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Introduction 

Transportation staff have the important responsibility of safely transporting students to and from school, 
field trips, job site visits, and other educational outings. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
states that all children with disabilities, aged birth through 21, have a right to receive a free, appropriate 
public education (FAPE). Transportation is a key related service. Students with disabilities have specific needs 
outlined in individualized education programs (IEPs). This guidance document will support transportation 
staff with de-escalation strategies, clarification of roles, and suggested support strategies. While the intent 
is to equip staff with the tools needed to safely transport students with disabilities, the student’s case man-
ager should be the first contact for individual support with any student concerns. 

Special Education Acronyms 

ARD Admission Review Dismissal 

AT Assistive Technology 

AU Autism 

BIP Behavior Intervention Plan 

DHH Deaf or Hard of Hearing 

ED Emotional Disability 

Functional Behavioral 
Assessment FBA

Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act FERPA

ID Intellectual Disability 

Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act IDEA

Individualized Education 
Program IEP

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity 
Disorder ADHD

TBI Traumatic Brain Injury 

DB Deafblindness 

OI Orthopedic Impairment 

OHI Other Health Impairment 

SLD Specific Learning Disability 

SI Speech Impairment 

VI Visual Impairment
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Overview of Strategies for De-Escalating Students During Transportation 

In cases where you are responsible for transporting 
a student with disabilities, you may have access to 
confidential information about that student. This is 
because, when special transportation is classified as 
a “related service,” bus drivers are considered service 
providers with a legitimate educational interest in 
the student’s well-being. However, it is essential to 
understand when it is appropriate to share such 
confidential information and when it is not. 

All employees who have access to confidential infor-
mation must be familiar with their school district’s 
specific policies regarding confidentiality to ensure 
compliance with the Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA). FERPA is a federal law that pro-
tects the privacy of students by ensuring their per-
sonal information is kept confidential. Employees 
should not disclose any of this information to indi-
viduals who do not have a “need to know.” Discus-
sions about a student’s disability, health conditions, 
or other protected information (such as address, 
Social Security number, or parents’ names) should 
never take place with family, friends, or neighbors 
in a manner that could identify the student. In an 
emergency, employees are permitted to release 
confidential information without parental consent 
only if it is necessary to protect the student’s health 
or safety. When such information is shared, parents 
must be informed as soon as possible about what 
was released and why. 

Managing student behavior during transportation 
can be challenging, but building positive relationships 
with students is a key strategy for preventing and 
de-escalating potential conflicts. The purpose of this 
guide is to provide practical strategies that bus driv-
ers and transportation staff can use to foster positive 
interactions with students, which in turn, helps to 
minimize behavioral issues. By forming connections 
with students and creating an atmosphere of mutual 
respect, transportation staff can contribute to a safer 
and more cooperative environment on the bus. 

Any of these strategies may be applicable across 
eligibility areas; however, before implementing any 
strategy, it is important to consider the individual 
needs of students, as well as their developmental 
level and communication abilities. These strategies 
are not one-size-fits-all, and what works for one 
student may not work for another. 

There are several strategies you can use to 
strengthen your relationship with students. 
» 

» 

» 

» 

Start by greeting them with a smile and address-
ing them by name, whether in the morning or 
afternoon. 
Show genuine interest in their topics of conver-
sation, making an effort to connect with them 
or their interests. 
Encouraging students to feel like part of the 
team, especially when it comes to group safety, 
can help build trust and responsibility. 
Listening is another key component. Pay atten-
tion to both their suggestions and concerns, 
showing them that their input matters. 

When making requests of students, be sure that 
these requests are reasonable and developmentally 
appropriate to avoid frustration or misunderstand-
ing. Lastly, if negative feedback or corrections are 
necessary, handle these discussions as privately as 
possible to respect the student’s dignity and avoid 
embarrassment in front of peers. 

By incorporating these relationship-building 
techniques, you can create a more positive 
and supportive environment for both learning 
and behavior management.
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Overview of Strategies for De-Escalating Students During Transportation cont.

What to do What NOT to do 

Remain calm and composed. Stay relaxed. 

 » Example: Take deep breaths. Relax tension 
in your face, neck, and shoulders. If it is safe, 
keep hands relaxed at your side. 

Try not to tense your body or react with anger 
or fear. 

