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Loading and Unloading for School Bus Drivers
NHTSA School Bus Driver In-Service Safety Series
Learning Objectives
At the completion of this module, participants will be able to:
1. State what the danger zones are.
2. Explain the importance of the danger zones.

3. Teach students about the danger zones.

4. Describe ways to keep track of students in the danger zones.

5. Describe the proper loading and unloading procedures.

6. Conduct a post-trip inspection.
Time Required 

1 hour, 20 minutes 
Training Methods
1. Participative lecture

2. Guided discussion

Training Materials
1. PowerPoint slides and projection system

2. Handouts: The Danger Zones, Handout #1; Getting On and Off the School Bus Safely, Handout #2; Proper Loading and Unloading Procedures, Handout #3; local policies and procedures.

	Lesson Plan
	Instructor Notes

	I. Introduction and Overview

Say that you want to welcome everyone to the course.  Introduce yourself.


	10 minutes

Show Slide 1.
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	Explain that your job as a school bus driver is a demanding one.

· You have to drive a large vehicle in all kinds of weather and traffic conditions.
· You have to manage the students on the bus.

· You have to contend with the other drivers on the road.

· And you have to work with parents, teachers, school officials, and each other.
	

	State that the biggest challenge you have is getting your students on and off the bus safely.

	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Statistics
Say that loading and unloading is the most dangerous time for a school bus driver and for students.
· On average, 33 school-age children die in school bus-related crashes each year.
· Nearly two thirds of school-age children killed in school bus-related crashes each year are killed outside the bus.  Two-thirds of that total are killed by school buses.
· Half of all school-age pedestrians killed in school bus-related crashes are 5 to 7 years old.

	Show Slide 2.
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	Overview
Say that drivers should also be aware that:

· The principal point of impact is the front of the bus.

· Most fatal, school bus-related crashes occur during the day in clear weather.

· In most cases, students are killed or injured by their own bus.

· Not only is the driver legally responsible, but he or she will have to live with that experience for a lifetime.
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Explain that the purpose of this module is to review the proper procedures for loading and unloading.  We will begin by examining the danger zones and finish with a step-by-step guide to performing a post-trip inspection.

	Show Slide 3.
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	II. The Danger Zones

Explain that, before discussing loading and unloading procedures, it’s important to understand the danger zones.

	5 minutes
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	Ask: 

What are the danger zones?


	Answer: 
10 feet behind the bus; 10 feet in front of the bus; 10 feet on either side of the bus.

	Ask: 

What areas around the bus are most dangerous?


	Answer: 
Across the front of the bus and along the right side of the bus toward the back.

	Distribute the handout of the danger zones and tell drivers that it diagrams the areas where students are most at risk during loading and unloading.
	Distribute Handout #1, Danger Zones.  Review it with participants.

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Risk Factors
· Younger students are especially vulnerable.

· Age 5 to 7 seems to be most at risk.

· They are smaller and harder to see.

· They are inexperienced and impulsive.
· The after-school run is more dangerous than before school.
· Students have had to be sitting quietly all day.
· Now they are ready to move and are less likely to pay attention.
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Lesson Plan
	Instructor Notes

	III. How Students Can Get on and off the School Bus Safely

Explain that you have to constantly remind students how to get on and off the bus safely because they forget.

	25 minutes
Show Slide 5.
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	Tell the participants to follow along with the handout.
	Distribute Handout #2, Getting On and Off the Bus Safely.  Review it with participants.

	General Rules
1. Students should ALWAYS walk 10 feet in front of the bus, NEVER behind the bus.

2. Students should ALWAYS wait at least 5 giant steps (about 10 feet) away from the side of the bus.

· Students should also move 5 giant steps away from the bus immediately after disembarking.

3. If a child drops something, he or she should tell the bus driver and NEVER try to pick it up.

4. Students should NEVER run to catch the bus.

	Students should be at their bus stop 5 minutes before the bus is scheduled to arrive to minimize the risk of being struck by their bus or another vehicle.

