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Section 1:
Introduction to Transporting School-Age Students 
and Young Children with Disabilities 

Overview

Objectives

By the conclusion of Section 1, participants will:

1.   Briefly explain the pivotal role of the school bus in providing educational access for students 
with disabilities.

2.	 Identify 2 factors that impact school transportation for students with special needs.

3.	 Identify the four course goals.

The opening session of this course talks 
about requirements for meeting the needs of 
students with disabilities and young children 
with developmental delays and disabilities. 
The requirement to provide transportation as a 
related service for eligible students under the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
2004, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act 
are presented.  Evolving over the past thirty 
years, the school bus transportation industry and 
multiple partners, including special education 
personnel, related service providers such as 
occupational therapists, orientation and mobility 
specialists, physical therapists, psychologists, 
school nurses, and social workers, have played 
a pivotal role in providing access to educational 
programs and services that meet those mandates 
required for serving school-age students with 
disabilities. 

Young children referred to as Infants and 
Toddlers are served under the provisions of 
the Early Intervention Program for Infants and 
Toddlers with Disabilities (Part C of the IDEA). 
Transportation is defined as an early intervention 
service under Part C. 

Preschool Children with developmental delays 
and disabilities are served under the provisions 
of Section 619 of Part B of IDEA, and the 
definition of transportation for this population is 
consistent with the Part B definition for school-
age students with disabilities.

Under the authority of the Head Start Act, 
the final Head Start transportation regulation 
was published on January 18, 2001, with full 
implementation targeted by January 18, 2006.  
These regulations discuss the parameters for 
providing transportation for children with 
disabilities attending Head Start programs in the 
community, which includes school sites.

This section explores current challenges facing 
transportation personnel, including drivers and 
attendants serving school-age students and 
young children with developmental delays 
and disabilities in multiple educational and 
community settings. This section also provides a 
general introduction to the course information.
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Introduction

First impressions are important and key to the success of any training program.  Participants assess 
an instructor the moment he or she walks into the room.  Planning every presentation detail is the 
hallmark of a professional instructor; this includes current knowledge and information in all areas 
presented. Exemplary planning supports confidence.  Students of all ages sense the instructor’s degree 
of knowledge and confidence and respond accordingly.

Setting the tone

An effective introduction to the course provides an instructor with a chance to set the right tone for 
subsequent teaching.  The non-verbal message an instructor demonstrates at the beginning of a course 
has a significant impact and is as important as verbal communications. For instance, if an instructor 
appears bored and demonstrates an uncaring attitude or resentment for the assignment, participants 
will sense the negativity, and lose enthusiasm for the learning opportunity.  On the other hand, if an 
instructor is knowledgeable, prepared and interested in the topic to be addressed, participants will be 
enthusiastic and positive about the experience ahead.  

Although experienced instructors inevitably develop their own introductory style, there are several 
key messages that should be communicated at the beginning of a course, such as:

•   Instructor introduction:  Share not only personal knowledge and information but also 
reasons signifying the importance for the topic; discuss instructor credentials and experience 
demonstrating competency in teaching the specific course content.

•   Housekeeping remarks: The following information should be known and addressed.

-  Registration process

-  Workbook and additional materials

-  Parking areas 

-  Location and use of fire exits 

-  Location of rest rooms 

-  Emergency phone number 

-  Cell phone/pager policies 

-  Smoking policy 

-  Medical emergency protocols, etc. 

All details should be explained at or near the beginning of course. Provide an opportunity and 
environment in which to ask pertinent questions.

•  Instructional materials.  Instructors should distribute workbooks/notebooks to each participant, 
briefly explaining content and design. Participants should be asked to bring pens/pencils to 
each session; however, table boxes with pens, markers, sticky notes, and paper clips should be 
available for those who need extra supplies.
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Getting Participants Ready for Learning 

Give participants a time to briefly introduce themselves. Provide an environment that creates familiarity, 
establishes rapport in the group, and sets the tone for later teamwork.

Whether nervous or a rigid clock-watcher, the instructor who proceeds to the main topic before giving 
participants an opportunity to address questions will find the concerns invariably re-emerge later, and 
can cause a distraction at an inconvenient time.  

Drivers and bus attendants may need encouragement to verbalize questions in a classroom setting.  
Effective instructors find ways to encourage participants to ask questions in a respectful, supportive 
environment. Participants should be reminded the only wrong question is the one not asked.  

Knowledge about transporting students with disabilities is imperative for public schools today. Before 
the 1970s many states did not provide transportation for students with disabilities and young children 
with developmental delays and disabilities. Before the 1970s, children born with what were then called 
handicaps rarely had the opportunity to interact with their peers, or receive a free appropriate public 
education, commonly referred to as FAPE.  Children with serious disabilities before the passage of 
the Education Handicapped Act too often spent their childhoods at home or in institutions.  There was 
little need for training transporters about safety procedures necessary for transportation of students 
with disabilities because far fewer school-age students and young children with developmental delays 
and disabilities attended community or school programs.

The challenge of transporting infants and toddlers, and preschoolers with disabilities safely on a school 
bus was not considered a school district requirement or responsibility.  For the most part, drivers were 
not required to transport medically fragile children on buses.  If a student had a serious emotional, 
medical or physical disability, it was likely they spent school days in a hospital, at home, or in an 
institution.  Students with severe disabilities in many states had no entitlement or rights to education 
before 1975 and often were not permitted to attend school. If they were allowed to attend, parents were 
responsible for providing transportation.  

Positive Advances in Changing Opportunities for Students 
with Disabilities

Advancements in educational opportunities for students with disabilities since the passage of the 
IDEA in 1975 has been positive and has resulted in this population becoming productive, independent 
citizens. 

