleets and 

operators, dealing primarily with school transportation and buses. 

 During this meeting, topics discussed included the various aspects of transportation that 

could be covered and the best way in which to do so.  This expert recommended multiple 

segments including an introduction to the school bus, waiting for the bus, the inside of the 
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bus/appropriate behavior, and emergency exits.  These recommendations had originally been 

made for the production of a video, as mentioned in step two, however, the author used these 

same ideas to begin an outline for what to include in the professional development materials.  To 

better meet the needs of the district that called and was in need of training, the author and her 

supervisor met with the director for the district to discuss their district needs more specifically.  

These will be discussed further in step seven. 

Step Five: Intended Audience 

 The intended audience of this project is principals and bus drivers in a small, urban 

school district with a large population of ELLs.  They will share this information with both ELLs 

and other students who are unfamiliar with school transportation.  This curriculum project was 

specially created with one district in mind due to a request for guidance on conducting school 

bus safety drills and the author’s knowledge of the school population.  However, the professional 

development materials created can be generalized to other districts. This Master’s Project does 

not include implementation of this professional development material, just the creation of it. 

Step Six: Pick Framework 

 The author initially struggled to find an appropriate framework for this curriculum 

project.  As a result, she created the professional development materials first, then found an 

appropriate framework to support the information she decided to include in the professional 

development materials.  Using the framework led the author to change the professional 

development materials to match the framework. Ultimately, the author used safety regulations to 

determine specific requirements for the training (8 CRR-NY 156.3, 2015) as a framework.  Also, 

chapters of the School NYS School Bus Driver 30-hour Basic Course (NYSED, 1999) were 
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used, as a framework to help guide the author on the specific material that should be covered in 

the curriculum project.  Sections of these chapters that the author included due to their relevancy 

to this curriculum project are in safe loading/unloading procedures, safe crossing procedures, and 

dangers at the bus stop, safe riding behavior, transporting students with special needs, and safety 

drills.  These chapters and sample sections can be found in Table 4.
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Table 4 

Framework for this Curriculum Project: Selected Chapters of New York State School Bus Driver 

30-hour Basic Course and Sample Sections 

Chapters/Title Sections of Chapter Corresponding Slide(s) in 

Curriculum 

Chapter 8 – Bus 

Stop Safety 

Pick-up and Drop-off Zone Safety 

Student Safe Loading Procedures 

Student Safe Unloading Procedures 

Safe Crossing Procedures 

Special Dangers at the Stop 

Details for Children 

Public Awareness 

15 - 18 

16 

16 

16 

15 - 17 

16 - 19 

47 

Chapter 10 – 

Student 

Management 

Non-verbal Communications 

Verbal Communication 

Attitude – The Loudest Form of 

Communication 

Specific Behavior Problems 

32 - 36 

31, 37 

 

47 

20 

Chapter 11- Student 

Safety Training 

Learning is Fun; Tips for Successful 

Instruction 

Daily Safe Crossing Instruction 

Conducting Quality Safety Drills 

Special Drills for Special Needs 

 

31 - 37 

16, 36 

7 – 26, 31 – 37, 49 

40 – 46 

Chapter 12 – Special 

Needs 

Transportation 

Special Needs Transportation Law 

Creating Relationships and 

Understanding Their Challenges 

Familiarization with Equipment 

Special Needs Emergency Evacuation 

Drills 

Communication  

39 

 

40, 41 

40 

 

40, 41 

42 - 45 

Note. Adapted from New York State Education Department (NYSED). (1999). Basic course of 

instruction for school bus drivers. Albany, NY: NYSED.  Not all subtopics are listed. 

Step Seven: Create objectives 

 The objectives of this curriculum project were based on conversations with the director, 

in the district which this curriculum project was designed for.  These conversations occurred on 

various dates, both in-person and over the telephone.  The director chose the objective of how to 

conduct school bus safety drill training because these mandatory drills had not been conducted in 

several years.  As a result of this lack of training, the majority of students and many faculty 
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members were unfamiliar with the school bus safety drill training and appropriate school bus 

behavior.  The director saw the need to improve this.  Since this program was to be implemented 

district-wide and involve support from staff members other than bus drivers, the director wanted 

to begin with training principals..  Several days after this initial meeting, the author read an 

article in a local newspaper regarding an incident in this district, where district officials cited a 

need for further training of students in both appropriate behavior and safety drill training.  The 

objectives can be seen in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Objectives of School District 

 

 

Step Eight: Create curriculum project 

 The author used both the goals of the school district which were discussed with the 

director and the rules set forth in the NYSED Transportation Safety Regulations (8 CRR-NY 

156.3, 2015) to create these professional development materials as a curriculum project..  The 

curriculum project was created in a PowerPoint presentation format with slides for participants to 

view and instructor notes for the presenter to use while delivering the information contained in 

this curriculum project.  Following the presentation, participants will be involved in a hands-on 

demonstration of a school bus safety drill.  Table 6 contains the table of contents for this 

curriculum project. 

  

Objectives 

Educate school bus drivers, principals, and other school staff on safety drills 

Conduct district-wide safety drills 

Continue to conduct safety drills on a regular basis (per regulations) 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY FOR ELLS & STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 43 

Table 6 

Table of Contents for Curriculum Project 

Topics 

Schedule of the Day 

Objectives 

Definitions 

District profile 

Background information on drills 

What needs to be covered in drills? 

