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Abstract 

 Bullying is often overlooked on school buses, despite the fact that many students 

experience bus rides at the beginning and end of each school day.  Given that bus drivers are 

often tasked as the lone adult supervisors of these children, bus drivers’ observations and 

experiences regarding bullying have the potential to be useful in bullying prevention.  This 

research gathered data from bus drivers about the kinds of bullying drivers witnessed on their 

bus and how frequently; what strategies drivers used to address bullying; how drivers were 

supported in addressing bullying; and how drivers perceived their own preparedness for 

addressing bullying on the bus.  Data were collected using a sequential mixed-methods approach.  

During the first phase, an online survey with closed and open-ended questions was distributed to 

bus drivers within a region in Southern Ontario spanning several school jurisdictions; 22 

responded.  The quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics, while thematic 

analysis was employed with the data from the open-ended questions.  Following the survey 

analysis, the second phase of the research entailed in-depth semi-structured interviews with ten 

bus drivers to explore their perceptions and experiences.  Findings indicated that 74% of the 

surveyed bus drivers experienced bullying, and drivers reported increased frequency and severity 

of bullying when school administration provided less support.  In addition, results offer 

descriptions of the nature of the bullying drivers observe on the bus, the strategies they use to 

address it, as well as drivers’ perceptions of their preparedness for, and how supported they feel 

in dealing with bullying.  Given the limited research in this area, the findings from this study 

make significant contributions to understanding bullying in school bus environments, as 

experienced by bus drivers. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

When I first reached out to pilot participants for this project, I was feeling uncertain as to 

whether my research had an important purpose—after all, few researchers in education have 

studied school bus drivers’ perceptions of bullying.  However, one bus driver sent me back a 

heartfelt message, which I share here (with permission), verbatim: 

I just finished the survey.  Felt it asked good questions and was very thorough. 

Would be interested in hearing your findings.  I feel that bullying is not dealt with very 

well—not much support from the schools.  Even though I find it is hard to do anything 

about it with the school the way they are, it is even harder for me to sit back and watch 

and not do anything I can to help.  It is a very big problem and as the years go on, 

unfortunately is getting worse.  Unfortunately, with the poor pay the bus drivers get most 

of them don’t feel it is worth their time to try to help the poor children.  Not paid enough 

to drive the bus let alone be a friend, helper, or try to make a child’s day with a friendly 

smile or chat.  Unfortunate situation.  Long gone are the days of knowing and caring 

about the kids you drive, and for this reason I am now reconsidering if I wish to continue 

to drive children much longer.  Love the kids and interacting with them but politics are 

making it harder all the time.   

Thanks for the chance to participate in the survey. 

Upon reading this message, my confidence in the purpose and aims of my project was restored.  

Evidently, there were bus drivers who needed more support in order to better serve children, 

parents, and schools, and this convinced me that the research I was about to embark on would 

have meaning—at least for one bus driver in need, and probably for more.   
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Context: Ontario Ministry of Education Policies 

In Ontario, where this research was situated, the Ontario Education Act (Education Act, 

R.S.O. 1990, c. E.2) contains a provision concerning bullying.  Bullying, as defined in the 

Education Act, means “aggressive and typically repeated behaviour by a pupil where, 

(a) the behaviour is intended by the pupil to have the effect of, or the pupil ought to know 

that the behaviour would be likely to have the effect of, 

(i.) causing harm, fear or distress to another individual, including physical, 

psychological, social or academic harm, harm to the individual’s reputation or 

harm to the individual’s property, or 

(ii.) creating a negative environment at a school for another individual, and 

(b) the behaviour occurs in a context where there is a real or perceived power imbalance 

between the pupil and the individual based on factors such as size, strength, age, 

intelligence, peer group power, economic status, social status, religion, ethnic origin, 

sexual orientation, family circumstances, gender, gender identity, gender expression, 

race, disability or the receipt of special education; (“intimidation”).” (Section 1, 

Education Act, 1990) 

School bus drivers in Ontario are required to know what bullying is and have a legal 

responsibility to understand the legal definition of bullying as stated within the Education Act.  