Profound differences have been brought about in attitudes and ways our society addresses the unique 
and individual special needs of students with disabilities. Because the importance of early intervention 
is recognized, entitlement services are available for infants and toddlers and preschool children with 
developmental delays and disabilities.

The roots of these changes go back a long way.  The Fourteenth Amendment to the United States 
Constitution ensures no state may deny equal protection of the laws to any person within its jurisdiction. 
Equal protection under the law is the heart of our country’s democracy.  Over many decades, 
this fundamental democratic belief has been used to extend citizenship and greater opportunities to 
groups of people long excluded from the mainstream of American life. Of all the excluded groups, few 
suffered more discrimination, more stereotyping, more deprivations and indignities than people with 
disabilities.  
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Interestingly, many Americans are unaware of how hard people with disabilities have had to fight 
for greater opportunity and equality. Progress has been steady since the passage of the Education 
Handicapped Act in 1975, reauthorized most recently as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) in 2004.

Passage of Public Law 93-112, known as the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504), was the first 
law that constituted a national declaration of the rights of the disabled, which included school-age 
students. This law provided the initial step for students with disabilities to be fully integrated into 
public schools and transported to programs and activities which receive federal financial assistance.

The Pivotal Role of the School Bus

Advancement of opportunities for students with disabilities could not have occurred without school 
buses and drivers.  Transporting students with disabilities to school was a major barrier that had to 
be overcome. When laws were passed entitling students with disabilities to a Free and Appropriate 
Public Education (FAPE) with non-disabled peers, the issue of access also had to be addressed. It is no 
exaggeration to say special education programs and services could not take place effectively without 
school buses and well-informed and trained drivers and bus attendants.

Remembering the Early Days of Change

When children with disabilities were first placed on bus routes in the 1960s and 1970s, suddenly 
bus drivers faced many new, unknown situations.  With little guidance or training, the first drivers of 
students with disabilities did the best they could to transport students with disabilities safely to and 
from school. 

Working with few resources and limited information about the nature and needs of each individual 
student, these early drivers of students with disabilities are a testimony to the uniquely caring nature 
of transportation professionals.  In the best interest of the students, drivers learned on the job as they 
faced new situations, determined to solve unforeseen problems. 

In the early days, when Federal mandates were beginning to be implemented, equipment to load and 
transport children in wheelchairs was inadequate at best.  Drivers frequently carried both children 
and wheelchairs on and off the bus, and wheelchair securement techniques sometimes consisted of 
devised, homemade apparatus constructed by the local mechanic.

Little information was shared with drivers about the unique needs of a student with disabilities 
receiving special education and related services. Drivers learned about special needs from families 
and the students. 

The same challenges held true when infants, toddlers, and preschoolers with developmental delays 
and disabilities began to attend community and school programs and were provided transportation.  
One of the biggest challenges was serving these small children on vehicles constructed for school-age 
students.

Fast forward to today! Transportation services are articulated in multiple Federal laws. More and 
more students with disabilities are attending public schools each year, and the diversity and severity of 
disabilities and related conditions is increasing. The bus, special equipment, drivers and attendants are 
all an integral part of special education, Early Intervention, and Head Start programs and services.  
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The job of a driver or bus attendant serving students with disabilities will always be complex.  In spite 
of major advances in training, involvement of professional organizations, and attendance at national 
conferences, drivers will always encounter daily challenges that require specific information and 
training administered by knowledgeable and well-informed instructors.  

Students with unique health problems, as well as the significant increase in the numbers of children with 
autism, continue to pose great challenges. The number of young children receiving early intervention 
and special education services also increases annually.

However, for all the changes from 1975, a significant factor in providing special education and early 
intervention programs and services for students with disabilities and young children will be the 
ongoing role of the driver and bus attendant.  Diligence, caring, and commitment to safety begin with 
knowledgeable transportation personnel.  

A Proud Tradition

Without school buses, advances in educational opportunity, and integration of disabled and non-
disabled students, serving students with disabilities would not have been possible.  New drivers and 
bus attendants just beginning to serve this population enter a proud tradition as they embark upon a 
meaningful and rewarding career path.

Today’s Challenges

Several factors create new challenges for schools, drivers and bus attendants serving students with 
disabilities and young children with developmental delays and disabilities:

1.   Growing numbers: Increasing numbers of students are being identified and enrolled in 
schools.  

2.   Increasing diversity:  As medical professionals are better able to identify and treat 
previously unknown and/or new health conditions, including cognitive issues impacting a 
student’s ability to learn, schools are required to provide programs and services for students 
with more unique and challenging learning requirements.  

3.   Increasing number of schools and programs served:  As schools rise to meet the 
expanding demands required to serve students with disabilities, transporters must provide 
access to an increasing number of schools and special programs. With shrinking resources 
and escalating costs, the challenges for transportation operations are overwhelming. Local, 
state and national leaders are addressing these economic issues, but the daily challenges 
continue to increase and are even more complex.   

4.   New technology:  Equipment for transporting students with disabilities is evolving 
constantly. For example, both wheelchair securement systems and wheelchairs have 
improved greatly for transportation purposes in recent years.  Drivers and attendants must be 
kept up to date and be provided with current information from equipment manufacturers and 
federal agencies.
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5.   Least Restrictive Environment (LRE):  Students with disabilities are required to be 
educated with non-disabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate. The least restrictive 
environment (LRE) requirement is sometimes referred to as inclusion and may also include 
transportation services.  Under certain circumstances, a separate school bus can be viewed 
as an isolated environment.  While transporting students with disabilities with non-disabled 
peers may benefit all, under certain circumstances it also creates new challenges for 
transporters.  