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Lesson Plan
	Instructor Notes

	Getting On the Bus
1. If students have to cross the road to get onto the school bus:
· They should stay on the side of the road, away from traffic, until the bus stops and the driver signals to cross.
· When the driver signals that it is safe to cross, students should first check for traffic.
· Many students are killed or injured by motorists illegally passing a stopped school bus, so students and the driver must check for traffic in both directions – left-right-left.

· As the students cross in front of the school bus, they should watch and make eye contact with the driver.

	

	2. Students should board the bus using the handrail.

3. Students should move toward the rear quickly without crowding or pushing.

· If the bus is not filled to capacity, have students sit in the middle of the bus.

4. Students should sit down quickly.


	Some transportation providers require assigned seats. It makes loading much faster. Also, in the case of a crash, you can more readily account for the students on the bus.

The National Transportation Safety Board recommends that “no passenger occupy seats in either the foremost or rearmost rows of passenger seats until all other seats have been occupied.” This practice will limit passenger exposure to rear- and front-end impacts.

	Getting Off the Bus
1. Students should stay seated until the bus stops.

2. Students should not push or play on their way off the bus.

3. Students should use the handrails to avoid falls.

· They should watch that straps, drawstrings, and clothing don’t get caught in the handrail or door.

4. Students should glance back toward the rear of the bus before they step off the bus.

· This allows them to make sure no one is passing on the right.

5. Students should move 10 feet away from the bus at once.

6. If students have to cross the road to get home:

· They should stay on the side of the road the bus let them off on.
· Away from traffic

· 10 feet ahead of the bus where they can see the driver’s face

· When the driver signals that it is safe to cross, students should cross to the outside edge of the bus and check both ways for traffic.
· If it is clear, they should cross quickly.
· If it is not clear, they should return to the curb.

	

	Ask: 

What signal do you use to indicate that it is safe to cross?


	Show Slide 6.
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Discuss. Get participants to share with each other the signals that they use. Some transportation providers use the closing of a door rather than a hand or head signal, which they feel might be interpreted by another motorist as a signal to proceed.

	Ask: 

Do all of your students know the signal?


	Every student should know the driver’s “safe to cross” signal.  If the answer to this question is “no,” the driver should make sure to teach his/her students the signal.

	7. Once off the bus, students should go directly home.


	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	IV. Proper Loading and Unloading Procedures

Remind drivers that loading and unloading happens twice.  In the morning, you load in the neighborhood and unload at the school.  In the afternoon, you load at school and unload in the neighborhood.
	30 minutes
Show Slide 7.
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There is a right way and a wrong 

way to get on and off the bus

Proper loading and unloading 

procedures


Throughout this section, you will be prompted to include information about local policies and procedures.  Some of the content provided here may not be compatible with your district’s policies and procedures.  You might want to review the proper steps to follow in making a stop, when to turn on the lights, etc., before teaching this section.

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Say that it’s really nice to have some help during loading and unloading.

· At school, there should be school personnel to help supervise and remind students of safe procedures.
· In the neighborhood, there are sometimes helpful parents, particularly at stops with young students.
· These parents are wonderful if they are concerned about safety and know what to look for.

· Unfortunately, some parents are not helpful and may need a phone call or letter from your supervisor.

· The driver shall remain on the bus while loading or unloading.
	At the start of the school year, school bus drivers might want to give parents instructions on bus stop safety for themselves and their children.  The instructions could include how to help the school bus driver during loading and unloading.

	Review the local policies and procedures for loading and unloading.

	

	Loading and Unloading Guidelines
Tell the drivers that there are some critical things to remember about loading and unloading.
	Distribute Handout #3, Proper Loading and Unloading Procedures.  Review it with participants.

	1. Don’t rush

· In addition to not speeding, don’t get lazy and decide to skip over part of the loading and unloading procedure.
· Loading and unloading a bus properly can be a matter of life or death.
· Concentrate on what you are doing.
· If you are running late on a route, don’t hurry. Remember, it is better to be safe than sorry.  A good motto is: “Safety first. Schedule second.”
	