All school staff are required to respond to behaviour or incidents that have a negative impact on 

school climate.  In addition, an amendment to the Education Act (known as Bill 157) was added 

in 2009 so that, once an employee of a school board is alerted to the possibility that a student 

may have engaged in bullying, they must not only respond (through identifying the behaviour, 

stopping the behaviour, or mitigating future behaviour), but report the incident to the principal as 
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soon as possible (Education Amendment Act (Keeping Our Kids Safe at School), 2009, S.O. 

2009, c. 17 – Bill 157).   

 In addition, there is an Ontario provincial Code of Conduct outlined under 

Policy/Program Memorandum No. 128 (PPM 128) that all school boards, principals, teachers, 

school staff (including bus drivers), students, parents, community partners and police must 

adhere to (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018).  The purpose of PPM 128 includes ensuring 

that all members of the school community are treated with respect and dignity, promoting the 

safety of people in the schools (as well school buses), and preventing bullying (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2018).  This document explicitly identifies school buses as part of the school 

context: 

These standards of behaviour apply to students whether they are on school property, on 

school buses, at school-related events or activities . . . or in other circumstances that 

could have an impact on the school climate.  They also apply to all individuals involved 

in the publicly funded school system—principals, teachers, early childhood educators, 

other school staff, parents, school bus drivers, volunteers, and community groups. 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 2) 

Although the document does not explicitly mention specific roles and responsibilities for school 

bus drivers, it does require school boards to “provide opportunities for all of the staff to acquire 

the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to promote student achievement and well-being in 

a safe, inclusive, and accepting learning environment” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 

6).  
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Research Rationale 

 As represented in the Ontario Education Act’s language concerning bullying, recent 

research defines bullying as intentional personal aggression, coincident with repetition, and 

imbalance of power (Hymel & Swearer, 2015).  Bullying among adolescents is a phenomenon 

that has received much attention from researchers, policy makers, and practitioners, due to the 

harmful effects on student and staff well-being (Chen, 2015).  While experts have identified the 

importance of actively addressing bullying in education contexts (Batsche & Knoff, 1994; 

Forsberg, Thornberg, & Samuelsson, 2014), only a few researchers have examined the locations 

in which students are likely to be victimized, and most of these studies focus on contexts within 

the school building (Fite et al., 2013).  Often overlooked is the aggression that some students 

face at the beginning and end of each school day, including on the school bus (deLara, 2008). 

 In North America, the school bus environment has been shown to worsen bullying among 

students (deLara, 2008; Fite et al., 2013).  Often, students from kindergarten to high school age 

are transported on the same individual school bus.  While this has economic and logistic benefits, 

it can expose younger students to inappropriate behaviour (deLara 2008; Jewett, 2005), and even 

sexual abuse (Allen et al., 2013).  Additionally, the inside of a school bus can be a tight, enclosed 

space, where students have more difficulty avoiding bullying confrontations because there is 

nowhere else for them to go (Raskauskas, 2005).  Moreover, there are often a high number of 

students per supervising adult (as many as 72 students to one bus driver in the region where this 

research is situated), which further amplifies the risk of bullying (Raskauskas, 2005).   

 In addition, incidences of bullying can cause bus drivers to become distracted, putting 

students at a higher risk of being involved in a motor vehicle accident (Putnam et al., 2003; 

Zohar & Lee, 2016).  In a recent review of school-bus accidents in Alberta, researchers found 
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that, in contrast to their hypothesis, school bus drivers are more likely to commit driving 

violations and/or errors than are non-school bus drivers (Yasmin, Anowar, & Tay, 2013).  They 

attributed the over-representation to in-vehicle distractions from students, which are not as 

prevalent in other, non-school bus environments (Yasmin, Anowar, & Tay, 2013).  Bullying, 

then, may potentially pose a major safety risk to all of the occupants of the school bus, should the 

student behaviour distract the drivers enough to make them prone to a driving error.   