 » Example: Try not to respond with wide 
eyes and a frown or grimace. Do not take 
it as a sign of disrespect if a student is 
uncomfortable making eye contact. 

Use positive and encouraging words. Keep your 
voice upbeat. 

 » Example: Maintain a light and upbeat tone, 
as though the behavior is not occurring. Use 
a neutral voice to acknowledge the student’s 
distress. 

Example: “I see that you’re frustrated.”  »

When the student behaves as you want, let 
them know. 

 » Example: “I like how you are sitting quietly.” 

Avoid yelling or reacting with anger. 

 » Example: Refrain from raising your voice to 
stop the behavior. Often that will increase 
unwanted behaviors. Show the student how 
you want them to act by acting that way. 

Provide clear, simple instructions. 

Offer choices when possible or appropriate. 

 » Example: Say, “Hands in your lap or on the 
seat.” 

Try not to use too many words or be vague in 
your instructions. 

 » Example: Avoid saying, “I really need you to 
keep your hands to yourself.” 

Maintain a safe and supportive environment. 

 » Example: Stay positive and consistent on 
the bus. The students will learn routines and 
expectations. 

Avoid reacting with frustration or annoyance to 
problem behaviors. 

 » Example: Maintaining calm and composed 
responses is crucial for preventing the 
situation from escalating and ensuring a more 
effective resolution.
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Disability Characteristics and Support Strategies 

This section provides a general overview of the various characteristics associated with specific disabilities. 
Understanding these disability-related characteristics can help you recognize and better respond to 
the needs of students with disabilities during transportation. Being familiar with these behaviors and 
traits can ensure a more supportive environment, reducing the likelihood of misunderstandings or 
behavioral issues while on the bus. 

Considerations: 

» » 

» 

» 

» 

School staff should ensure that resources for 
students with disabilities are readily available. 
Materials and strategies should be consistent 
both in the classroom and on the bus to provide 
cohesive support across environments. Ask the 
receiving school’s personnel for any resources 
needed to support safe behavior on the bus. 
Strategies listed in this document for disabilities 
are based on the characteristics of those disabil-
ities and may not work all the time. Strategies 
may be applied to other disabilities that share 
similar characteristics. 

Disability characteristics are general and do not 
apply to everyone within a disability category. 
Do not label a student or generalize them based 
on their disability. Never reference a student by 
their disability; use their name. 
Some students may have medical needs, mobility 
equipment, and/or assistive technology (AT) for 
communication. A school nurse or Occupational 
Therapist (OT) should be able to explain these 
areas of need. 
When physically aggressive or dangerous behav-
iors are occurring on the bus, contact campus 
administration as soon as you are able.
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Students with Autism (AU) 

Overview 
Autism is a developmental disability that significantly affects verbal and nonverbal communication 
and social interaction. It is often noticeable by three years of age and can cause learning difficulties 
for the child in school. 

Examples of Disability-Related Characteristics: 
Not making eye contact when spoken to or when speaking to others. 

Repeating words or phrases. 

Moving hands rapidly in front of their own face. Rocking back and forth. 

Being upset by changes to the environment or to daily routines. 

Sensitivity to noises, smells, lights, and textures. 
Intense, focused interest on particular subjects or items. Students may seem “obsessed” with certain 
topics. 

Difficulty processing spoken language. 

Support strategies: 
Visual supports and schedules. 
» 
» 

» 

» 

»

» 

These will be created and supplied by the student’s teacher. 
The student should be taught how to use these tools by the teacher before implementing them on the bus. 

Consistent routines and expectations. 
Maintaining regular rules and routines while on the bus will help students to be successful in following 
them. 
Transportation staff may ask school personnel for training on a student’s visual supports, schedules and 
sensory accommodations. 

Sensory accommodations. 
These items (e.g., headphones, sunglasses, fidget toys) will be supplied by the appropriate school per-
sonnel and will help meet any sensory needs the student might have while on the bus. 

Positive Communications 
Tell the student what you want them to do, not what you don’t want them to do. 

Example: “Sit in your seat while the bus is moving.” NOT “Stop standing up and leaning out of the window!”

Image of first/then 

Image of token boards 

 First/Then card is a great visual reminder of what reinforcer the 
student is working for once they complete the bus ride.
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Students with an Emotional Disability (ED) or Other Health Impairment 
(OHI): Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

Overview 
Students who may be identified as OHI due to ADHD, and/or ED have a broad range of personal and 
health issues and are often transported with their non-disabled peers. One or more of the following 
characteristics is present over a long period and adversely affects a child’s success in school and 
learning difficulties that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors. 

