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SCHOOL IS "WHERE IT'S AT", but getting there may be another story.
Michigan can be rightly proud of dedicated and caring school bus drivers. aides,
and school personnel whose first and last assignment each day is to make sure
that every child enjoys the privilege of attending school.

"Getting there” may not always be so simple. Many of our special kids need accom-
modations in order for them to ride a school bus. Planning for and providing those
special considerations can be a real challenge, especially for students whose dis-
abilities are severe and sometime very complex. Whether an aide, oxygen, wheel-
chair, ventilator or other special equipment or provisions are needed takes careful
planning and preparation.

Parents helping their children prepare for the bus ride to school may not always be
comfortable facing those momning goodbyes. We are hoping to raise that comfort
level by offering some time-tested suggestions.

Byron Rogers, our Guest Editor for this REPEATER, has been busily interviewing
some parents, their child’s bus driver, and others, for tips to ensure that this trans-

porting goes well. . , PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
i DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL
* HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
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Transporting Students with Special Needs -
THE PARENT'S ROLE

Teamwork! That's the "bottom line* when it comes to parent and
school bus transportation personnel working together to move special
children and young adults to their school programs, and return them safely
to their homes. It boils down to communication, efficiency and safety, all
of which incorporate many, many details that need to be considered.

Parents, students, bus drivers, aides, teachers, special education
staff and supervisors must be willing to cooperate to create an efficient
and reliable system. Each person needs to be understanding, patient and
~ flexible to make it work. Drivers need to be willing and able to expend the
extra effort it sometimes takes to transport students with special needs,
both physical and psychological. Parents and students should keep in mind
that the driver has a schedule to keep and a specific route to follow. It
requires all persons involved to create and maintain a viable system.
These and other concerns are addressed in the following paragraphs.

Background

A series of four workshops on transporting special students was
held during the spring and summer of 1996. These were cosponsored by
the PAM Assistance Centre, an affiliate of the Physically Impaired
Association of Michigan (PIAM), the Michigan Association for Pupil
Transportation (MAPT) and the Michigan Department of Education (MDE).

Experts from MAPT and MDE reviewed selected sections of the 1995
National Standards for School Transportation which dealt with special
needs student transportation, specially equipped buses, infants, toddlers,
preschool children and applicable laws and forms. Following the
presentations the workshop participants, largely consisting of bus drivers
and supervisors, were surveyed regarding their concerns in working with
parents. Each was also asked to provide copies of any handbooks or
written procedures on the topic. It was learned that very few of the
districts represented have addressed the topic in writing, although there
was no lack of information and expertise.
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Additionally, transportation supervisors were interviewed who
verified the workshop participant and presenter concerns and added their
own perspectives. In every case, parent understanding and cooperation
were deemed essential.

The writer also tagged along on a Dean Transportation run from
Heartwood School in Mason, Michigan to talk with drivers, aides and
parents to see some of the problems first hand. The writer also attended -
the MAPT sponsored training on Special Needs Transportatlon Law, held in
Lansing, Ml on May 13, 1996.

The following is a synopsis of the information accumulated from
observation, interviews, workshop participant surveys, available manuals
and other documents listed as resources.

THE PARENTS' ROLE

A review of the manuals for parents, or those with sections for
parents, included a listing of responsibilities for transportation
providers, parents and some noted those for students as well. Categones\
include planning and communication, providing safe equipment, proper
clothing, assistance in loading and unloading, preparing the student
psychologically and physically for the ride, and problem solving.

Planning .

When it is determined by the Individualized Educational Planning
Committee (IEPC) that the disability preciudes the pupil from riding a '
regular school bus, then the IEPC must determine what accommodations
are needed. The first decision is ta determine whether the pupil can ride a |
regular school bus with some modification such as wheelchair tie- downs
and lift or a two-way radio. If accommodations on a regular bus are '
determined to be insufficient, then specialized transportation must be
considered. This is a special vehicle used only to transport special
education students. '



When a district anticipates the need for specialized transportation,
speécial education personnel should provide pertinent information to the
transportation director or representative prior to the . IEPC. This should
include the needs to be accommodated, as required in the Transportation
Rules (R388.384). A representative of the transportation department
should be invited to attend the IEPC. Here is where the parents, special
education and transportation personnel begin their joint planning and
establish ongoing communication.

-Communication

This is one of the most important aspects of establishing the team
and creating a coordinated, safe and efficient transportation system.
Parents need to let the transportation personnel know if there needs to be
a variance of the schedule or provisions to transport their child. Advance

notice, as much as possible, needs to be given to allow schedule changes
or route changes.

it is very important to establish an alternate pick up or drop site,
preferably along the regular bus route. This is very critical since there
may be times when the parent or responsible adult may not be at home,
especially in cases of early closing of school for bad weather, parent
conferences or other reasons. -Any variance of the regular schedule can
soon create a real headache for transportation personnel and many others.
Although remote, along with this is the possibility of a bus breakdown,
which can be a “code blue” for drivers. It cannot be stressed too strongly
that alternative plans need to be in place in anticipation of an emergency
or change in the regular run. Consequently, be sure to notify the bus

people if your child is not to be picked up, not to be dropped off or if an
alternate site is needed. ‘

Safe Equipment

If your child needs any kind of equipment, such as a wheeichair,
oxygen, crutches, respirator, etc. it needs to be in top condition. One issue
that kept coming up in the interviews and surveys was the need for
wheelchair brakes to work well. With inflatable tires, proper air pressure
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is needed to allow the brakes to work properly. Footrests should be in
place, belts or other restraints in place and adjusted, trays secured, and
batteries charged if applicable. Oxygen tanks should be full, suction and
all other special equipment ready. Remember that each piece of equipment
has to be properly secured.