Given the harmful effects of bullying on students, it is important to address bullying in 

various educational contexts. Despite the serious problems associated with bullying on school 

buses, very little research has been carried out on this topic.  In order to better understand (and 

ultimately, limit) bullying in this context, more research is needed (Brown et al., 2018;  Crable, 

2016; deLara, 2008; Evans, 2014; Goodboy et al., 2016; Perkins et al., 2014; Putnam et al., 2003; 

Raskauskas, 2005). 

Research Purpose and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this study is to examine school bus drivers’ perceptions and experiences 

of bullying and their perceived preparedness for addressing bullying on the school bus.  The 

ultimate aim of this research is to leverage knowledge about bullying on school buses to identify 

ways to enhance the experience of school bus drivers and young bus travellers.  This study was 

guided by the following research questions: 

1. What kinds of bullying do bus drivers witness on their bus, and how frequently? 

2. What strategies do bus drivers use to address bullying? 

3. How are bus drivers supported in addressing bullying on the bus? 

4. How do bus drivers perceive their own preparedness for addressing bullying on the 

bus?  
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5. How do bus drivers’ experiences of bullying vary in relation to bus driver’s: (i) 

gender; (ii) age; (iii) years of experience; (iv) length of bus route, and; (v) bus route 

location? 

Thesis Overview 

 In the first chapter of this thesis, I introduced the research context, rationale, purpose and 

questions.  In Chapter 2, I review the relevant literature on the topic.  Chapter 3 provides an 

overview of the methodology and research methods, including a breakdown of both the 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis, and validity and trustworthiness.  Chapter 4 presents 

the findings of both phases of the study.  Finally, Chapter 5 contains the discussion of relevant 

findings, limitations, research implications and conclusions.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

In this chapter I review the research on bullying. I begin by outlining the importance of 

positive school climate as it relates to bullying.  Then, I relate bullying to different school 

location contexts, and introduce literature that focuses on bullying within school bus contexts.  I 

also identify research gaps where research can usefully contribute knowledge.   

Bullying and School Climate 

 Bullying in school is an old and ubiquitous phenomenon.  Though there has been 

contention over a universal definition of bullying, there is some consensus on the inclusion of 

three defining elements: repetition, intentionality and power imbalance (Batsche & Knoff, 1994; 

Vaillancourt et al., 2008).  Research on bullying is most often associated with school contexts, as 

the first pioneering research on bullying focused on schoolchildren’s interactions (Olweus, 

1994).  Later, bullying was seen as a phenomenon that can occur “wherever groups of people 

meet together” (Smith, 1997, p.  250), thus recognizing that bullying also occurs in other 

contexts such as workplaces, and in the home. 

In schools, bullying behaviour is often associated with negative school climate.  While 

school climate research can be traced back to the 1950s regarding organizational climate, school 

climate as it associates with school safety was not defined until the new millennium 

(Kutsyuruba, Klinger, & Hussain, 2015).  While school climate does not have a universal 

definition, school climate contains physical dimensions (such as appearance of school building 

and classrooms, and school size and ratio), social dimensions (such as interpersonal 

relationships, and equitable and fair treatment) and academic dimensions (such as quality 

instruction and expectations for student achievement) (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015).  The National 
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School Climate Council, one of the best-known authorities on school climate, developed and 

recommended a definition and standards for fostering positive school climate that is being 

adopted and adapted by a rising number of school districts (Cohen & Thapa, 2017).  This 

definition refers to school climate as “the quality and character of school life . . . a 

multidimensional concept that reflects the norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, 

teaching and learning practices, safety, and organisational structures of a school community” 

(National School Climate Center, 2012, p. 2).  

