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Pete Meslin, director of transpor-

tation at Newport-Mesa (Calif.) Uni-

fied School District, encourages driv-

ers dealing with a behavior problem to 

speak to their supervisor after the first 

or second occurrence. 

“We have to build relationships, and 

not just with special educators, but with 

parents and anybody else that provides 

service for that student,” he says. 

Building solid relationships includes 

getting to know students.

“It doesn’t cost any time and money 

to get to know their names, their inter-

ests, a little bit about that kid, what they 

A 
tragic incident occurred in 

San Bernardino, California, 

in early December when two 

special-education aides and 

a driver, trained in de-esca-

lation techniques, restrained 

a teenage boy with autism following an 

outburst. The boy lost consciousness at 

the scene, was taken to a hospital, and 

pronounced dead.

While many details of this case have 

yet to be released, one thing is certain: 

No school bus attendant or driver wants 

to find themselves at the center of such a 

tragic situation.

While not every crisis can be avoided, 

having a network of good communica-

tion with school officials and ongoing 

training can help drivers reduce their 

chance of experiencing escalated behav-

ior and can make a positive difference in 

the lives of students.

Constant communication
One way drivers can address chal-

lenging behavior before it escalates is 

through communication with supervi-

sors, teachers, aides, and parents. The 

student’s previous bus driver may also 

prove a valuable resource. 

Building relationships through good communication and receiving ongoing 
training are key to a bus driver’s success in resolving challenging behavior.

By Kathleen Kohler
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Former Newport-Mesa 
(Calif.) Unified School 
District bus driver 
Steve Black operates a 
wheelchair lift to help a 
student board the bus. 
(Black is now a dis-
patcher for the district.)



enjoy, and don’t enjoy doing,” says Dr. 

Randy Boardman, who spent 27  years as 

a teacher and administrator in Wiscon-

sin and Nebraska, and is now a senior 

training advisor for Crisis Prevention In-

stitute (CPI) in Milwaukee.  

“If you have no relationship with this 

child before the crisis, you’ve set your-

self up to face the risk when something 

goes bad.”  

When a child enters the school bus, a 

simple “Good morning” helps them feel 

valued. Asking about their day, such as 

“How’d you do on your big test today?” 

lets them know you care.

A driver who knows their students and 

what each child looks forward to can re-

focus their attention from their disability 

to a fun activity.

Cheryl Wolf, a special-needs trans-

portation consultant, suggests ways to 

engage kids, such as playing music they 

can sing along with, or playing a game. 

“[For example,] ‘Are we going to count 

red Volkswagens or yellow Volkswagens?’ 

‘What kinds of cars are we going to see 

as we travel?’ ‘Oh, gosh, we’re out in the 

country. How many cows do we see?’”

Educating on disabilities
Part of knowing the students riding your 

bus, Wolf points out, is understanding 

the 13 identifiable disabilities. In partic-

ular, drivers have to know about autism 

and be aware of triggers that are going 

to cause an outburst. 

In addition to knowing their stu-

dents, their disabilities, and what their 

behaviors are, it is also important for 

bus drivers to understand that each 

student is different, says Therese Peli-

cano, transportation manager of special 

needs for Frederick County (Md.) Pub-

lic Schools. Transportation managers  

should work with the school, counsel-

ors, and psychologists to develop a be-

havior plan for students with emotional 

disabilities that can be put into place on 

the bus, she adds.

Once drivers better understand these 

disabilities, they can learn ways to mod-

ify the challenging behavior associated 

with them. 

“In this environment, there are no 

problem students, just problem behav-

iors,” Meslin says.

To modify the aggressive behavior of a 

student, Pelicano’s staff looked for ways 

to de-escalate the situation. Talking with 

teachers, they discovered he loved to 

draw.

“We decided to try an Etch a Sketch 

and see if that would help,” Pelicano 

explains. “We also reinforce positive be-

havior. If he’s acting appropriately, even 

if it’s for 15 minutes, we give him Tiger 

Tickets. Students can use Tiger Tickets 

to purchase items from the school store, 

or to access computer time. We do all 

kinds of modifications for students.” 

