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Who's
really
driving
student
outcomes?

School bus drivers not
only get students to school
safely, they help create a
positive attitude toward
learning.

By Anthony R. Meals

When I was a student, I took many
unremarkable bus rides to and from
middle school, but today’s ride was
anything but ordinary. Approaching
my first stop, I switched on the manual
ambers. My palms were sweating as I
engaged the parking brake and opened
the service door. I nervously smiled
and welcomed the early morning com-
muter. I was now officially driving my
first student on the iconic yellow school
bus.

As a full-time teacher at a rural Kan-
sas high school of 60 students, I became
a substitute bus driver because it would
allow me to supplement my family’s in-
come, drive sports teams to and from
events, and take my students on various
learning experiences. I had notrealized
how much it would open my eyes to

ANTHONY R. MEALS (ameals@usd384.org;
@MR_ Meals) is an agricultural instructor at
USD 384 — Blue Valley in Randolph, Kan.

V99 N7

kappanonline.org 31



http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0031721718767857&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-03-26

32 Kappan

How might reductions in funding
for school transportation affect

families’ ability to ensure their
children attend school each day?

the daily efforts of these yellow bus road warriors
and their unseen (yet vital) impact on our students’
academic success.

School districts across the country are facing tight-
ening budgets, and school transportation is such a
major expense that many districts are looking for
ways to cut costs (Burgoyne-Allen & Schiess, 2017).
Whether that means districts are cutting routes, con-
densing stops, or phasing out buses from the fleet,
students and their families are feeling the hurt.
School transportation and the driver behind the
wheel each morning and afternoon play a pivotal role
in the education process by providing safe passage
for students, ensuring that students are at school,
and extending the positive school climate beyond
the classroom.

Safe passage

Becoming a substitute bus driver for the school dis-
trict was a rigorous multi-month process. I had to
pass a Department of Transportation physical, com-
plete a defensive driving course, obtain a first aid and
CPR certification, pass a series of five written tests,
perform a full pre-trip inspection with no errors, and
pass the driving test. No motor vehicle and driver
is as stringently regulated as the school bus and its
driver. A school bus must pass 33 crash-avoidance,
crash-survival, and post-crash standards, five of
which are unique to school buses (National High-
way Traffic Safety Administration, 2014). To main-
tain my license, I must renew most of the above re-
quirements every two years and attend at least nine
monthly safety meetings.

As the National Highway Traffic Safety Adminis-
tration (2014) explains, the results of these rigorous
requirements are clear:

* It is 70 times safer for students to travel by bus
rather than a car.

* Of 40,000 deaths from traffic accidents in 2014,
six were in a school bus.
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¢ Each school day, 480,000 school buses
transport 26 million students (over half of the
U.S. student population).

Linking transportation to student achievement

The issue of school transportation cannot be linked
to safety alone; it is also an issue of educational equity.
Although reams of research have focused on the safety
of school-provided transportation, Michael Gottfried’s
2017 study is the first to investigate the academic im-
plications of free school bus service. His study suggests
a link between socioeconomic status and families’ abil-
ity to get students to school without school-provided
transportation. By linking school-provided transpor-
tation and student achievement, as correlated through
school attendance records, Gottfried lays the founda-
ton to consider seriously the broad-ranging impacts
that budget cuts to school-provided transportation
could have on students and families. How, he leads us
to ask, might reductions in funding for school trans-
portation affect families’ ability to ensure their children
attend school each day?

Describing policy regarding public school trans-
portation as a complex issue would be an understate-
ment. Each state has a unique collection of statutes
that guide such district-level practices as the hiring
of private bus fleets and the determination of the
mileage radius that buses will (or will not) pick up
from around a school. Further, some states have no
explicit requirement for school districts to provide
transportation for their students, leaving localities
to set their own policies. In 2011, Indiana’s Frank-
lin Township school district decided to end its bus
service in the face of deep budget cuts. The ensu-
ing lawsuit between parents and the school district
dragged on for four years and was finally heard in
the Indiana State Supreme Court, which ruled that
although public schools in Indiana were required to
offer a free education, they were notrequired to pro-
vide transportation. Several districts across the state
have announced plans to end their transportation
programs, but in at least one case, a funding refer-
endum saved the program (Kardish, 2015).

In districts that keep their transportation pro-
grams, an emerging and controversial trend is to
charge for services (Bergal, 2015), a practice that
directly affects students whose families are unable to
afford the additional cost. The Indiana court ruling
maintains thataccess to K-12 education is a right that
must be protected, but the reality is that free school
transportation is what secures that right for many
students. There are no easy answers to the financial
burdens being placed on districts by state and federal
education funding cuts, but the answer cannot be to
cut school transportation.



An extension of the school climate

School buses are more than just modes of trans-
portation, and drivers offer more than safe passage
to and from school. Research suggests that simply by
greeting students at the classroom door, teachers can
have positive effects on their attention throughout a
lesson (Allan Allday & Pakurar, 2007). Similarly, we
bus drivers are the first to greet students as they head
to school, and that morning interaction can set the
tone for their day. An unpleasant exchange can put
students on edge before they even arrive on campus;
a positive one can give them a boost.