The days when a clear line existed between transporting students with disabilities on a bus serving 
only special education students and a regular bus are gone. All decisions are required to be made on a 
case-by-case basis. Students with disabilities should ride buses with non-disabled peers as appropriate.  
Reasons for not doing so must be made by an individualized education program (IEP) team, including 
the parent, and should be based on the unique needs of an individual student. Always keep in mind, 
decisions about programs and services for a student with disabilities are determined on a case-by-case 
basis by an Individualized Education Program (IEP) Team.  

If transportation services are necessary as a related service, a transportation representative should be 
invited to participate on the IEP Team when appropriate.  Full disclosure of student information should 
be shared commensurate with the individual needs of each student to provide a safe ride. In many 
instances, students with disabilities do not need transportation service as a related service because 
the nature of their disability does not interfere with their ability to ride a school bus differently from 
their non-disabled peers. Therefore, drivers and bus attendants are required to work with students with 
disabilities on a daily basis on buses transporting students with disabilities and non-disabled peers, as 
well as on buses serving students with disabilities exclusively.

Course Goals
Instructors should take adequate time to make sure participants are clear about every aspect of the 
course.  This course has four (4) overall goals:

1.	 Awareness:  A greater awareness of the challenges facing drivers and bus attendants 
transporting students with disabilities is a key goal.

2.	 Current information:  Transporters of students with disabilities and young children with 
developmental delays and disabilities require continuous learning opportunities. Students’ 
unique needs are changing constantly and information and knowledge are expanding.  
Providing up-to-date information is an important goal of the course.

3.	 Confidence.  Transporting students with disabilities and young children with developmental 
delays and disabilities is an extensive responsibility.  A key goal is providing resources, 
skills, and adequate knowledge so transporters can confidently address their respective job 
functions and requirements.   

4.	 Sources of support.  No matter how comprehensive the curriculum or knowledgeable 
the instructor, no course can teach everything about the unique needs of each student with 
a disability.  A key goal of this course is identifying sources of support and convincing 
participants of the importance of asking for help in any unfamiliar situation. This is a 
professional judgment issue. Solving a difficult situation appropriately may result in the 
difference between a safe or unsafe ride.  Always encourage participants to make the best 
choice and feel free to ask for assistance. 
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Course Guidelines

Instructors should explain expectations and suitable protocol for participants during the course. 

•  Attention and courtesy:  Instructors should not accept inattention or private participant 
conversations during the course. Participants should be encouraged to share thoughts with 
everyone in the room.

•  Active participation:  The course content is greatly enriched by active participation.  Participants 
should be encouraged to ask questions, share experiences, and contribute suggestions, 
throughout the course.

•  Attendance and timeliness:  Instructors must explain attendance requirements and explain 
participant expectations to attend all sessions.  Inform all participants of sign-in requirements.  
Late arrivals are distracting and should be addressed and discouraged.

•  Emergencies:  Procedures for a genuine emergency or other such reason for a participant to miss 
the course should be clearly explained.

•  Final Review:  The course includes a final review.  Instructors can reassure participants they will 
do well if they actively participate in discussions.

•  Evaluations:  Participants should keep notes during the course so they can evaluate the course at 
the end.  Encourage honesty. Assure participants all comments will remain confidential. 

Course Agenda

Participants should understand what the course will cover.  Questions about scheduling should be 
cleared up early.  

An organized review at the conclusion of each section clarifies questions, prevents misinformation, 
and reinforces key learning points.  

Summarize information in a meaningful manner

Briefly summarize the points made and issues addressed under the sections main topics:

1.	 How far we have come in educating students with disabilities

2.	 The pivotal role of the school bus in advancing the provision of special education and related 
services

3.	 New and daily challenges facing schools, drivers and attendants serving students receiving 
special education and related services and

4.	 Course overview, including goals, guidelines, and agenda

Use the summary review as an opportunity to clarify any uncertainty participants may have about the 
topics.  Strongly encourage participants to ask questions.
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Assessment 

Return to the section objectives.  Assess participant comprehension of the topics covered.  Carefully 
correct any misunderstandings.  

Review questions  

Use the Review Questions, included on the overhead slides and in the participant’s workbook, as 
a group oral quiz, or homework. If time permits, develop a more formal review before the start of 
Section 2.
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Section 2:
Characteristics of School-age Students and Young 
Children with Disabilities

Overview	

Objectives

By the conclusion of this section, participants will be able to:

1.   Describe why it is important to treat each student as an individual.

2.   List 2 transportation challenges associated with serving children with ADD/ADHD.

3.   Identify 2 challenges for the bus ride presented by a student with a learning disability.  

4.	 List 2 strategies you have learned to transport a student with traumatic brain injury safely.

5.	 Identify 3 strategies for transporting Infants, Toddlers and Preschooler’s safely.

Introduction 

Most of us can recall a time when we formed an unfounded opinion or made a conclusion about 
behavior exhibited by a person with a developmental delay or disability, only later realizing our 
preconceived judgment was not completely accurate.  Sometimes our expectations about others are 
the result of misinformation or a stereotype. It is essential not to draw unfounded conclusions before 
being fully informed.

Section 2 instructs participants about common 
characteristics of students with disabilities, 
focusing on how disabilities can impact the 
school bus ride.

Special concerns when transporting infants 
and toddlers with developmental delays and 
disabilities and preschool children are also 
addressed in this section. 