Emergency equipment and exits 

Riding rules 

Safe loading and unloading demonstration 

Practice evacuation 

Legislation relative to ELLs 

Tips for working with ELLs 

Access to information 

Transporting students with special needs 

Praising student mastery of skills 

Working with parents/guardians 

Field trip 

 

Step Nine: Validity check 

 To conduct validity checks, the author consulted with her supervisor, who is currently the 

President of a company which conducts compliance, consulting, and training for various 

commercial fleets and operators.  He has been both a NYSED School Bus Driver Instructor and 

Master Instructor for over 25 years, along with being involved in CE training since the NYS 

DMV began this program, approximately 40 years ago.  With these experiences, he is 

knowledgeable about the rules and regulations governing school bus safety training, along with 

best practices.  Consulting with the author’s supervisor involved designing drafts of the 

professional development materials in Microsoft PowerPoint and then receiving corrections and 

feedback from him on the information contained in the draft.  Additionally, he provided 

suggestions of previous training curricula and videos that could be referred to for additional 
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information.  Next, the author would re-draft the materials and repeat the previous process of 

receiving feedback. 

The author shared a preliminary draft of the professional development materials with the 

director for the district these materials were designed for to ensure it fit their district’s needs and 

goals.  The director thought the preliminary draft had been developed in the correct direction, so 

the author continued to redraft the professional development materials to address the issues 

discussed during a meeting with the director. 

Step Ten: Pilot materials 

Since this professional development material was never used with a real audience, the 

author cannot gauge its effectiveness.  As a result, the author recommends piloting this material.  

This would involve presenting the professional development materials to a small group, of three 

to four school bus drivers and the director, and receiving their feedback on how to improve the 

material.  With this feedback, the author would make changes accordingly, prior to 

implementation of the professional development session and dissemination of materials. 

Step Eleven: Dissemination 

After piloting the materials and making changes, the author’s supervisor will present the 

professional development session to the target audience, since his expertise was initially 

requested by the director.  The author will then provide copies of the professional development 

materials to the school district it was designed for.  She would also like to share this information 

with the New York Association for Pupil Transportation, and co-present it with her supervisor 

during a conference workshop.  She also plans to distribute these materials to colleagues, which 

include transportation supervisors in other school districts and also school bus salespeople, who 
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have already expressed interest in the materials.  Lastly, the author would like to publish a brief 

article in one or more of the school bus-trade magazines. 
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Results 

 The following pages are the completed curriculum project in its entirety, with instructor 

notes displayed underneath each PowerPoint slide. 

Presentation of professional development material 

 

 

 

  

Welcome the audience.  The presenter will introduce him/herself and 
briefly explain why the participants are here today. 
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This shows various topics to be covered during the professional 
development session.  These include: definitions of key terms, 
background information on the school district, background information on 
the safety drills, information on the specific topics that must be covered 
in the drills, legislation relative to ELLs receiving appropriate information, 
tips for conveying information to ELLs, access to student information for 
employees who work with these students, considerations for transporting 
students with special needs (including legislation and tips for working 
with these students), praising students as they master various skills from 
the safety drills, and sharing information with parents/guardians.  Lastly, 
there will be a mock field trip to conduct a safety drill, which is discussed 
later. 
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  This is the proposed schedule of the day. 
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These are the objectives for the professional development session. 
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ELL: English Language Learner.  A ELL is someone in the process of 
achieving fluency in English. 

ENL: English as a New Language.  Formerly referred to as ESL 
(English as a Second Language).  This is a class where students 
receive instruction to help them develop their English language skills 
(reading, writing, speaking, listening). 

Home language (L1): A student’s native language.  He/she may use 
this at home, with family/friends, at shops, and religious or cultural 
events.  This is in contrast to the Target language/L2, which is the 
language of the mainstream/school environment.  For example, a 
student may speak Mandarin (L1) at home with his/her family and also 
when shopping at a grocery store; however, this student would be 
expected to learn and use English (L2) in his/her academic 
environment. 

There are 5 language levels, which are on a continuum.  They are: 

Pre-production or silent/receptive 
Early Production 
Speech Emergence 
Beginning & Intermediate fluency 
Advanced Proficiency/Fluency 
 
These levels will be discussed more in depth in the following slides. 
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This is a brief profile of the district this professional development was 
designed for. 

There are several elementary and middle schools in the district, so not all 
students receive transportation from the district.  ELLs in the district may 
be assigned to attend an elementary or middle school other than the one 
they’d attend if they did not receive ENL services.  This allows the district 
to focus services in one school instead of being spread out throughout the 
district. 

 
For example, a student living 0.25 miles from his/her middle school, would 
otherwise not be eligible for transportation services; however, if this 
student required ENL services/resources, the district may choose to 
transport the student to a different middle school within the district where 
ENL services/resources are offered. 
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There are 8-12 school bus fires in NY each year.  There may be less than 2 
minutes to evacuate a school bus (NYSED, 1999). 
Even if students rarely ride the bus, skills such as looking for traffic before 
crossing the road are important life skills that should be learned as young as they 
can. 
It’s the law:  (Refer to Part 156.3 of  NYS Commissioner’s Regulations). 
On the each district’s annual report to NYSED, school authorities certify that the 
district has complied with this. 
 