Meslin points out that maintaining 

good behavior on the bus always includes 

drivers paying attention to their students 

and keeping the atmosphere positive.  

“Don’t just communicate with stu-

dents when they’re misbehaving,” Mes-

lin says. “Positively reinforce good be-

havior. It may be as simple as saying, 

‘Jimmy you did a great job today,’ or, 

‘Give me a high-five. I noticed that you 

used your quiet hands today.’”

Often students affected by autism use 

stimming, a behavior such as flapping 

their hands, that calms them down, Pel-

icano explains. 

“That’s a behavior we typically tell 

our bus staff to ignore. They’re trying 

to calm themselves down, and it’s not a 

safety issue.” 

Lacking words to communicate their 

feelings, needs, and wants, children with 

cognitive delays or learning disabilities 

use their behavior as their special way of 

communicating, Boardman says. 

Meslin also tells drivers to keep con-

trol of their bus. 

“Behaviors occur far more frequently 

on buses that are noisy and out of control. 

If the bus has a calm atmosphere, there’s 

far less screaming, yelling, hitting, punch-

ing, and destruction of property.”

Training is essential
That’s where training comes in. Based on 

research, Boardman says that if training 

isn’t comprehensive and ongoing, driv-

ers will react based on the emotions of 

the moment, and that’s when bad things 

can happen.

At Newport-Mesa, Meslin invites au-

tism experts, psychologists, occupational 

therapists, and administrators to speak at 

mandatory transportation meetings. He 

brings in school nurses to talk about top-

ics ranging from food allergies to seizures, 

and behavioral specialists to discuss esca-

lating behaviors and how to intervene.

At Frederick County, “In addition to 

having experts speak to staff, we have 

parents come in and talk about what it’s 

like to have a child with a disability, and 

what their day is like,” Pelicano says.

If a district with a school bus contract 

determines that more training is needed, 

Boardman recommends that the district 

specify training on behavior of children 

with special needs and appropriate re-

sponses the next time the contract is out 

for bid.

In Boardman’s experience, most 

emergency operation drills are conduct-

ed in school parking lots. However, since 

emergencies typically take place on the 

road, he tells drivers attending his CPI 

training classes to look for a few safe 

places along their routes to exit the road. 

With prior approval, drivers can then 

practice drills in a more realistic setting, 

such as a church parking lot.

Observations are invaluable
Meslin recalls a student who was ex-

tremely agitated every time he got on 

the bus, to the point of  hitting his head 
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Special-needs students at Newport-Mesa USD wait to climb aboard the bus for the ride home.
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attention and shared his thoughtful ob-

servations. The fact that he did made that 

student far more effective at school, be-

cause when you’re agitated [when] going 

to school, you’re not ready to learn.”    

the dad went before the school board, 

got up before the microphone and talked 

about the difference we made in his and 

his child’s life,” Meslin adds. 

“And that’s all because that driver paid 

against the window and screaming for 

nearly the whole ride to school.

The driver noted that when the boy 

entered the bus, he kept his eyes on his 

father, who had brought him to the bus 

stop. He shared this observation with 

Meslin, his supervisor, who attended 

an emergency IEP (individualized edu-

cation program) meeting with school 

staff. As the team talked, they realized 

the boy’s father was a single dad, and 

his son had a severe case of autism. 

They determined the father and son had 

not learned how to separate properly. 

Also, the father did not have a morning 

routine in place.

“For many students, whether or not 

they have autism, routines are helpful,” 

Meslin points out. “You get up at this 

time, you brush your teeth at that time, 

you grab your backpack at that time, and 

it’s a schedule. Routines make people 

feel more comfortable.”

The school psychologist spoke with 

the student’s father, gave him some tips 

on how to develop a routine, and even 

purchased an inexpensive clock to help 

him and his son with this new practice.

“That solved the problem to the point 
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Frederick County (Md.) Public Schools bus driver Frank Abrecht inspects a wheelchair 
lift with instructional assistant Lois Cowles.