Note:  Specific language used in this section 
to describe disabilities is based on federal law. 
However, individual states may have language 
that differs from federal law, but the service 
delivery requirements are the same.
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Beware of stereotypes  
Stereotypes based on generalizations about people with disabilities may be accurate or false. Basing 
interactions with students on stereotypes can limit significantly the ability to predict or address 
behaviors or unique needs accurately.  

For instance, some drivers choose to drive students who have a hearing impairment (including 
deafness) because of an erroneous assumption these students will provide a quiet route.  After one trip, 
this misconception becomes evident.  Because these students do not have adequate auditory feedback, 
they can be among the loudest group of students transported. 

Many other misconceptions exist about students with disabilities.  For instance, students with autism 
are assumed to be intellectually limited; in fact, some are not limited and others may be very intelligent.  
Students with physical disabilities frequently are assumed to be helpless and weak, while many are 
strong and physically capable under particular situations.   

Students with Disabilities are People First 
It is important for drivers and bus attendants to learn about characteristics of the disabilities of the 
school-age students they serve.  However, it is equally important not to stereotype students with 
disabilities.  They are first and foremost students, individuals with unique characteristics, and secondly 
students who happen to have a disability requiring specialized transportation.  

This section provides drivers and bus attendants with descriptions of students with disabilities and 
explains how specific characteristics can impact the school bus ride to and from school.  Regardless 
of the nature of the disability, the most important consideration is ensuring a safe ride and addressing 
student needs in a manner that minimizes safety issues and concerns.  

It is important for drivers and bus attendants to determine the best approaches for transporting students 
on their bus safely. Understanding the characteristics associated with disabilities and how to anticipate 
and manage potential bus behaviors and challenges is crucial. Disabilities may display in a range from 
mild to severe and result in the need for different service delivery modifications. 

It is essential to emphasize that students with disabilities on buses should be respected and regarded 
as individuals. Disability types present differently for a variety of reasons including: individual needs, 
family and school influences, and previous experiences and interactions on the school bus. Bus 
management strategies for one student does not necessary fit all!

Autism

Autism means a developmental disability significantly affecting verbal and nonverbal communication 
and social interaction, generally evident before age three that adversely affects a child’s educational 
performance. Other characteristics often associated with autism are engagement in repetitive activities 
and stereotyped movements, resistance to environmental change or change in daily routines, and 
unusual responses to sensory experiences. A child who manifests the characteristics of autism after 
age three could be identified as having autism if the criteria above are met.
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Challenges for the Bus Ride
•   Students with autism frequently are resistant to changes in daily routines; e.g., a different bus, 

substitute driver, or change in the route can be very upsetting to a child with autism.

•   In sudden emergencies such as a bus fire, a student with autism may actually resist evacuation. 

Strategies
It is essential for drivers and attendants to consciously ignore behaviors that do not jeopardize safety.  
An established daily routine can serve to minimize inappropriate behaviors.

•   A small object that can be held safely sometimes calms students with autism. Distracting a 
student can often be one of the most successful forms of intervention.

•   A well-thought-out and regularly practiced evacuation plan is essential for this population.

•   Do not offer complex choices to students with autism; it can upset them. 

•   If drivers know they will be off the next day, they should notify the school and the student’s 
parents the day before.  This may minimize or avoid unacceptable behaviors.

•   Some students with autism use a keyboard communication device; this should be allowed on the 
bus if it can be done without safety issues being compromised. 

•   Storyboards that identify key locations along the bus route can serve to alleviate the fears of a 
child with autism, especially when a change on the route occurs.

•   When safety is jeopardized and intervention is required, simple one-or two-word directions are 
usually the most effective in correcting dangerous behavior.  Use a quiet, gentle, firm voice.

•   When severe behavior problems occur, drivers must pull the bus over in a safe location as 
soon as possible and request assistance, if necessary, to protect the safety of the child and other 
students on the bus.

Deaf-Blindness

Deaf-blindness means concomitant hearing and visual impairments; the combination causes severe 
communication and other developmental and educational needs that cannot be accommodated in 
special education programs solely for children with deafness or children with blindness.

Challenges for the Bus Ride
•   Drivers and bus attendants of children with hearing and visual impairments require very 

specialized training in order to provide a safe ride.  This training may be obtained from school-
based staff members who are familiar with the unique and individual needs of this population.

•   Drivers and bus attendants need extensive training from knowledgeable and skilled personnel 
about orientation, mobility, and alternative communication methods.

•   Children who are deaf-blind require a daily predictable routine because they can become 
distracted or upset easily by the smallest change in their school bus environment.

•   School bus attendants may be considered essential personnel to assist drivers when transporting 
these children.
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Strategies

•   Detailed routines, seating, and communication skills are necessary in order to minimize 
transportation issues and concerns which may occur.  This includes specific daily management 
plans.  

•   Close supervision is essential to assure a safe ride.

•   A well-thought-out and regularly practiced evacuation plan is essential for this population.

Deafness

Deafness means a hearing impairment that is so severe the child is impaired in processing linguistic 
information through hearing, with or without amplification, that adversely affects a child’s educational 
performance.

Challenges for the Bus Ride

•   All students who are deaf do not communicate in the same manner.  

•   Some students who are deaf use sign language.

•   Some students lip-read. 

•   Some students use total communication that includes both sign language and lip-reading.

Strategies
•   It is important for drivers and attendants who transport a student who is deaf to become familiar 

with the child's’ primary mode of communication.  If the primary mode is sign language, drivers 
and attendants should use basic signs to communicate.  

•   Paper and pencil should always be available for substitute drivers and bus attendants who may 
not know basic sign language to use to communicate with students, especially in the case of an 
emergency.  