The list of school districts and agencies that are actively adopting policies and procedures 

to reform school climate is ever growing (Cohen, 2014).  For example, the Ontario Education 

Act was amended in 2012 with Bill 13, the Accepting Schools Act, which highlighted that all 

students should feel safe at school and deserve a positive school climate (Accepting Schools Act, 

2012, S.O. 2012, c. 5 - Bill 13).  Bill 13 was designed to give a clear framework on how to 

deliver appropriate consequences to those who bully others, provide training about bullying, and 

incorporate goals around positive school climate and bullying  prevention in school improvement 

plans, such as incorporating school climate surveys (Accepting Schools Act, 2012, S.O. 2012, c. 

5 - Bill 13).  The legislation outlined in PPM 128 also highlights that the provincial Code of 

Conduct and school board codes of conduct must indicate that they apply in environments such 

as school buses, and implies that failing to follow codes of conduct on school buses “could have 

a negative impact on the school climate” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 3).  However, 

both the Ontario Education Act and PPM 128 do not explicitly define “school climate”; they 

only hint at methods to achieve positive school climate, such as whole-school approaches that 

allow the broader community to make positive contributions.  Without a clear definition of 

school climate, there is room for stakeholders to lack consensus over what makes positive school 
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climate and what school climate improvement looks like, which is counterintuitive to most 

effective school improvement and violence prevention procedures that require close cooperation 

and alignment between students, staff in all levels of the school system, and broader community 

members (Cohen & Thapa, 2017).  

School climate has been shown to be vital to students in terms of their academic 

achievement, social emotional development and their overall safety within the school community 

(Garnett & Brion-Meisels, 2017), and a positive school climate has been shown to decrease 

bullying behaviours (Acosta et al., 2019; Espelage, Low, & Jimerson, 2014).  In particular, 

positive school climate incorporating transparent school rules and adult intervention against 

bullying have been shown to reduce bullying (Laftman, Ostberg, & Modin, 2017).  Adolescents 

who identified as victims, bully-victims (people that both perpetrate bullying and are victimized 

by bullying) and bullies have reported higher disengagement from school, and thus decreased 

academic engagement and lower academic outcomes (Swearer et al., 2012).  It is clear that a 

positive school climate that reduces bullying incidents can benefit students on multiple fronts. 

Bullying and Negative Outcomes 

Bullying behaviour has been shown to be correlated with negative outcomes for both 

victims and perpetrators (Stephens, Cook-Fasano, & Sibbaluca, 2018).  Adolescents’ experiences 

of bullying victimization have been correlated with increased risk of depression, and peer 

victimization (being the target of harm from a peer).  Research has shown associations between 

peer victimization and self-harm, eating disorders, substance abuse, criminality and delinquent 

sexual activity (Troop-Gordon, 2017).  The most concerning attribution to peer victimization is 

suicidal behaviours (Troop-Gordon, 2017), where the odds of suicidal thoughts and attempts 

have been shown to significantly increase in line with increased peer victimization, making 
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bullying and peer victimization a risk factor in suicidal ideation (Van Geel, Vedder, & Tanilon, 

2014).  While the relationship between suicidal ideation and bullying is complex and is not yet 

completely understood, as some studies have indicated no differences in suicidal ideation among 

adolescents involved in bullying and not involved (Swearer et al., 2012), it is clear that 

adolescents who experience bullying are more likely to report symptoms of depression than 

those not involved in bullying (Swearer et al., 2012).  

In addition, the effects of being victimized by bullying may continue even after the 

victimization has stopped, as research has shown that bullying during adolescence is associated 

with mental health problems over the long term (Moore et al., 2014; Sigurdson et al., 2015).  

Sigurdson et al. (2015) measured bullying involvement and non-involvement with adolescents 

(sampled twice at mean ages 13.7 and 14.9 years old), and then gathered information on 

participants’ mental health problems and psychosocial function 12 years later (mean age 27.2).  