Hammondsport Interview: The driver mentions the importance of conducting 
drills.  He had just conducted one few days prior to a fire on his bus, which 
contributed to the quick evacuation.  Link to video: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXLVEyT3NvbW9YM0E/view?usp
=sharing 
 
Thomas Burn Test: The manufacturer demonstrated how quickly a school bus 
can be engulfed in flames.  This demonstrates why safety training is important. 
Link to video: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXRGpZMHZjaFFxcUE/view?usp=
sharing 
 
Carrollton, KY: An old school bus (which was no longer up to school bus 
standards) was being used by a church group.  There were not enough 
emergency exits, which hindered evacuation.  Passengers died because they 
couldn’t escape the fire that began as a result of the collision, not because of the 
impact of the crash. 
 
Submersions are not common, but they still happen.  Alton, Texas is one location 
where a submersion occurred.  Chautauqua County has many smalls lakes, 
rivers, creeks, etc. that could be potential submersion hazards. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXLVEyT3NvbW9YM0E/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXLVEyT3NvbW9YM0E/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXRGpZMHZjaFFxcUE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxCMJWBKphHXRGpZMHZjaFFxcUE/view?usp=sharing
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According to NYSED, Commissioner’s Regulations (Part 156.3), drills 
should be conducted a minimum of 3 times per year. 

They are conducted at these times of year because: 

1- Students may be new to riding the bus, need to be reminded of 
safety information after returning from summer break, incidents can 
arise at any time (refer to Hammondsport video with fire during the first 
week of school) 

2- Prior to the beginning of inclement weather, as the winter sports 
season begins there may be students riding buses who don’t normally 
ride 

3- As the weather gets nicer, as spring sports begin there may be 
students riding buses who don’t normally ride 

With drills spaced periodically throughout the year, they act as 
refreshers/reminders to students and staff.  Also, since students can 
move into the district at any time of year, this ensures that all students 
will receive the information. 
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In other words ALL students must participate in these drills. 

Students with special needs-- Sometimes they may have difficulty 
adjusting to changes, so this makes participation extremely important. 

Considerations for ELLs and students with special needs will be 
discussed later. 

Students who do not regularly ride the bus to school may ride the bus 
for: extracurricular activities, such as sports.  They may also ride the 
bus for field trips. 

In addition to school bus safety, there are some general life-skills 
learned in this training, as well, such as looking both ways before 
crossing the road/getting off the bus. 
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If the school does not have a bus loop or parking lot where drills can 
take place, a safe alternate location can be used.  Some districts 
conduct safety drills during physical education classes, since all 
students are required to take phys. ed., it is an effective way of 
reaching all students. 

 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY FOR ELLS & STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 56 

 

  

Some aspects of the drill can be covered in a classroom, but drills 
must involve the use of a bus so students can practice exiting safely. 
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These are the main points on the handout which will be distributed to 
participants, which contains a checklist for what to include in each drill.  
The handout can be found in Figure 1 (in the Appendix). 
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Students should be aware of different types of latches for roof hatches 
and windows.  Roof hatches are designed for use when a bus is on its 
side (rollover). 

Some windows swing out from the top, while others swing out from a 
vertical hinge. 

The rear and emergency exit doors each have a red light above them.  
The service (entry) door can also be used in an emergency. 

Different styles of buses (full-size, mini) may not have the same exits.  
For example, a mini bus may not have a side emergency exit door and 
only one or no roof hatches.  The number of emergency exits required 
is dependent on the seating capacity of the vehicle. 

These can all be used as a means of escape in an emergency. 

Refer to the roof hatch/board set up in front of the room.  This roof 
hatch can be borrowed by district to be used for practice. 
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Students should be aware of fire extinguishers and first aid equipment, 
but students should not operate equipment.  In the event of a fire, it is 
best to evacuate to a safe distance away from the bus and allow 
trained professionals to extinguish the fire.  Drivers should receive 
training on precautions to take with first aid (for example, wearing 
rubber gloves when dealing with bodily fluids). 
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Students should be reminded to stand in a single-file line, away from 
the curb as the bus approaches.  Students should look for passing 
motorists before they step towards the bus.  They should also be 
reminded to watch for the driver’s signal to cross and to go back to 
where they started from if he/she sounds the horn. 

They should also be reminded to look both ways before they step off 
the last step to make sure there are no passing motorists.  As they 
move away from the bus, the students should remember to make sure 
they are in view of the driver (at least 15 feet away from the bus). 
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This poster should be posted at the front of the bus and at eye-level in classrooms as 
a visual reminder to students of crossing procedure.  Students should be reminded of 
proper loading/unloading procedures on a daily basis. 
1- “Check before you step”: The first frame reminds students to look out the door for 
passing motorists (who may not be paying attention or in a hurry) and to make sure 
that they have a safe place to step off the bus before they do so (so they do not step 
into a deep puddle or snow bank).  Students may also notice if they have a drawstring, 
scarf, or backpack strap caught on the bus handrail. 
2- “I see the driver, the driver sees me”: It’s a simple phrase that’s easy for children 
to remember.  If the student can see the driver’s face, the driver should be able to see 
the student (so the student is not in the driver’s blind spot). 
3- “Look left, right, then left again”: Students must stop and look both ways before 
they cross past the outside edge of the bus, into the unprotected lane (the only 
protection is the red lights from the bus which signal traffic to stop).  Running across 
the road is dangerous because there could be a passing motorist.  If a student is able 
to see a passing motorist early enough, he/she is less likely to be hit and is more likely 
to be able to move back to safety.  As pedestrians, children should also look left, right, 
left before entering traffic, so this step reinforces this life skill. 
Students should remember that the horn is the “universal danger signal” and means 
“get back to the side of the road you started from”.  Hand signals could be hard to see 
or misinterpreted and not all buses are equipped with outside Public Address systems 
(or they may not work in cold weather).  The horn is a quick and reliable way for the 
school bus driver to relay this message. 
4- Once the student has safely crossed the road, he/she should continue away 
from traffic and other hazards.  The student should not go to the roadside mailbox or 
linger by the road for any reason.  Once the student has safely crossed the road and 
the school bus driver has turned his/her flashing red lights off (which signal traffic to 
stop), traffic may resume travel.  Students should not run back to the bus if they forget 
or dropped something because they could be hit by a motorist or their bus. 
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Danger zones exist because of school bus driver visibility and danger 
from passing motorists.  Backpacks are important because they keep 
books and papers organized.  Students have been known to reach 
under a bus for a paper that they dropped, putting them in danger of 
being run over by the bus because the driver could not see the 
student.  Young students also may not realize that the wheels move, 
since they always see the bus when it is stationary 
(loading/unloading).  These students may try to climb on the rear tires 
to get a “ride”. 