•   Often children who are deaf but able to communicate with the driver or bus attendant present 
less behavioral problems because they are less frustrated. Drivers and bus attendants should 
greet and acknowledge students daily.

Emotional Disturbance

Emotional disturbance means a condition exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a 
long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s educational performance:

(A) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors

(B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and 
teachers

(C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances
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(D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression

(E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school 
problems

Emotional disturbance includes schizophrenia. The term does not apply to children who are socially 
maladjusted, unless it is determined they have an emotional disturbance as defined above.

Challenges for the Bus Ride 
Transporting a student with an emotional disturbance can be a challenge.  Problems during the bus ride 
can include one or more of the behaviors listed below:

•   Failure to stay seated

•   Harassment of students or staff

•   Hitting and fighting

•   Inappropriately exiting the bus – jumping out emergency door, etc.

•   Name calling and cursing

•   Screaming

Strategies
When a student with an emotional disturbance acts out, drivers and attendants should avoid taking it 
personally or getting trapped in a conflict spiral.  This occurs when an adult’s anger and frustration 
contributes to the inappropriate behavior exhibited by the child (see Section 5).

•   A structured daily routine helps maintain positive behavior on the bus. 

•   Avoid threatening or intimidating the student. 

•   Be a professional and maintain a positive attitude.

•   Defuse a problem before it escalates to another level.

•   Establish key safety rules, communicate these clearly along with consequences for not following 
rules, and enforce fairly and consistently.

•   Give students responsibilities they can handle and reward positive results.

•   Learn and use the student’s name, and show interest in the student.

•   Learn student’s nonverbal cues to anticipate a potential incident.

•   Use respect, honesty, caring and trust. 
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Hearing Impairment 

Hearing impairment means an impairment in hearing, whether permanent or fluctuating, that adversely 
affects a child’s educational performance but that is not included under the definition of deafness in 
this section.

Challenges for the Bus Ride
•   These children may have fluctuating hearing and, therefore, do not respond consistently to the 

driver’s and school bus attendant’s communication on the school bus.

•   One of the most common errors made by drivers and attendants attempting to communicate with 
students who are hearing impaired is thinking students are ignoring a direction or are just not 
listening because they were able to comprehend what was said previously.

•   Establishing good communication practices increases acceptable behavior and provides for 
reduced school bus driver, attendant and child frustration.

Strategies
•   The driver and bus attendant must be sensitive to each child’s communication needs.  

•   It is important to accommodate these students by repeating missed information patiently, 
speaking clearly, and avoiding excessive background noise, which reduces hearing.  

•   Students should be able to observe the lips of the driver or bus attendant who is communicating. 

Mental Retardation

Mental retardation means significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning, existing 
concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the developmental period that 
adversely affects a child’s education performance.

The term mental retardation covers a broad spectrum of abilities and functional levels, ranging from 
developmentally delayed to severe or profound.

Challenges for the Bus Ride  

Transportation services must be appropriately modified for students with mental retardation, depending 
on factors such as independent functional level, ability to follow directions, ability to memorize and 
retain safety rules, and day-to-day, age-appropriate self-help and adaptive behavior skills.  Many 
students with mental retardation are very successful riding on a bus.

Students with mental retardation may exhibit one or more of the following behaviors:

•   Inappropriate physical or verbal contact with other students, such as poking, slapping, teasing, 
name-calling, tripping, etc.

•   May try to move around the bus while in motion

•   Provoke other students for attention

•   Show limited judgment about appropriate physical affection
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Strategies

Consistency and planned routine are crucial in relating to students with mental retardation. Change can 
be misunderstood and upsetting to students with this disability.

•   Drivers and bus attendants should look for patterns that present emotional upsets for a student 
so volatile situations can be avoided and/or defused.

•   Drivers and attendants should speak softly and firmly, be friendly and give short, simple 
directions. It is difficult for students to conform to what is expected if they are unable to 
comprehend what is being asked of them. 

•   Expectations should be related directly to the student’s functional ability.

•   Students with the most severe and profound mental retardation require the greatest level of 
supervision and assistance because of their limited level of comprehension.  It is difficult for 
them to conform to what is expected if they are unable to understand what is being asked of 
them.

•   Students with mental retardation who have toileting problems should be toileted before leaving 
home in the morning and before leaving school in the afternoon.  Appropriate garments should 
be worn to protect school bus seats.

•   Enough time should be planned for boarding and exiting the bus to avoid frustration. Pick-up 
and drop off stops should always be determined on a case-by-case basis to ensure a safe stop. 

Multiple Disabilities

Multiple disabilities means concomitant impairments (such as mental retardation-blindness or mental 
retardation-orthopedic impairment), the combination of which causes such severe educational needs 
that they cannot be accommodated in special education programs solely for one of the impairments. 
Multiple disabilities does not include deaf-blindness.

Challenges for the Bus Ride 

Transportation challenges may be increased when two or more disabilities are present.  

•   Some students may exhibit communication challenges. Each child’s needs must be understood 
in order to be managed safely.

•   Behavior problems can result if a student fills ride time with interaction attempts with other 
students, even positive attempts. 

•   Students with multiple disabilities may also have medical problems requiring staff to have 
special knowledge and/or skills.  
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Strategies

Transporting students with multiple disabilities requires careful preparation. 

Because of the diversity and range of severity among this population, it is essential drivers and 
attendants are made aware of the individual needs of students they are transporting and are included in 
the planning process for dynamics of the ride.

•   Drivers and attendants may require specialized training in the following areas:

-   Alternative communication systems

-   Behavior management techniques for each child with multiple disabilities

-   Special equipment management

-   Student positioning 

•   Students with multiple disabilities and medical problems should be monitored closely during the 
bus ride.