All victims of bullying during adolescence in the study indicated more mental health problems 

and depressive symptoms than those not involved in bullying (Sigurdson et al., 2015).  Further, 

bully-victims and bullies were found to be eight times more likely to be hospitalised due to 

severe mental health problems (Sigurdson et al., 2015).  Bullies have also been shown to have 

more psychological distress, relational issues and participation in high-risk behaviour 

(Vanderbilt & Augustyn, 2010).  

Research has also examined the effects of bullying on bystanders.  Sometimes bystanders 

enable the bullying to occur, or defend victims to mitigate bullying.  Bystanders can enable the 

bullying through moral disengagement, where they behave more inhumanly towards others 

through action or inaction (Forsberg, Thornberg, & Samuelsson, 2014).  For bystanders who 

defend bullying, defending behaviour could serve as a coping mechanism to process distress or 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 11 

 

 

moral distress from witnessing bullying, though these bystanders tended to report more 

psychosocial difficulties (Forsberg et al, 2014; Gini, Thornberg & Pozzoli, 2018; Lambe et al., 

2017).  However, there may be a health cost to defending victims of bullying for adolescents 

(Lambe et al., 2017).  Given the role that adolescent bystanders play in both enabling and 

mitigating bullying among their peers, particularly in locations that are under-supervised by 

adults, efforts to educate adolescents on how to appropriately respond to bullying behaviour are 

seen as an effective method of reducing bullying (Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse, & Neale, 2010).  It 

is clear that bullying can cause severe harm, not only to the victims and perpetrators of bullying, 

but also to bystanders who witness the bullying.  

Bullying Locations 

 There has been little research on the connections between locations and child 

victimization in terms of bullying (Fite et al., 2013), despite evidence that bullying can 

potentially occur in many different locations.  In studies that examine victimization, most 

identify locations within school contexts, and recognise that victimization is more prevalent in 

areas where there are fewer rules or constraints, and less supervision (Fite et al., 2013).  In an 

online survey distributed to 11,000 students in Southern Ontario, grades 4-12, Vaillancourt and 

colleagues (2010) polled students on the specific locations where they felt safe and unsafe.  The 

researchers determined that 9.8% of elementary students and 12.3% of secondary students felt 

unsafe on school buses (Vaillancourt et al., 2010).  However, not all of the students polled 

regularly rode or interacted with school buses, so these numbers could be much higher among a 

population of school-bus riding students (Vaillancourt et al., 2010).  In fact, “in research 

conducted with high school students, more students reported being fearful of their peers on the 

school bus than they were during any other time of their school day” (deLara, 2008, p. 51).  Lack 
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of adult supervision may be a primary factor in the frequency and severity of victimization on 

school buses, since there is often only one supervisor (the bus driver) paying divided attention to 

students (Raskauskas, 2005).  According to Vaillancourt and colleagues (2010), students 

reported higher rates of bullying and higher unsafe feelings in areas that tended to have less adult 

supervision.  Astor, Benbenishty and Meyer (2004) propose increased monitoring, and utilising 

mapping techniques to provide precise data for particular schools to identify the specific 

locations where bullying behaviours may be occurring, or bullying hot spots (Migliaccio, 

Raskauskas, & Schmidtlein, 2017).  

 Little research has connected the physical arrangements of classrooms and the prevalence 

of bullying and victimization (van den Berg, Segers, & Cillessen, 2012).  However, research has 

identified that being on a moving bus limits students’ ability to escape victimization 

(Raskauskas, 2005).  A student can only move minimally within the confined space, and can 

only leave the bus when they arrive at school, or their bus stop.  Similarly, changing seating 

arrangements is repeatedly found as the primary method employed by bus drivers to hinder 

bullying (deLara, 2008; Raskauskas, 2005; Sims, 2014; Zohar et al., 2016); however, when the 

bus is at full occupancy, this strategy is difficult to implement.   