Refer to statistics of By Own Bus (BOB) and Passing Motorist (PM) 
fatalities, as mentioned in SBSIOBSAAT (2014).  The data on student 
fatalities can be used as a handout. 

VTL 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. Whether such passengers 
are crossing such highway, street or private road or discharging to the 
same side of such highway, street or private road, the driver of such 
bus shall keep such school bus halted with red signal lights flashing 
until such passengers are at least fifteen feet from the bus and either 
off the highway, street or private road or on a sidewalk.” 

 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY FOR ELLS & STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 63 

 

 

  

Drawstrings and backpacks are some of the objects that can get 
caught in the door and possibly lead to the student being dragged by 
the bus.  Parents and children should be warned of these dangers, so 
they can help prevent this from happening.  For example, parents can 
avoid purchasing clothing with drawstrings, or even shorten or remove 
drawstrings. 
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Specific hazards encountered by students during snow, ice, rain, and 
other inclement weather should be mentioned. 

For example, snow banks can be dangerous because kids could be 
playing or climbing on them, or even hiding behind them.  Kids can 
also fall down a snow bank and slide under the bus. 

Visibility and vehicle control (steering, stopping distance, etc.) may 
also be reduced for other motorists, as well. 
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Students should be aware of the behavior expected of them while riding on the bus.  The bus is an 
extension of school, so the behavioral expectations are the same as in the classroom.  The 
district’s code of conduct should be displayed on the bus. 
 
The behavior expected of students is: 
-sitting in their seat, facing forward 
-keeping their feet out of the aisle 
-keeping their voice at a low volume when speaking 
 
Students should not: 
-stand on seats or face backwards 
-yell 
-hit or kick other students 
-engage in name-calling or other inappropriate activities 
  
While it may be a distraction and frowned upon in a classroom, throwing a paper airplane on a bus 
can have catastrophic events.  School bus drivers need to be able to focus their attention on 
driving safely.  They carry precious cargo!  Unlike a classroom, school bus drivers cannot 
immediately remove students from their “classroom” and send students to the principal’s office, 
since the bus may be miles and miles away from the school.  There needs to be a connection 
between school personnel and school bus drivers. 
 
There are consequences for both good and bad behavior.  Tickets to reward individual good 
behavior or “Bus of the week/month” with a reward for the whole bus are two ways to reward good 
behavior.  These can be incorporated into the school-wide behavior management plan.  This will 
show students that there is a connection between the school and school bus.  School personnel 
should meet buses each morning as they drop off students, to further show this connection, which 
could lead to behavior improvements. 
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All school buses in New York State are required to be equipped with 2-
point lap belts; however, use of them is not mandatory (this is decided 
by district policy).  VTL specifically exempts school buses from using 
them because they are 2-point seat belts and not 3-point seat belts.  
One of the standards from NCST is the compartmentalization of school 
bus seats, which act as a passive restraint on their own.  Seat belts 
are an active restraint and act in contrary to the benefits of 
compartmentalization of seating. 

Even if district policy does not mandate wearing seat belts, use of 
them should still be discussed. 

When not in use, seat belts should be placed neatly on the seat, so as 
not to create a tripping hazard in the aisle or when a student leaves 
his/her seat. 

If a parent requests that his/her child wear a seat belt while riding the 
bus, the parent should receive an explanation from the supervisor on 
the design of the bus (compartmentalization) and why a 2-point seat 
belt may not be advisable, before the district accepts the request. 

3-point seat belts restrain students differently than 2-point seat belts; 
however, they are currently not required on school buses in New York 
State. 
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This student is clearly “wearing” his seatbelt, but he is not using it 
correctly so its use is actually unsafe.  Some possible safety issues 
include sliding under the seat and choking from the seatbelt catching 
onto his neck, jack-knifing and suffering internal bruising, or permanent 
organ damage. 

Seat belts should be worn low on the hips, and snug. 

As previously stated, seat belt policies vary by school district. 
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Different styles of vehicles mean different ways to exit (such as rear 
door vs. window).  Also, depending on their capacity, mini buses may 
not have roof hatches.  They also would not have a side emergency exit 
door.  Small non-yellow school vehicles can also be difficult to evacuate 
due to seating arrangements.  Students in the third row of seats (such 
as in a Suburban), will not have a door next to them.  Exiting through the 
rear cargo compartment may not be possible. 