Examples of Disability-Related Characteristics: 
Difficulty building or maintaining appropriate relationships with peers and teachers. 

Exhibiting inappropriate or challenging behaviors or feelings in everyday situations. 

A general mood of unhappiness or depression. 

May not visibly appear different from their peers. 

May appear distracted or focused on things other than the task at hand. 

May exhibit high energy and have difficulty staying seated. 

May act impulsively, saying or doing things without considering consequences. 

Developing physical symptoms or fears related to personal or school problems. 
Emotional disabilities include conditions such as schizophrenia, anxiety disorders and mood disorders, 
which impact how students perceive and react to their environment. 
Often transported with non-disabled peers. 

Support strategies: 

Structured seating arrangements. 
» 

» 

» 

» 

» 

Place students in seats close to support personnel who can help redirect any impulsivity while in transit. 

Positive reinforcement techniques. 
Tell students when they are behaving in a way you would want. 

Example: “Great job sitting quietly in your seat!” 
Often the student’s teacher can support the bus ride with a token system. If the student earns tokens for 
good bus behavior, they can receive a reward from the teacher or the parent. 

Calming strategies for emotional regulation 
Students with ADHD or ED may benefit from strategies that help them regulate their emotions such as 
listening to calming music or manipulating fidget toys. 

Clear expectations and rules. 
Maintaining regular rules and routines while on the bus will help students to be successful in following them. 

Image of first/then 

Image of token boards Token systems can be used on the bus to identify and reinforce good bus behavior.



8

Students with Intellectual Disabilities (ID) 

Overview 
Intellectual disability means the child has significantly below average intellectual functioning, along 
with difficulties in social and daily living skills. ID becomes present during early development and 
impacts the child’s educational performance. 

Examples of Disability-Related Characteristics: 

Difficulty processing and following verbal or written instructions without direct support. 

Difficulty interacting socially with peers and adults. 

May need direct support with daily living skills. 

May communicate through the use of pictures, sign language, and technology. 

Support strategies: 

Utilize visual supports based on student need. 
» 

» 

» 

Visual supports, such as choice boards, can be used to support communication and understanding at 
school and on the bus. 

Reinforcement of functional skills. 
Students should be verbally praised for successful attempts at skills such as recognizing symbols, 
reading signs, and following basic bus rules. 

Collaborative approach with educators and support staff. 
All educators and staff who support students should share data/observations and be trained in indi-
vidual interventions. 

Data can be collected on student behavior to 
share with the campus. 

Students may use visuals such as this when in school.
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Students with Specific Learning Disability (SLD) 

Overview 
Specific Learning Disability means a child has difficulty in one or more of the following: understanding 
or using language, written or spoken, that may manifest in the imperfect ability to listen, think, 
speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations. 

Examples of Disability-Related Characteristics: 

May not be able to understand and follow written or spoken rules or instructions. 

May be listening to you but is unable to respond verbally or very quickly. 

May not be able to read posted rules. 

Difficulty following multiple step directions. 

Difficulty remembering steps in the order given. 

Support strategies: 
Present information both visually and verbally. 
» 

» 

» 

» 

» 

» 

Posting written rules with associated images supports student success on the bus. 
Model what you want students to do. 

Imitating the desired behaviors allows students clear examples of what you want them to do. 
Provide simple instructions. 

Avoid giving students more than one task at a time to complete. 
Speak slowly and concisely. 

Slowing your rate of speech. 
Repeat instructions more than once. 

Reword instructions to support student understanding. 
Be patient. 

Allow sufficient “wait-time” for the student to respond to you. 

A Voice Volume Meter gives a visual reminder of appropriate voice levels when riding the bus.
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Students who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing (DHH), Visually Impaired, or Deafblind 

Overview 
Deafness means a hearing impairment that is so severe that the child is unable to process spoken 
information through hearing, with or without amplification, which affects a child’s learning at school. 

Hearing impairment means an impairment in hearing, whether permanent or temporary, that 
impacts a child’s learning at school, but that is not included under the definition of deafness. 

Visual impairment, including blindness, means an impairment in vision that, even with correction, 
affects a child’s learning at school. The term includes both partial sight and blindness. 