	
	

	2. Never move the bus if students are within 10 feet on any side.
	

	3. Back up only when absolutely necessary.

· Go around the block, even if it is a long one, instead of backing up.
· If you MUST back up near a bus stop:
· Keep all students on the bus.
· Use a reliable student inside the bus or a bus attendant outside the bus as a lookout.
· Open your window and sound your horn.
· Back VERY slowly.

	

	4. Don’t deal with on-bus problems when loading and unloading.

· Loading and unloading require all of your concentration.  Don’t take your eyes off what is happening outside the bus.
· If there is a behavior problem on the bus, wait until the students unloading are safely off the bus and have moved away.
· If necessary, pull the bus over to handle the problem.

	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	5. Use consistent signals.

· Hand signal or head nod
· Use a hand signal or head nod to tell the students when it is safe to cross the street.  Point with a straight arm at the students and move your arm in the direction you want them to go.
· The hand signal should not be confused with a wave, as waiting motorists might think you are telling them to pass.

	

	· Danger signal
· Teach the students what horn signal you will use to signal danger.
· Use it if a motorist runs your flashing lights.
· The signal will mean to “return to the side of the road you started from – AT ONCE!”
· P.A. (public address) system
· Use the external P.A. system, if you have one, to let students know when it is safe to cross.

	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	6. Count and recount.

· Know how many students should get on at a stop.
· Count them.
· If any are missing, ask where they are.
· Check outside the bus if you have any questions.
· As the students get off at a bus stop…
· Count them.
· Then, before you move the bus, count them again as they move away.
· Don’t move until you are sure that they are all away from the bus.

	

	· If you can’t account for a child outside the bus:
· Secure the bus.  Set parking brake and place the gear selector in neutral.
· Check around and underneath the bus.
· Count at every bus stop every day.
· Local policies and procedures

	

	7. Assume the worst from approaching motorists.

· Even though they are not supposed to, motorists often pass a stopped school bus.
· In front and in back
· On both sides of the bus
· Make sure that you give plenty of warning by turning on your yellow flashers about 150 to 200 feet from where you will stop.
	Policies and procedures differ significantly from district to district on which flashers to cancel and when.

	· Don’t let students off until you are sure it is safe.
· Watch special vehicles closely.
· Emergency and police have the right of way.
· However, most will not proceed until you have turned off your flashers and closed your stop arm.  This tells them that you have heard the siren and it is safe for them to proceed
· If you hear a siren and students are unloading, make sure that all students are out of the danger zone.  Then cancel your flashers.
· If you hear a siren and students are still on the bus, do not allow students off the bus.  Follow your local procedures about flashers.

	Review your local policy and procedures for what do when you hear a siren and students are still on the bus.



	· Make a record of anyone who passes illegally.
· Give it to a supervisor.
· School buses should not pass other buses that are parked to load or unload students, setting the example for other drivers.  This includes when the buses are parked on school grounds.
· Local policies and procedures

	

	8. Correctly adjust your mirrors.

· Check your mirrors every day before every trip.
· Make sure that you can see what you are supposed to do.
· Don’t hesitate to get help adjusting the mirrors if you need it.

	

	
	

	
	

	· When loading and unloading, look into all mirrors slowly and carefully.
· When you have accounted for all the students, check your pedestrian mirrors.
· Check the roadway ahead and behind with your driving mirrors.
· Before you pull out, recheck your pedestrian mirrors.
· Continue to check all mirrors as you move away from the stop.
· Local policies and procedures

	

	9. Stopping.

· Stay to the right side of the roadway when loading and unloading.
· Don’t try to block all traffic.
· A bus driver should not stop a school bus within an intersection or within 30 feet of any flashing beacon, stop sign, or traffic control signal located at the side of a roadway.
· Stay in the traffic lane, not on the shoulder.

	This information may conflict with your regulations.  Check your State and local laws and substitute them if they are different from what is presented here.