Using a sub bus can be difficult for students with special needs, as the 
bus may be different from what they are used.  This includes emergency 
exits, which the driver and attendant/monitor, should be familiar with. 
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Alternating between using different emergency exits will prevent 
students from automatically using the exit they always use during 
practice drills.  For example, in the Hammondsport driver interview, he 
mentioned having trouble getting students to turn around and use a 
different exit because they always practiced using the rear emergency 
door.  For example, the front entry door could be used for the first drill, 
the rear emergency exit for the second drill, and both the front and rear 
exits for the third drill. 
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Prior to departing on a trip using a coach bus, bus safety information 
should be provided to the students, such as how to open the emergency 
windows, which are different than those on a school bus. 
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Evacuation is not always ideal.  It should only be done when staying 
on the bus would be less safe than evacuating.  Evacuation is highly 
reliant on good judgement calls by the driver and attendant/monitor, 
after quickly assessing the specific situation with each incident. 
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The 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination based on color, 
race, or national origin.  This Act also led to the creation of the Office 
of Civil Rights which helps enforce laws that prohibit discrimination. 

According to EEOA, state educational agencies (SEAs) and school 
districts are required to “take action to overcome language barriers 
that impede English Language Learner (ELL) students from 
participating equally in school districts’ educational programs”  In other 
words, school districts and SEAs must work to overcome issues that 
may arise due to students’ developing fluency in English.  Failing to 
address the language needs of students means that these students 
are not receiving an equal opportunity to learn. 

Lau v. Nichols (1974) will be discussed on the next slide. 

NY Commissioner’s Regulations Part 154 governs the services 
required for students who are ELLs.  This includes the screening 
process, along with services if a student is identified as an ELL. 
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Lau v. Nichols (1974) states “There is no equality of treatment merely 
by providing students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and 
curriculum; for students who do not understand English are effectively 
foreclosed from any meaningful education,”  As a result of the Lau v. 
Nichols ruling, ELLs have a right to assistance with overcoming 
language barriers and making academic content comprehensible.  In 
order to overcome language barriers and make content 
comprehensible, school districts must take “affirmative steps” to 
remedy these issues. 
 
Since school buses are a related service to school, ELLs must receive 
the appropriate information, as well. 
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This chart displays the 5 language acquisition levels and provides 
suggestions for teachers/instructors to deliver information, depending 
on the student’s current stage of language acquisition. 

Bus drivers should know that during Stages I and II, students will be 
developing their comprehension of English.  They may communicate 
with one/two word responses and recognize isolated words, but not 
the entire sentence.  It is possible that a student could be in these 
stages for his/her entire first year at the school.  During Stage III (the 
second year), the student will still be developing his/her 
comprehension of English; however, he/she will be able to produce 
simple sentences and communicate socially.  Drivers should be 
cautious not to mistake this social communication for fluency with 
academic language. 

Some effective methods for how bus drivers can deliver information 
are shown in the following slides. 

In New York State, the current levels are referred to as: Entering, 
Emerging, Transitioning, Expanding, Commanding. 

Reference: 

Lillie, K. (2013). Language levels chart. Retrieved from EDU 518 
ANGEL course. 
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This chart is a continuation of the previous slide.  It should be 
mentioned that the students in the Commanding stage are required to 
receive ENL services for two additional years to ensure that they have 
access to appropriate academic supports (according to Part 154). 

During Stage IV (the third year), students should be able to 
communicate socially, but again, are still developing fluency in 
academic language.  Information should still be conveyed in a 
contextualized manner.  Gaps in vocabulary may still exist, so 
restating information in a different way could be helpful to students. 

During Stage V (fourth year through tenth year), students will have a 
very good comprehension of information, including specialized content 
vocabulary.  They should be able to speak with near-native fluency. 

Access to this information will be discussed later. 

Reference: 

Lillie, K. (2013). Language levels chart. Retrieved from EDU 518 
ANGEL course. 
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Always teach concepts in context.  Don’t just teach vocabulary.  Teach 
it in the context of where it will be used.  For example, if you’re going 
to use the vocabulary word “seat” you should provide it in the context 
of a sentence.  Providing pictures or motioning to the seat when you 
say it, could also be helpful. 

Actions or gestures that go along with spoken words help.  For 
example, don’t just say “open the roof hatch/emergency window”, 
actually demonstrate how to do it. 
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Labeling objects in whatever languages are present helps not only with 
vocabulary, but also to create a welcoming environment by showing 
students that their home language is valued.  Different parts of the 
bus, such as doors and windows could be labeled. 

A homemade word-wall, such as the one on the right, can be created 
easily.  Word walls can be created for all languages present in the 
classroom. 

School bus rules/conduct can also be displayed in Spanish (or other 
languages). 
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Demonstration of the “sit and slide” method for evacuating through the 
rear should be done.  In addition to ensuring the student understands 
the appropriate method, this will also help limit the district’s liability for 
injury, which can happen if a student does not exit properly (for 
example, jumping out the rear exit). 

Demonstration is effective even when students are in the silent period.  
Demonstration of properly getting off of a bus and crossing the road 
can be modeled for a student so that he/she can practice it correctly. 
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Realia involves the use of objects from everyday life, as a teaching aid. 

Uses of realia include the two-way radio and fire extinguisher.  The use of 
both of these can be demonstrated and also practiced.  Children can 
practice using these (under supervision).  This will ensure that students 
know how these work, if they ever needed to use them. 

