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Of all the complex decisions education leaders face as they plan to reopen schools for the 2020-21 academic year, the toughest one might 
be the most basic: how to get students to the buildings in the first place.  It’s not a question districts and schools can punt. Federal law 
requires transportation for certain groups of students, namely those with disabilities and homeless children. And district-provided 
transportation is a necessity for many of the estimated 15 million children who ride a school bus each weekday.  How districts handle the 
question of student transportation will depend on the scheduling option they choose, whether it’s remote instruction, traditional in-
person classes, or a combination of the two. 

The choices are likely to be costly at a time when school budgets are shrinking. Following physical distancing guidelines means it will take 
more buses to transport the same numbers of students to school each day. Students’ health may need to be monitored before they even 
step on the bus, and personal protective equipment must be available when students don’t wear their own.  

There are a wide range of creative approaches to 
assuring students headed back into the nation’s 
long-shuttered school buildings get there safely 
and efficiently with a well-supported 
transportation staff even as the pandemic 
continues to make planning difficult and uncertain. 

LOGISTICS 
With the uncertainty surrounding school 
scheduling and federal, state, and local guidelines 
that call for some combination of physical 
distancing, health screenings, and personal 
protective equipment to curb the spread of the 
novel coronavirus, school leaders planning for a 
return to in-person instruction face crucial 
questions about student transportation. With 
limited and shrinking resources, should schools put 
a higher priority on providing transportation for 
some students than others? Where will students 
sit? What does the schooling schedule look like? 
Bus schedules and staffing will hinge on the 
district’s chosen instructional strategy, whether 
that’s remote learning, traditional in-person 
classes, or a hybrid model. 

TRANSPORTATION STAFFING 
It’s difficult to recruit and hire an adequate 
number of school bus drivers in a typical year. But 
the challenge of reopening schools during the 
coronavirus pandemic has created a confluence of 
complications that may make this year especially 
hard. School districts have identified strategies for recruiting and retaining drivers this year, but the uncertainty created by the virus and 
by changing state and federal guidance means there are no quick fixes. 

Challenge: Driver Age—There were nearly 370,000 bus drivers employed by schools, districts, and school transportation companies in 
2019, according to the most recent data from the U.S. Department of Labor.   In March, the AARP deemed driving a school bus one of 
“Top 25 Part-Time Jobs for Retirees,” noting that 73 percent of bus drivers are over age 55. 

Challenge: Increased Likelihood of Absences—Under state reopening plans, students and staff members may have to self-quarantine for 
up to 14 days if they contract COVID-19 or have exposure to someone who tests positive. Health officials say students and employees 
should stay home if they have a fever or show any signs of illness to avoid possible transmission. That increases the likelihood of the need 
for substitute drivers and flexibility.  

There are no strangers here, just friends you haven’t met – Roald Dahl 

https://www.aarp.org/work/job-search/info-2020/part-time-jobs-for-retirees.html
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Challenge: New Responsibilities—Managing student behavior on a full school bus can be a challenge on a typical 
day. But many districts will require their drivers to take on even more responsibilities during the 2020-21 school 
year, including completing student health screenings before children board, taking temperatures, enforcing mask 
requirements, and determining whether students need to be isolated if they show signs of illness during a ride. 

These kinds of precautions may cause 
some drivers to shy away. When the 
Fullerton, Calif., school district shared 
photos of possible bus precautions on 
its Facebook page, drivers from other 
parts of the country reacted strongly, 
commenting that such measures might lengthen routes, stir 
up frustration and resistance in students, and make the job 
significantly more difficult. The district has since removed the 
post. 

Strategy: Increased Training—Some states’ reopening 
guidance suggests increased training for school bus drivers to 
familiarize them with new requirements related to masks, 
social distancing, and student screening. That may also help 
drivers feel more confident about the precautions. 

Some states, like Kentucky, recommend that districts create 
videos to explain new protocols to students and their families 
well in advance, taking some of the burden off drivers to 
explain the rules. 

Challenge: Uncertain Economic Effects—Perennial shortages 
of bus drivers are generally at their worst when the economy 
is thriving. That’s because would-be drivers have more 
options, including more-lucrative jobs that require a 
commercial drivers licenses. 

But district leaders and transportation directors around the 
country said that, despite a high unemployment rate that 
would typically lead to more applications, they aren’t sure 
what to expect as they finalize their driver rosters in late 
summer.  

Strategy: Alternate Responsibilities—Many school systems are planning for several reopening scenarios, including the potential for all-
remote learning if virus rates remain high in their areas into the fall. And state health officials around the country have said additional, 
shorter building closures may be necessary until there is a vaccine. 

In the event school bus drivers are not immediately needed to transport students, they may be put to work doing other things, like 
delivering grab-and-go school lunches and homework packets or driving buses equipped as mobile Wi-Fi hotspots into students’ 
neighborhoods to increase internet access. That will provide opportunities for drivers to log hours and for districts to retain employees. 

Challenge: Social Distancing on the Bus—To space out students, district leaders will need to purchase or rent more buses, make 
multiple runs, or stagger route times to align with a staggered school schedule—or a combination of all three. This will be a huge 
expense, in both personnel costs and the costs of additional vehicles, at a time when most schools won’t be able to dodge budget cuts. 
The lack of buses to make multiple runs will drive districts’ scheduling decisions.  

Strategy: Fewer Students And More Routes—District leaders are trying to think creatively about how to reconfigure their bus 
schedules. Scott Muri, the superintendent of Ector County Independent school district in Odessa, Texas, said he is considering running 
school buses all day, like public transit buses—constantly picking up and dropping off students. However, leaders will have to mesh their 
transportation plans with their school scheduling models. 

Districts must also think about social distancing at drop-off and pick-up points, and possibly stagger those processes to avoid large 
gatherings of students.   

 

Steps for Bus Drivers When Students Fail a Screening  

SCREEN: A bus monitor will check each student’s temperatures OR students will be asked a series of symptom-screening questions.  

ISOLATE: If students fail a screening and do not have a parent, guardian, or supervising adult present at the bus stop, the student will be 
socially distanced on the school bus and brought to an isolation room at their school OR the driver stops the route and waits at the bus 
stop until the student is picked up by a parent or guardian. 1. 2. 3.  

NOTIFY: Drivers must notify their transportation supervisors and staff at the child’s school. In the Marietta, Ga., City Schools, if a child 
has two such instances of a fever or potential COVID-19 symptoms and no parent, guardian or supervising adult at the morning bus 
stop, bus privileges may be revoked for the remainder of the semester.  
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