•   Students who are unable to communicate in other ways may use body language, eye contact, 
and other nonverbal cues to get a message across. Drivers and attendants should learn each 
student’s unique language.  

•   Positive attention can avoid negative behaviors and provide a safer ride.

The student’s physical and/or occupational therapist should be involved in planning transportation 
services. These therapists can serve as an excellent source of specific information and assistance.  
When available, they should be requested to participate in a school bus ride if safety challenges are a 
concern.

Orthopedic Impairment

Orthopedic impairment means a severe orthopedic impairment that adversely affects a child’s 
educational performance. The term includes impairments caused by a congenital anomaly, impairments 
caused by disease (e.g., poliomyelitis, bone tuberculosis), and impairments from other causes (e.g., 
cerebral palsy, amputations, and fractures or burns that cause contractures).

Challenges for the Bus Ride  

Students with orthopedic impairments require varying degrees of specialized services.  Students may 
require any of the following:  

•   Specialized seating

•   Physical assistance

•   Specialized adaptive equipment such as wheelchairs, walkers, etc. 

Students with orthopedic impairments are diverse. Some are capable of considerable independence 
when boarding and riding a bus, while others need extensive assistance.  Some have limited use of 
their legs; quadriplegics have restricted use of all limbs.
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Safety in loading and securement of adaptive equipment is an essential skill for drivers and attendants.  
Without training, wheelchair securement systems can be complicated and cumbersome to use. 

Passengers transported in wheelchairs are generally more susceptible to injury; in these instances, 
great diligence is required of drivers and attendants.  Some students with orthopedic disabilities have 
limited control of their upper torso and limbs and cannot protect themselves readily if the chair tips or 
they slide out of the chair.  Even a sharp turn or a bump in the road taken too fast could injure a child 
with orthopedic impairment during the ride.

Emergency evacuation concerns for buses transporting students with orthopedic disabilities must be 
taken seriously.  Each route transporting students in wheelchairs should have an up-to-date written 
evacuation plan in place.

Like non-disabled students, students with physical disabilities can be victims of peer pressure.  Their 
need to be like other students runs deep and occasionally can lead to poor choices, behavior problems, 
or emotional issues.

Strategies

Drivers and attendants should avoid passing judgment, feeling pity, or overcompensating for these 
students.  Even for those who need assistance, independence is the goal.  Information about the extent 
of assistance needed should be available through the IEP Team planning process.  Ultimately, ensuring 
safety and establishing a positive relationship with all students is most important.

•   Drivers and attendants transporting students in wheelchairs must become very familiar with lifts 
and securement systems.

•   Occupational and physical therapists and nurses are valuable resources for serving students with 
orthopedic impairment.

•   Drivers and attendants need to ask for help and advice when transporting a new or unfamiliar 
wheelchair or other piece of adaptive equipment.

Other Health Impairment

Other health impairment means having limited strength, vitality, or alertness, including a heightened 
alertness to environmental stimuli, that results in limited alertness with respect to the education 
environment, that – 

(i)	 Is due to chronic or acute health problems such as asthma, attention deficit disorder or 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, diabetes, epilepsy, a heart condition, hemophilia, lead 
poisoning, leukemia, nephritis, rheumatic fever, sickle cell anemia, and Tourette syndrome; 
and

(ii)	Adversely affects a child’s educational performance.

Challenges for the Bus Ride  

Depending upon individual need, students with health impairments often can be transported with non-
disabled peers.
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This category encompasses a wide range of disabilities, including students who have limited strength 
but otherwise appear no different than non-disabled peers.  A student with health problems so severe 
as to be potentially life-threatening is considered medically complex.

Strategies

Drivers and attendants must understand each student’s specific health problem and implications for 
safety on the school bus.  Examples of the importance of information include:

•   Students with asthma may use inhalers; poor air quality (exhaust, smoke, dust) can bring on 
an attack.  Students with respiratory problems should be seated away from bus doors and open 
windows.

•   A student with hemophilia may require planned seating to reduce the chance of dangerous 
bleeding.  

•   For students with seizure disorders or epilepsy, careful seat assignment with consideration of 
light and temperature control may be needed to prevent a seizure.  

•   For a student with diabetes, the ability of driver and attendant to recognize atypical behaviors 
indicating high or low blood sugar levels is important.  Keeping glucose tablets on the bus may 
be the only accommodation needed.  This should only be done in accordance with the approval 
of the IEP team, including the parent and appropriate medical personnel. 

•   Drivers and attendants must take into account a student’s specific health and illness impairments 
when creating an evacuation plan.  

•   Drivers and attendants should be familiar with the administration of any medicine students may 
need while on the bus. This should be done with specific directions from the IEP team and may 
be part of a specific individualized health plan.

•   Students with health problems must be monitored carefully during the ride.

•   Special education personnel, occupational and physical therapists, nurses, and parents should 
share valuable information and assistance about transporting students with health impairments 
with transporters.

Specific Learning Disability

Specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes 
involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the 
imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations, including 
conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and 
developmental aphasia.

Specific learning disability does not include learning problems that primarily are the result of 
visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or because of 
environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage.
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Challenges for the Bus Ride  

•   Because a learning disability is not obvious physically, these students may look and act like any 
other child; their special needs are not obvious and may be missed easily.  

•   Following directions may be a problem for some of these students when riding a bus.  

•   It is important to remember that a student with a learning disability may have problems 
understanding language.  

•   Some of these students may act out in an attempt to disguise learning deficits, preferring to be 
considered bad instead of unable.