	· Stop before you get to the students.
· Make them walk to you so you can see them.
· Never pull into a group of students hanging around the curb or in the street.  Stay back 10 feet and wait for the students to clear the loading zone before you pull in.

	

	· Secure your bus whenever you load or unload.
· Set parking brake and place gear selector in neutral.
· Local policies and procedures.

	Review your local or State procedures for securing a vehicle at a stop.

	10.  Things to watch for:
· Stragglers
· Students who don’t cross with the group
· Students running for a missed bus

	

	· Dropped items
· Make a note of students carrying loose items.
· Have extra plastic bags on the bus to give to students who forgot a backpack.
· If they drop something, they should tell you and follow your instructions based on the school policy.
· Loose or dangling clothing, drawstrings, or straps
· These can catch in handrails, doors, the step outside the door, fire extinguishers, etc.
· Local policies and procedures

	

	11.  Fog

· Fog reduces visibility.
· You can’t see students.
· Other vehicles can’t see you.
· If fog is a problem in your area, plan with the students to have them wait as far from the road as possible.
· Local policies and procedures

	

	
	

	Remind drivers to expect the unexpected.

· No matter how much you prepare, students will be students.
· They will do impulsive and foolhardy things.
· It is up to you to protect them, even if they are unpredictable.

	

	Tell drivers to watch for unusual hazards as you approach a bus stop.

	

	Ask: 

What might be an unusual hazard?


	Possible answers: 
Suspicious people or gangs; pets or dangerous animals; cars backing out of driveways; construction; snow banks.

	· Report the hazardous situation on your radio.
· Only let the students off the bus if you and they feel it is safe.
· Trust your judgment.
· It is often better than the students’.
· Local policies and procedures.

	Some school systems have implemented an alarm system.  For instance, a code word is used by the student to let the school bus driver know that there is an unknown person at the bus stop and he/she doesn’t want to get off.

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	V. Post-Trip Inspection

State that, when the route is finished, it’s time to conduct a post-trip inspection of the bus.


	10 minutes
Show Slide 8.
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There is still work to be done 

after finishing a trip

The Post-Trip Inspection



	Ask: 

What should you look for as you walk through the school bus?


	Potential answers: 
Any problems with the bus; damage or vandalism; articles left on the bus; open windows and doors; sleeping students.



	Tell the participants to follow along as you review the post-trip inspection checklist at the end of Handout #3.

	

	1. Look under the bus and around the bus, both inside and outside.

· Check for problems with the bus.
· Report any problems to maintenance.
· Check for damage or vandalism
· Report any damage to your supervisor.
· Check for articles left on the bus
· Collect them and turn them in.
	

	
	

	
	

	· Check for open windows and doors.
· Close them.
· Check for sleeping students.
· Always walk to the back of the bus to make sure no children have missed their stop.
· Local procedures
· Check for icy steps during the winter.
· Spray with deicer.
	

	2. Make sure that your bus is ready to go for the next trip.

· Make sure mirrors are adjusted.
· Make sure wheelchair tie-downs are in order.
	

	3. Secure the bus.

	

	Ask: 

Are there any questions about the post-trip inspection?
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Statistics

u

On average, about 30 school

-

age children die in 

school bus

-

related crashes each year.

u

Half of all school

-

age pedestrians killed in school 

bus

-

related crashes are 5

-

7 years old.

u

About two

-

thirds are killed by a school bus.

u

The principal point of impact is the front of the 

bus.
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Module Purpose

u

Review the danger zones.

u

Review how to get on and off a school bus 

safely.

u

Review the proper loading and unloading 

procedures.

u

Review the guidelines for post

-

trip 

inspections.
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Dangerous Areas

School bus danger zones
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Rules to Live By

How to get on and off a school 

bus safely
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Give the Signal

u

Drivers should have a 

“

safe to cross

”

signal.

u

Drivers should teach this signal to their 

students.

u

Be aware that motorists might perceive a 

hand signal to a student as an indication to 

proceed.