Clothing

Each child needs to be dressed for the occasion be it a hot summer
day or blustery cold day in January, inside the bus as well as outside.
Temperatures inside a bus can reach a point where it could affect the
health and comfort of the child. Be aware that in a lift equipped bus the
temperature inside can change quickly when the lift is in use so children
need to be clothed properly. It is the exception, rather than the rule, that
buses are equipped with air conditioning, so proper dress is important in
hot weather as well. Also try to avoid loose draw strings and scarves as
they could get caught in doors, lifts or other places on the bus. '

Loading and Unloading

This is the most vulnerable time for an accident to happen so it is -
important to pay particular attention for these few minutes each day.
First of all a safe and level area is needed, especially for children who use
a wheelchair. Drives should be clear of snow or other obstructions. Pets
should not be present when loading or unloading and are definitely not
welcomed on the bus except with prior approval in rare situations.

Do not send toys or unnecessary items as they may be lost or broken
in transport. There could be exceptions, with prior approval, if necessary
for the well being of your child.

Short good byes are welcomed by drivers and aides; long ones could
delay the schedule. Do hugs and kisses before your child boards or after he
or she leaves the bus.



Unless asked by the driver, do not attempt to assist in the loading or
unloading. That is the driver's responsibility. Be ready to help, but only if
asked by the driver. Note that operating the lift is definitely not
something that anyone does except authorized bus personnel. Drivers
appreciate your willingness, but only help when asked. Do not board the
bus unless invited. It is important the driver not be distracted from his or
her task at hand.

It cannot be emphasized strongly enough that the most important
part of loading and unloading is to be there and be ready. Most drivers are
authorized to wait only three minutes to pick up a rider. Maintaining the
schedule ranks right after safety. Remember that there is another Mom or
Dad. just down the road who is waiting to have the bus pick up their child.

Pfeparing for the Ride

Getting your child ready is not limited to a full stomach, proper
clothing, or the provision of assistive equipment in operating condition.
As most of us parents know, if something happens to upset a child it may
affect the whole day, so it is important that the day start out with your
child in a good mood. Full stomachs always help; lots of love and support
are paramount. Drivers and teachers request that you do not send your
children if they are ill with nausea, high temperature or have a contagious
or infectious disease. It is also recommended that you refrain from '

 sending them if they are experiencing violent behavior, screaming,
hyperventilation, or if they have pants in need of changing.

Remember to send any prescribed medicine, with a name label and
instructions, and hand it in a safe container to the driver or aide. Food and
drink are not usually appropriate on the bus, nor are potentially dangerous
items such as lighters or skateboards. lllegal drugs or weapons will not be
tolerated. It sounds kind of harsh to mention these things but all have
been a problem at some time and some of them are cause for suspension
and or prosecution. Do a final check before your child boards the bus while

. considering these items. -




Some districts do not allow friends who are not scheduled for that
run to ride, especially without prior approval. Check with the driver first
before even suggesting that this may be possible.

Problem Solving

If you have a concern or a question don't hesitate to express it to the
proper person first. Problems are usually solved best when solved at the
lowest level. Start by talking to the driver and/or aide. If not satisfied
try contacting your local director of special education. Allow a
reasonable amount of time for them to address the problem before
contacting higher authorities or an advocate. Sometimes there are
political forces in effect that cannot be known from the parents'
perspective.. As an example, the transportation director may be trying to
convince the supervisor or the school board that an air conditioned bus is
needed, but the budget does not allow it at the time. Union issues,
including seniority, need to be considered by bus supervisors when
determining which driver is assigned to a particular run.

Transportation personnel normally have the parent's and the child's
interest at heart but they also have to deal with other parents' needs, as
well as the concemns of others involved.

If everyone involved has patience, understanding and empathy for
others, it will lead to the best possible solution to the problems
encountered in ensuring that students are transported safely and
efficiently.

Summary

Parents play an important role in the development and operation of
an efficient and safe school bus transportation system. By assuming
responsibility for your child and working cooperatively with the other
members of the team your child will have a positive experience when
riding the school bus.



Pop Quiz for Parents

True or False?

1. Teamwofk and cooperation are important.

2. Safety is the prime consideration of the bus driver.

3. Planning and ongoing communication are necessary.

4. Advance notice is required for any change in the schedule.
'5._Equipment must be in top conditidn.

6. Interior bus temperatures are always kept constant.

7. It is the parent's responsibility tb load the child on the bus.

8. It is important to do a "pre-boarding check” of your child, equipment and
belongings. ‘ ‘

9. Problems are best solved at the top level of authority.

10.The PAM Centre cosponsored a series of workshops for bus drivers -and
facilitated the publishing of these suggestions.

Answers: 1.True 2.True 3.True 4.True 5.True 6.False 7.False 8.True :
9.False 10.True
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