Strategies

Behavior problems exhibited by students with learning disabilities should be addressed in the same, 
consistent manner as other students.

•   Consistent safety training, for instance in evacuation procedures, is very important with this 
population.  Students may need frequent reminders about key safety procedures.

•   Establishing a trusting and respectful relationship with students enables drivers and attendants to 
help them make better choices about behavior on the bus. 

•   Sensitivity and early intervention in a developing dispute may help a child avoid embarrassment 
and also defuse a potential behavior problem. 

•   Students with learning disabilities may require patience and special understanding when 
expected to follow verbal directions.  Adults should speak to students with learning disabilities 
in a clear, simple manner.

•   Teenagers with learning disabilities are likely to be keenly aware of peer pressure, and may be 
very embarrassed. Appropriate positive attention is essential for maintaining self-esteem.

Speech or Language Impairment

Speech or language impairment is a communication disorder, such as stuttering, impaired articulation, 
language impairment, or a voice impairment, that adversely affects a student’s educational 
performance.  

Challenges for the Bus Ride  

Students with speech or language impairments may receive early intervention services and require 
transportation because of their age.  This student population rarely requires special transportation 
services other than by reason of their age.  

Strategies

•   Students with speech and language problems may be targets of harassment, jokes, etc. because of 
their communication limitations.  Drivers and bus attendants should intervene when necessary.
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•   To improve the ability to decipher what is being said, drivers and attendants should try to learn 
each student’s unique patterns of speech.  

•   To improve communication with speech- or language-impaired students, drivers and attendants 
may need to use communication techniques similar to those used with students who are deaf or 
hearing-impaired:  for instance, pictures, hand signals, modeling behavior, etc.

•   Speech and language problems sometimes may be the result of a hearing impairment; drivers 
and attendants should be prepared to communicate as they would with a hearing-impaired child.

Traumatic Brain Injury

Traumatic brain injury is an acquired injury to the brain caused by an external physical force such 
as an accident, resulting in total or partial functional disability or psychosocial impairment, or both, 
adversely affecting a student’s educational performance.  

Traumatic brain injury applies to open or closed head injuries resulting in impairments in one or more 
areas of mental function, such as:

•   Cognition

•   Language and speech

•   Memory

•   Attention

•   Reasoning

•   Abstract thinking

•   Judgment

•   Problem-solving

•   Sensory, perceptual, and motor abilities

•   Psychosocial behavior

•   Physical functions

•   Information processing

The term does not apply to brain injuries that are congenital or degenerative, or to brain injuries 
induced by birth trauma.  

Brain injuries are extremely individualized.  Generalizations are of limited use – each student’s 
problems are unique.

Challenges for the Bus Ride 

Students with traumatic brain injuries require specialized transportation planning because of limited 
physical, behavioral or intellectual abilities. Transporters should be involved in the team planning 
process to determine safe and appropriate ride dynamics.

Because students who have traumatic brain injury were not born with the disability, they may 
demonstrate frustration and anger as they adjust to and accept profound changes in their physical, 
behavioral, or intellectual abilities.  

Strategies

•   Patience and compassion are essential when relating to students with traumatic brain injuries.
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•   Some students with a brain injury have limited ability to communicate verbally.  Drivers and 
attendants should try to discern each student’s unique way of communicating or language, 
including nonverbal messages such as gestures or expressions.

•   Rehabilitation personnel in the school – occupational and physical therapists – can be excellent 
sources of specific information about the physical capabilities of a student with traumatic brain 
injury.

Visual Impairment 

Visual impairment including blindness means impairment in vision severe enough to adversely affect 
educational performance, even when corrected.  The term includes both partial sight and blindness.  

Challenges for the Bus Ride 

•   The required level of specialized services and intervention depends on the child's ability to 
function independently.

•   A careful assessment by qualified personnel should be made of each child with a visual 
impairment to provide the required level of assistance.

Strategies 

•   Some children with visual impairment require extensive assistance to be seated, while others 
need little or no help.  

•   Safety is best assured by maintaining a consistent daily routine that includes the same seat 
assignment.  

•   Verbal communication should be used to provide compensation for what cannot be seen.

•   Directions should be precise, and communication should be friendly and direct.

In general, all school-age children, with or without disabilities, will benefit from a predictable daily 
routine that includes known and reasonable behavioral expectations. Expectations should be consistent 
with individual unique abilities and disabilities and commensurate with age-appropriate cognitive, 
social-emotional and physical abilities and skills.

Attention Deficit Disorder and Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADD/ADHD)

Students with attention deficit disorder (ADD) or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) may 
exhibit some or all of the characteristics described below on the school bus which provide for special 
challenges when providing transportation services with nondisabled peers or on buses only serving 
students with disabilities.

•   Disorganization

•   Focusing on directions
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•   Incessant activity

•   Incessant talking

•   Limited impulse control

•   Limited long- or short-term memory

•   Restlessness

•   Short attention span

Challenges for the Bus Ride

Students with ADD/ADHD can be a challenge on a school bus.  Typical problems include:

•   Inability to stay seated and moving from seat to seat

•   Difficulty following directions over a period of time including.

•   Dangerous behaviors getting on or off the bus, including: running impulsively across the road at 
loading and unloading locations; running away from staff on the bus 

•   Stimulating other students inappropriately

•   Medication may not have taken effect at the time the student is picked up in the morning, or 
may have worn off by the time the bus comes to take the student home in the afternoon, further 
impacting impulse control.

•   High noise levels may create frustrating conditions on the bus.

•   Retention of directions for a significant period of time is difficult for children with ADD/
ADHD. 