Use of the fire extinguisher could occur during a fire safety lesson from 
the fire department. 
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Role play helps since students are actually involved hands-on. 

Students could do this on the bus by sitting in the driver’s seat and 
seeing what it looks like when someone is too close to the bus and the 
bus driver cannot see him/her (because they’re in the danger zone).  
This is effective even when students are in the silent stage. 

Teachers and students could do this in the classroom by setting up 
their seats like those in a bus, with one student acting as the bus 
driver. 
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Visual aids such as the crossing poster should be displayed in the 
classroom and on the bus, as daily reminders to students. 

Displaying the information in the student’s L1/home language helps 
not only to convey information, but also to show that his/her home 
language is valued. 
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School bus drivers should periodically stop and ask questions to 
ensure that students understand content. 

It is also good practice to: speak slowly and clearly, restate in a 
different way, recast what the student said, use tangible examples, 
and summarize. 

A bus driver could restate the same message in different ways.  For 
example, to get students to speak at a lower volume, he/she could 
say: 
-”Please use your inside voice.” 
-”Please speak quietly.” 
-”Please do not talk loudly.” 
-”Please do not yell.” 
 
An example of an idiom would be if a driver told a student “You used 
the proper crossing procedure with flying colors!” meaning that the 
student did a great job at following proper crossing procedure.  Since 
there would not be colors literally flying, the student would be confused 
by this expression.  Instead, the bus driver could tell the student “You 
did a great job at doing the crossing procedure correctly!” 

 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY FOR ELLS & STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 83 

 

 

  

This is also relevant to students with special needs and their unique 
needs.  All transportation professionals who transport students with 
special needs are required to receive training annually on working with 
students with special needs (often referred to as “PJ’s Law”).  Laws 
related to transporting students with special needs be discussed in the 
following slide. 

School bus drivers and attendant/monitors also have a custodial 
responsibility to ensure the safety and welfare of students they 
transport. 

School transportation professionals must be aware of students who 
may not understand English because this is relevant to the safety of 
the students. 

The author recommends a policy that bus drivers receive information 
on each ELL and his/her level of language acquisition (refer to the 
language level charts previously displayed), in order to provide 
appropriate instructions. 
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School bus drivers and attendant/monitors have a right to the information that is 
relevant to health and safety while transporting the student, but they MUST keep 
this info confidential.  Info can only be shared with substitute staff who will be 
transporting the student(s) and emergency response personnel in an emergency 
situation. 

FAPE- Free Appropriate Public Education: Under FAPE, school districts are 
required to offer special education and related services to students with disabilities.  
This education and services must be publically funded and be offered at no cost to 
the parent or guardian of the student.  Transportation is considered a related 
service, as it allows a student access to their special education.  Specific 
considerations for transportation should be noted in a student’s Individualized 
Education Program (IEP).  Students, especially those with vision impairments, may 
also receive “orientation and mobility training” as a related service, so that they can 
improve their ability to navigate their environment.  
IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities Education Act: Under IDEA, students must 
be educated and transported in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).  In other 
words, they must be receive their education and transportation, in the same way as 
their non-disabled peers, to the greatest extent possible. 
FERPA – Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act: Confidentiality of student 
records, including the IEP. School officials, which include drivers and attendants, 
who need the information to protect the safety of the child, must have access to this 
information. 
 
According to Vehicle & Traffic Law (VTL), information on student with special needs 
must be on board the bus (in the event of an emergency). 
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Can the student be removed from the wheelchair in an emergency?  
What if the wheelchair lift cannot be used?  Where is the fire blanket 
located? 

Can the student be without his/her oxygen tank for a short period of 
time or does he/she need it at all times?  Will “excitement” from an 
incident affect this and decrease the amount of time he/she may be 
able to go without it? 

There should be an emergency plan for each student with special 
needs, prior to riding the bus.  The student should be familiar with 
his/her plan, as well. 

If a student has a condition that could lead to injury during a drill, you 
may not want to actually evacuate the student; however, practicing 
some aspects of the evacuation may be possible.  Talking to the 
student about could occur in an emergency situation would also be 
helpful for both the student and the driver. 
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Depending on a student’s disability, he/she may have difficulty 
adjusting to changes in his/her daily routines.  The tips listed above 
should be used when working with students with special needs, if they 
apply to a student. 

Again, depending on a student’s disability, he/she may be prone to 
running, so ensure proper supervision is available and have a plan for 
this possibility if this were not a drill. 
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Don’t introduce all skills together.  Skills and procedures should can be 
broken down into multiple steps, so as not to overwhelm students.  
There are sample lessons for this in the K-6 Curriculum, where 
different skills are divided into separate lessons (see references). 

Rather than introduce the entire contents of the safety drill at once, the 
various aspects can be discussed separately.  One day, there could be 
a lesson on appropriate behavior while waiting at the bus stop and 
when the bus approaches.  Another day there could be a lesson on 
how to board the bus.  Next, there could be a lesson on appropriate 
behavior on the bus.  Following, could be a lesson on using seat belts 
and proper adjustment.  Then, a lesson on how to use the bus radio, if 
the driver is unable to do so.  Lastly, there could be the lesson on how 
to evacuate the bus in an emergency. 
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Feedback is most beneficial when it is provided as close to the timing 
of the action as possible.  If there is too much of a gap in time between 
action and feedback, it may be forgotten or not be fresh in one’s mind. 