Studies Addressing Bullying on School Buses 

While researchers have recommended integrated interventions to mitigate bullying that 

involve many stakeholders in schools (Astor et al., 2005) and have recognized that bullying can 

occur in additional school locations (Troop-Gordon, 2017), there has been little research 

involving measuring or observing peer aggression and bullying in the context of school buses, 

student riders and school bus drivers.  Among the few studies relating to school bus contexts, 

Raskauskas (2005) studied interior video recordings of school bus rides in California and 
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counted the frequency and severity of bullying and victimization on the school bus.  Bullying 

was ranked more severe if it was more repetitious, and showed higher power imbalances (i.e., 

involving several bullies, older/bigger bullies, etc.).  In observations of 30 bus rides, 53 bullying 

episodes were identified, with more episodes occurring at the end of the school day.  Raskauskas 

was also able to observe environmental factors on the buses, such as the number of students on 

the bus, and how many “friends” were in proximity to students.  The research findings indicated 

school bus rides with more students led to more frequent and severe bullying incidents.  

Raskauskas also found that perceived “friends” on the bus often committed bullying, rather than 

hindered the bullying, which went against the researcher’s expectations.  To explain these 

surprising findings, Raskauskas suggested that friends might fear bullying just as victims do 

because they are situated within the same environment with few escape routes and little 

supervision.  Therefore, friends may not be motivated to defend victims, but more inclined to 

remain as passive bystanders, or even join the perpetrators.  A strength of this research was that 

the video recordings witnessed bullying and victimization that might have gone undetected, or 

been incorrectly described, if it had relied on bus drivers’ observations.  Video observation shifts 

the bias from what students and bus drivers perceive to what an outside researcher sees.  A 

possible downside of this research approach is that as the researcher did not interact with the 

participants on video, it is difficult to assess true relationships between students, and whether 

horseplay equals victimization (Raskauskas, 2005).   

Another limitation of the aforementioned study was that it only captured a small amount 

of bus rides over a short period.  Hirsch, Lewis-Palmer, Sugai, and Schnacker (2004) collected 

school bus bullying data over a longer period of time, examining bus referral data over the 

course of a school year in a suburban area of Oregon.  Researchers compared district-wide 
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referral data with a single elementary school’s data using document analysis to compare and 

contrast two case studies.  Bus drivers would fill out a standardised “referrals” form when 

noteworthy incidents occurred on their school buses (Hirsch et al., 2004).  Drivers also recorded 

their disciplinary consequences for each infraction.  Researchers found that, in both cases, 

referrals would increase from September to December, and decline from January to May, 

outlining a trend over time.  When sorted by age, bus referrals were more often given to students 

as they progressed from grades K-5, with a drop and then increase from grades 6-8, and a sharp 

decline from grades 9-12, with zero grade 12 referrals given over the school year.  Most students 

who received a discipline referral did not receive another, with progressively fewer referrals 

given to the same students.  While this document analysis proved effective in understanding the 

frequency of bus drivers detecting misbehaviour, the types of referrals were not discussed, so it 

is not possible to assess the nature of the bullying and victimization that occurred on those buses.  

Nevertheless, this research shows that if there is district support, bus drivers are capable of 

recording their own observations of what occurs on school buses, which means data-rich referral 

documents can be potentially used to assess bullying on school buses accurately.   

Given the importance and regularity that characterize school bus drivers’ roles in 

students’ school routines, there has been surprisingly little research that empowers bus drivers to 

share their own perspectives about their profession.  At times, bus drivers must deal with high 

stakes situations, where children are put at real risk of harm, just like teachers and support staff 

on school grounds.  For example, in a study that surveyed bus drivers on their experiences with 

student sexual harassment, 67% of bus drivers observed students making sexual comments or 

jokes, and 46% of drivers deemed these situations severe enough to be reported to school 

authorities (Allen et al., 2003).  Bus drivers were undertrained in dealing with sexual harassment; 
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only 54% reported receiving training, meaning that 46% did not receive any sexual harassment 

training at all (Allen et al., 2003).   