Because ADD/ADHD is not a readily visible disability, student behaviors and reactions can be surprising 
and unexpected, making it difficult for transporters to differentiate between behaviors directly related 
to ADD/ADHD versus inappropriate behaviors with no relationship to a disability.

Strategies

•   Activities (music, electronic games, drawing, etc.) may keep students with ADD/ADHD 
occupied during the bus ride.

•   Assigned seats are recommended for students with ADD/ADHD.

•   Clear and simple directions work best for students with ADD/ADHD.

•   Keeping students with ADD/ADHD physically separated from other challenging students on the 
bus can minimize the overstimulation effect and keep potential situations manageable or prevent 
situations altogether.

•   Repetition and consistency is important when working with these students. 

•   Worsening behavior should be reported to the appropriate supervisor or school administrators to 
avoid jeopardizing safety.
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Infants and Toddlers and Preschoolers with Developmental 
Delays and Disabilities

Infants and Toddlers from birth to three (3) years of age with developmental delays and disabilities 
are served in a variety of community settings providing early intervention services that include their 
homes, community-based sites and schools. 

There are specific instances in which infants and toddlers are transported to service locations in order 
to receive early intervention services that are in conformity with an Individualized Family Service 
Plan (IFSP). In many instances parent transportation is required because service delivery may include 
parent training. 

Transportation and related costs are required to be provided if necessary, to enable a child eligible, 
under Part C of the IDEA and to receive early intervention services. It is essential appropriate child 
safety restraint systems are used to assure safe transportation.  The IFSP team and qualified service 
providers should make all decisions about specialized equipment.  

Preschoolers with Developmental Delays and Disabilities

Preschoolers ages three (3) through five (5) with developmental delays and disabilities may receive 
services provided by community program sites including Head Start or school programs. These 
children are among the most vulnerable population served because of their size, disabilities, and need 
to be carefully observed and supervised daily.  The importance for using age-appropriate equipment, 
selected by qualified personnel, to serve this population specifically cannot be overstated in order to 
assure a safe ride.  

It is vital for transportation personnel, drivers and bus attendants to be knowledgeable about each 
young child’s individual cognitive, social-emotional, and physical status before initiating transportation 
services in order to provide a safe ride.  Many transportation issues are raised when young children 
require transportation to access early intervention, special education or related services. 

Transporters should not make decisions unilaterally.  Qualified personnel should be involved in all 
decision-making, including the family.

Challenges for the Bus Ride 

 Compounded by the nature and needs of this young population – including limited cognitive, motor, 
perceptual and social-emotional skills, and small physical stature – the bus ride is a daily challenge of 
both driver and bus attendant skills and patience.

Strategies

Transporting very young students with disabilities requires thorough planning and careful attention to 
detail.

•   Seating.  Although school buses are designed to protect students between high, cushioned seats, 
compartmentalization is not necessarily an adequate design for very young children who are too 
small to be protected.  
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•   Child restraint.  According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), 
a seat belt is insufficient for preschoolers weighing less than 50 pounds. They should be in a 
safety seat or other Child Safety Restraint System (CSRS), and the safety seat must be secured 
by a federally approved seat belt.

•   Front or middle loading.  Whenever possible, very young students should be seated away from 
the rear of a school bus – preferably between the front and rear axles.  This zone provides for 
closer supervision and individual attention as needed.

•   Manufacturer’s design.  Manufacturers design safety seats based on student age and/or weight.  
An age- and weight-appropriate safety seat should be used for every preschool child on a school 
bus.  

•   Safety seat use.  Securing safety seats into a school bus is not easy.  School bus seats are firmer 
and more closely spaced than passenger cars. Manufacturer directions (e.g., for threading the 
lap belt through the safety seat frame) must be followed with no deviation.  No more than two 
safety seats can be installed in a bus seat, and one per seat is preferable.  Safety seats involved 
in a bus crash should be discarded in accordance with NHTSA recommendations.

•   Evacuation concerns.  When transporting young students with disabilities, a written, up-to-date 
evacuation plan is essential.  The prospect of a fire on a bus with young students in safety seats 
is frightening.

Drivers and attendants should always check with their supervisors about local policies and procedures 
regarding safety seat use, evacuation plans, etc.  Preschoolers need patience, attention, and close 
supervision.

Section 2 Review

The Importance Of a Professional Review

Because this section has covered so much material, some of it possibly unfamiliar to participants, a 
comprehensive review is important.  

The section examined 13 types of disabilities defined in IDEA 300.8:

1.	 Autism

2.	 Deaf/Blindness

3.	 Deafness

4.	 Emotional Disturbance

5.	 Hearing Impairment

6.	 Mental Retardation

7.	 Multiple Disabilities
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8.	 Orthopedic Impairment

9.	 Other Health Impairment

10.	Specific Learning Disability

11.	Speech or Language Impairment

12.	Traumatic Brain Injury

13.	Visual Impairment

Special attention was provided to the following topics:

•	 ADD/ADHD

•	 Infants, Toddlers and Preschoolers with Disabilities.

Instructors Note:

Refer participants to the appropriate sections of the Participant Workbook and lead the class in a brief 
oral review of each disability type covered in the section.  Remind participants that concerns regarding 
transporting students with medically complex disabilities will be addressed in a later section.  Each 
participant should be encouraged to understand basic characteristics and specific challenges posed by 
each disability type.  Strongly encourage participants to ask questions.

Use the Section’s objectives to assess how well participants comprehended the material.  Correct 
confusion or misinformation as it arises.

Use the Review Questions in the Participant Workbook as a quiz, as homework, or as a more formal 
oral review before the start of the next Section.