Immediately after a student demonstrates a skill, the bus driver should 
let the student know that he/she performed it correctly.  For example, 
after a student looks both ways at traffic prior to stepping off the last 
step of the bus, the driver could say “Good job looking both ways!” to 
let the student know that he/she did something correctly. 
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Coloring books, stickers, certificates, coupons, buttons, etc. can be 
used to promote positive reinforcement of school bus safety skills, 
such as looking for passing motorists before stepping off the bus or 
even for good behavior while riding the bus. 

For example, students could receive a certificate for knowing correctly 
demonstrating proper crossing procedure when getting on or off the 
bus. 

In addition to using these for reinforcement of skills, these could be 
incorporated into a school-wide behavior management plan. 
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Praising small steps/progress that the student makes is helpful, as 
well.  For example, as a student develops skills, praise the steps along 
the way.  The student may not have completely mastered proper 
crossing procedure, but if he/she remembers to check for passing 
motorists before stepping off the bus, the driver can say “Good job!” to 
let the student know that he/she performed the skill correctly. 
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A school-wide assembly would allow all students to receive the exact 
same information all at once.  This could help them see that the 
principals and teachers support the bus drivers.  Children may enjoy 
seeing their bus driver taking part in presenting safety drill information.  
Some school districts create plays based on familiar stories and adapt 
the story to cover school bus safety. 

Instead of providing all of this information to students at once, the drills 
could be divided into segments, to prevent overloading students with 
information.  As previously mentioned in the presentation, topics such as 
proper crossing procedures, use of seat belts, and evacuation 
procedures can all be completed separately. 

“Airline drills” would be quick, 60-second reminders to students, similar to 
those conducted on airlines prior to takeoff. 

 



SCHOOL BUS SAFETY FOR ELLS & STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 92 

 

  

Smiling is a universal way of showing that you care for someone! 

Bus drivers should remember that they may interpret an action/inaction from a 
student or parent (such as making direct eye contact or not shaking hands with someone 
of a different gender) as disrespectful, when it was not meant to be—there just may be 
differences in etiquette or ways of showing respect in this family’s religion or culture, 
compared to that of the bus driver. 
Parental support and involvement should be encouraged.  Explain to parents the 
importance of backpacks (to contain stray papers/objects).  Also, explain the dangers of 
long drawstrings, straps, mitten strings, in addition to large or fragile items.  Ask parents to 
help reinforce loading/unloading safety at home.  Parents may also be motorists, so helping 
them understand school bus safety will benefit public awareness of school bus safety. 
Parents also need to be able to access this information easily.  The school district’s 
website had select information available in Spanish, but the author found it difficult to 
locate.  Instead, there could be an entire section of the website devoted to information in 
Spanish. 
A monthly column in the school newsletter on school bus safety reminders could be 
included.  The safe crossing poster could also be printed in the newsletter for parents to 
post at home. 
A program on could be presented at a Parent-Teacher Association meeting, to help 
educate parents on school bus safety.  Parents will be able to receive the same 
information as their children, allowing children to receive a unified message from their 
parents and the school. 
When students register for Kindergarten, there could be time set aside for parents 
and their children to learn about school bus safety together.  This can include a brief 
ride on the bus in the school parking lot for the student and parent together.  Information for 
parents could also be translated or an interpreter could also provide the information, as 
well.  This information should be provided at Kindergarten Registration Day, and also made 
available to any new students/families who move into the district during the school year.   
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A local non-profit agency is available to work with the school district and 
students and families in the Hispanic community.  Students and families 
may feel overwhelmed by the language barrier, differences in school, 
and educational expectations as well as changes in climate and other 
culture. 

The advocate from this agency can help translate and interpret, make 
agency referrals, and assist in bridging the communication gap. 
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Ask participants when the last time they rode a bus was (if ever)?  
Instructor will they inform them that they will be riding the bus today! 

Participants will be reminded that whenever possible, drivers should 
conduct the drill for their own bus, so that they already have a working 
relationship with students.  Two “helpers” may be chosen to assist with 
this drill, which demonstrates how the driver should appoint one or two 
student helpers who can assist in an emergency, especially if the driver 
is unable to do so. 

At this point, participants will go outside and board school bus.  
Instructor/Driver will conduct a drill and participants will evacuate 
accordingly.  In addition to learning about the drills, the participants will 
be able to put what they learned into use. 
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The instructor will review the following points with participants to ensure 
all objectives have been met. 
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The instructor will ask the audience if they have any questions about 
the topic.  The audience can contact the author with any questions they 
may think of after the presentation via e-mail at 
Kahn7730@Fredonia.edu 
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Discussion 

Overall, the author enjoyed creating the professional development materials.  She is 

passionate about school bus safety so she was glad to find a topic that was purposeful, in that it 

has potential to use in a local school district.  The original intent was to create a video about 

school bus safety to distribute to school districts with ELLs; however, the author was excited to 

create professional development materials for a school district that had a need for the same 

information, but as professional development materials instead of video format. 