Deafblindness means hearing and visual impairments occurring at the same time. This combination 
causes such severe communication and other developmental and educational needs that they cannot 
be accommodated in special education programs solely for children with deafness or children with 
visual impairments. 

Examples of Disability-Related Characteristics: 

Communicate differently, such as using American Sign Language (ASL). This may become a barrier if the 
driver and support staff are not able to respond in a manner that can be understood. 

Difficulty navigating and moving around in unfamiliar environments. 

Difficulty interpreting facial expressions, body language, and gestures. 

Delayed or impaired speech and language development. 

Challenges with understanding social cues. 

Difficulty accessing visual materials or may read braille. 

Reliance on visual communication such as lip reading, sign language, or text. 

Difficulty following instructions, especially in noisy environments. 

Students who are DHH may use American Sign Language to communicate.
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Students who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing (DHH) or Visually Impaired cont.

Support strategies: 
Clear communication techniques. 
» 

◦ 
◦ 
◦ 

◦ 
◦ 

» 

» 
• 

» 

» 

» 

Ask the student or the student’s teacher how they prefer to communicate. 
• Verbal communication. 

Get the student’s attention and maintain eye contact. 
Speak clearly. 
Rephrase misunderstood information. 

• Sign language. 
Face the student. 
Be patient. 

• Deafblind students without an interpreter on-board may use communication cards with their 
destination and preset questions. 

Accessibility accommodations. 
Seat the student where they are able to see and/or hear the bus driver or support staff. This will 
also allow the driver to see the student if they rise to exit the bus. 
Large print or braille copies of written instructions should be available. 

An appropriate staff member can modify bus information and safety visuals if requested by 
transportation staff. 

May use assistive devices such as canes, guide dogs, communication aids, hearing aids, and FM 
systems. 

• White cane should stay with the student during travel. 
• Drivers can communicate directly with students using an FM system. 

Sensory considerations. 
Auditory sensitivities. 

• Be aware of surrounding noise that may impact their ability to hear when speaking to students 
who are DHH. 

• Students with visual impairments may not be able to catch nonverbal cues if verbal instructions 
are missed. 

Visual sensitivities. 
• Depending on level of vision, students might use supplemental lighting, such as a small flashlight 

or the light from their cell phone. 
• Students may need to wear sunglasses or a hat to block excess amounts of light or glare. 

Students with visual impairments may use braille to read written information.
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Resources for Continued Learning 

Trainings 

Disabilities 
Autism 101: Top Ten Pieces to the Puzzle (3-hour introductory 
course) 
Autism Toolkit (Tools, templates and techniques for students 
with autism) 
Overview of Visual Impairments (1-hour course focused on 
instructional strategies for Students with Blindness and Visual 
Impairment) 
Least Dangerous Assumption: Evidence Based Practices for 
Students with Down Syndrome (30-minute video focused on 
the concept of presuming competence and the Least Dangerous 
Assumption) 

Evidence-Based Practices 
Visual Supports (30-minute course focused on how visual supports 
can help increase independence and support) 
Reinforcement (30-minute course focused on how reinforcement 
can be used to teach new skills and to increase behaviors) 
Prompting (30-minute course focused on how prompting can 
increase the likelihood that a student will provide a desired 
response) 
Modeling (30-minute course focused on how modeling can 
facilitate the acquisition of the desired target behavior) 

Strategies in Action 
Strategies in Action (Concrete strategies and actionable techniques 
that can be implemented in the classroom to enhance the 
educational experience of students with autism) 

Transportation 
Texas School Bus Driver Certification Course (Student Handbook 
for the Texas School Bus Driver Certification Course)

https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/autism-foundational/autism-101-top-ten-pieces-puzzle
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/resource-library/autism-toolkit
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/overview-visual-impairments
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/resource-library/least-dangerous-assumption-evidence-based-practices-students-down-syndrome
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/evidence-based-practices-students-autism/visual-supports
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/evidence-based-practices-students-autism/reinforcement
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/evidence-based-practices-students-autism/prompting
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/learning-library/evidence-based-practices-students-autism/modeling
https://spedsupport.tea.texas.gov/resource-library/strategies-action
https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1726162447/esc11net/yewngodslys7lo7lqoxl/BusDriverCertBook20Hr.pdf
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