Many times during my brief stint as a bus driver, I
have seen firsthand the power of these short interac-
tions. I make a concerted effort to meet my student
commuters with a cheerful greeting and wish them
a great day when they exit. Simple yet powerful ges-
tures such as these can go a long way for students
who may notreceive these affirmations athome. And
students appreciate the effort. I was almost brought
to tears when a group of kindergartners presented me
with drawings they made of me driving their yellow
school bus.

Finally, bus drivers can also play an importantrole
in schoolwide efforts to prevent and respond to bul-
lying, fights, and other harmful behavior. I'm aware
of no real-life events like the one portrayed in Tears
on the Highway — a short educational film in which
one student bullies another on the bus, distracting
the driver and triggering a multivehicle collision —
however, the school bus does often become a prime
scene for bullying, and to bullied children who have
no other means of transportation, it may seem like
there’s no solution other than to transfer or drop out
of school. It’s hard to overstate how important itis to
maintain a disciplined, positive climate on the bus,
or how damaging it can be to students’ well-being
to feel trapped, day after day, in a dangerous envi-
ronment (Roher, 2007).

In short, the importance of committed bus drivers
can easily be overlooked, but those drivers ensure

students’ safe passage to and from school, preventab-
sences, and extend a positive school climate beyond
the classroom. And if districts allow driver shortages
to linger, or if they cut back on funding for transpor-
tation, it won’t be long before we all come to realize
just how much we rely on our bus drivers to support
the larger mission of our schools. So thank you to all
those who serve in this role for our students — and
safe travels. K
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We bus drivers are the first to greet students as they head to school, and

that morning interaction can set the tone for the child’s day.
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More information

School bus safety mandates

The school bus is one of the safest vehicles on the road. Learn more about the laws and regulations governing school
buses that ensure your child is safe on the way to and from school:

School bus transportation safety attributes

Safety attribute Authority | Compliance with federal and/or state school bus construction and maintenance
*Note by key | standards ensures:

Vehicle weight, strength, | R « A heavier vehicle than other vehicles on the road.

and size « A passenger compartment that exceeds the impact zone of most other vehicles.

Joint strength and side | F « Superior body strength to protect students from side impacts.

crash rails « Prevention of penetration into the passenger compartment.

Fuel tank integrity F * A large steel cage to protect the fuel tank against crash impact and leakage.

Rollover protection F « Reinforced steel construction of body and roof system to protect students in the event of a
rollover.

Emergency exit F « Rapid evacuation of students due to the number, design and location of exits (roof, door, and
windows) and their ease of use.

Passenger compartment | F « Protection of student seating compartment using specially designed and padded seats.

and safety seats « Passenger compartment design that buffers the interior environment around the passengers,
like an egg carton protects eggs.

Loading zone protection | F/S « Stop Arm to provide traffic control protection for children crossing the road to board and exit

Stop and crossing arms bus.

and warning lights « Crossing Arm that requires boarding student crossing the road to walk away from the bus's

front bumper so that driver can see student at all times.

« Amber and red flashing lights that alert traffic to the bus's intent to stop at school bus stop
zones. By law, traffic must stop when school buses display flashing red lights.

« Crossview mirrors that give bus drivers a better view of children in front of and around the

bus.
Vehicle inspection MS « Annual inspection that maintains buses in safe operating condition.
Yellow color and school | F « Nationally recognizable yellow vehicle color with black “School Bus” lettering front and rear
bus markings alerts motorists to use caution around buses. Little other lettering is allowed.

« Conspicuous reflective markings on bus exterior to aid in visibility of vehicle at night and
outline bus emergency exit locations.

School bus drivers operating commercial vehicles must:

Driver licensing FS « Pass rigorous tests before receiving a license to transport students.
+ Have a current Commercial Driver's License with a School Bus Endorsement, required by law.

Driver training S + Receive specialized classroom and behind-the-wheel training in driving a school bus, carrying
out a school bus stop, student loading/unloading procedures, student evacuation, student
behavior and security management, and emergency medical procedures.

Driver records check MS « Be subjected to frequent driver records checks to assure that their license is not suspended
« Have no more than four points on their license (requirement in many states).

Alcohol and drug testing | FS « Participate in pre-employment, random, and post-accident testing.

Medical qualifications F « Pass a periodic medical exam, no less than every two years, to ensure they are medially

qualified to transport students.

Criminal background MS + Have a pre-employment criminal background check.

check

Physical performance SS « Pass a test that certifies their ability to physically evacuate students from the bus.

testing

KEY R =Result of requirements F = Required by federal law  F/S = Required by federal and state laws AS = Required by all states
MS = Required by most states ~ SS = Required by several states

SOURCE: American School Bus Council. (n.d.). School bus safety mandates. Austin, TX: Author. www.americanschoolbuscouncil.org/love-the-bus/
educators-toolkit/school-bus-safety-mandates. Reprinted with permission.
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