How this work matched the curriculum problem 

The author’s final curriculum project matched her curriculum problem because it 

connected school bus safety and ELLs.  As for design, the project changed during the process, so 

the completed product did not match the initial plans.  When the author began this project, during 

the spring 2015 semester, she planned to create a video on school bus safety for ELLs.  This 

video was then going to be translated into several languages other than English, followed by 

distribution to school districts where those languages are spoken by students.  This process was 

delayed due to the author’s lack of expertise with video production methods, requiring additional 

research on these methods.  Despite this delay in video production, the author was able to obtain 

signatures from the parents of the children who were going to participate.  In early August 2015, 

the author changed the goal of her project, as a result of a phone call from a local school district 

to the office where she worked.  Rather than produce a video, the goal of this project changed to 

the creation of professional development materials for the school district to train their school bus 

drivers and principals on the school bus safety drills.  Despite changing from creating a video to 

creating professional development materials, the curriculum problem and curriculum project did 

match.  
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Challenges to this project 

 One of the greatest challenges the author faced was lack of information on the two topics 

(ELL and bus safety).  The author met with several research librarians, since she struggled to 

find information on the two topics on her own.  Since she was having difficulty with the topic, 

the author’s course advisor suggested researching these topics separately and then synthesizing 

them.  Once the author began researching these two topics separately, she was able to find an 

abundance of literature on the individual topics.  This proved to be an effective way to conduct 

the literature review.  Since these two topics each have vast bodies of literature on their own, the 

author found it easy to get distracted reading about the two separate topics which interested her; 

however, she ultimately succeeded in selecting a narrow body of literature for this thesis. 

 Another challenge the author faced was that she had really wanted to create a video; 

however, she lacked the necessary technical expertise.  As she began to research video 

production methods, she realized that proper lighting of the environment and actors would be 

one of many video production challenges she was going to face.  Another issue was finding a 

safe location to film various aspects of the video, without endangering the videographer or 

children involved in the film, in addition to not causing unnecessary interruptions to traffic.  

Once the author she made the change from creating the video, she began creating the 

professional development materials without a clearly articulated methodology.  This proved to be 

frustrating as she had to go back and rewrite the methodology after she had already completed 

the steps.  Changing the methodology, and in particular having a set framework for this work 

impacted the final product. Having the methodology clearly designed prior to creating 

professional development materials would have made the plan for the curriculum project clearer. 
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Additionally, the author was challenged by meeting the requirements of this thesis, while 

also keeping the professional development materials relevant to the other two stakeholders (the 

school district this was designed for and also the company presenting the professional 

development materials).  This required redrafting and discussions with the author’s course 

advisor, her supervisor, and also the director.  She was limited in that due to differences between 

the college semester and public school year, she was unable to implement the professional 

development materials prior to the completion of this thesis.  The author looks forward to 

implementing the materials and seeing their results. 

 The last challenge the author faced was motivation.  Working on and maintaining focus 

on the same project for two semesters, with a three-month long summer break in between, 

proved to be challenging for the author, despite her interest in the topics.  She found that frequent 

meetings with her course advisor helped keep her thesis and curriculum project on track for 

timely completion. 

Limitations of this work 

 This work is limited in that it cannot be generalized to all school districts in New York.  

First of all, some districts may not have any ELL students, so they are unlikely to implement a 

program such as the one contained in this thesis.  Next, materials similar to these may already 

exist in and be used by some districts, so this curriculum would not be implemented in these 

districts.  Additionally, despite being a legal requirement, districts with fewer bus riders may not 

make school bus safety training a priority, therefore, not using professional development 

materials such as this project.  Another limitation of this work is that the special needs section 

was not reviewed by a special education expert.  The topic was added very late which did not 

allow for time for review by an expert.  Lastly, since this professional development material was 
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never used with a real audience, the author cannot gauge its effectiveness.  As a result, the author 

recommends piloting this material.  This would involve presenting the professional development 

materials to a small group, of three to four school bus drivers and receiving their feedback on 

how to improve the material. 

Dissemination/Conclusion 

To distribute the information created during this project, the author will provide copies of 

the professional development materials, as a pilot program, to the school district it was designed 

for.  In order to pilot this program, the author will request three or four bus drivers from the 

school district, in addition to the director, to observe a presentation of the professional 

development materials.  These participants may be interested in forming a school bus safety team 

within their district, in order to continue the training, following the implementation of this 

professional development.  After this pilot session, the author would receive feedback from the 

participants.  With this feedback, the author would make necessary changes prior to 

implementation of the professional development session.  In addition to implementation of the 

professional development materials, the author has several other plans for dissemination of this 

project. 

These plans include sharing this information with the New York Association for Pupil 

Transportation, and co-present it with her supervisor during a conference workshop.  She also 

plans to distribute these materials to colleagues, which include transportation supervisors in other 

school districts and also school bus salespeople, who have already expressed interest in the 

materials.  Lastly, the author would like to publish a brief article in one or more of the school 

bus-trade magazines.  The author’s career goals involve working in the field of transportation 

and promoting both driver and rider safety.  Ideally, she will be able to combine her passion for 
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transportation with a career where she interacts with ELL students and families and can help 

improve their access to transportation safety and information. 

Recommendations for future extension of this work 

 For future research, the author suggests interviewing newcomer families about their 

experiences with school transportation and to provide further direction in what information they 

feel that they are missing.  In addition, the author also suggests interviewing drivers and 

attendant/monitors who work with students of these populations to see what their experiences are 

and what questions they may have. The author also suggests the creation of a short video using 

popular languages in New York (other than English) to disseminate to families of ELLs prior to 

the beginning of the school year. 
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 Appendix 

Figure 1. New York State safety drill checklist.  

  (continued) 
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Figure 1. New York State safety drill checklist.  This figure provides a checklist that can be used 

while conducting school bus safety drills.  From New York State Education Department 

(NYSED). (2004). Generic safety drill guidelines with universal crossing signal procedure. 

Albany, NY: NYSED. 