Research measuring the frequency and severity of bullying often relies on observations 

from bus drivers themselves.  These observations are commonly collected through a combination 

of surveys and interviews with bus drivers (deLara, 2008; Goodboy et al., 2016; Sims, 2014; 

Zohar et al., 2016).  This method is predominant because bus drivers are active members in 

systems within school bus contexts, thus, their perspectives can directly measure interactions that 

involve bullying on the bus (deLara, 2008).  This method also allows for the collection of both 

qualitative and quantitative data, by posing open-ended questions, but also using Likert-scale 

questions that provide opportunities to quantify participant responses with descriptive statistics 

(deLara, 2008). 

A recent qualitative study involving interpretive phenomenology highlighted how school 

bus drivers and bus attendants are often left out of planning and decision-making processes when 

dealing with bullying in schools (Brown, Karikari, Abraham, & Akakpo, 2018).  Bus drivers felt 

disrespected and discounted when reporting bullying, and received most pushback when 

reporting to school officials, “underscoring a level of inequality” (Brown et al., 2018, p. 18).  

Their sample of bus drivers all identified as African American, so this level of inequality could 

be intensified through racial bias (Brown et al., 2018).  As well, bus drivers surmised that parents 

could have undue influence over whether action is taken on addressing bullying, when school 

administrators fear parental retribution should administrators dole out consequences to their 

children (Brown et al., 2018).  In either case, bus drivers stated that their “primary need is based 

on receiving strong support from their school officials” (Brown et al., 2018).  The propensity for 

school administration to be inactive in dealing with bullying incidents on buses and engaging 
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with bus drivers, and for parents to problematize bullying further by wielding undue influence on 

school administration, was echoed in a discourse analysis with principals and social workers 

carried out by Karikari and Brown (2017).  However, both principals and social workers, while 

accepting that school buses could be a hot bed for bullying, did not consider bus drivers as a 

factor in bullying on buses, nor consider that drivers can or should be active in reducing bullying 

on school buses (Karikari & Brown, 2017).   

Summary  

Stakeholders today are recognizing that bullying is not only a problem that occurs at 

school.  Cyberbullying, for example, is receiving a great deal of attention (Baldry, Farrington, & 

Sorrentino, 2017; Olweus, 2018; Smith et. al., 2008).  While a small number of studies have 

recognized the significance of bullying during transportation to and from school, this literature is 

still in its infancy.  While we know that more bullying occurs on buses when they are more full 

(Raskauskas, 2005), and that bus drivers are capable of addressing bullying on their school buses 

with proper school support (Brown, Karikari, Abraham, & Akakpo, 2018; deLara, 2008; Hirsch, 

Lewis-Palmer, Sugai, & Schnacker, 2004), there is little published research that examines how 

bus drivers experience bullying in relation to factors such as the length of their bus route, and 

how often they fill out incident forms.  In addition, few studies examine bus drivers with both 

positive and negative experiences of bullying.  There is scant academic research on bus drivers in 

an Ontario context.  Further, there is a lack of research examining school bus drivers’ level of 

preparedness to address bullying on their school buses, and the available supports bus drivers 

have in order to more effectively address bullying.  Moreover, there is a lack of research 

assessing how bus drivers perceive and define bullying on their school bus, which has 
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implications as to whether or not a bus driver is effectively identifying and addressing bullying 

on the school bus. 

Research that calls for positive school climate reform to help reduce instances of bullying 

calls for the integration of the whole school community, including “students, parents/guardians, 

school personnel and even community members in being co-learners and co-leaders” (Cohen & 

Thapa, 2017, p. 103).  However, school buses are continually overlooked as locations where 

bullying occurs, even though bus drivers (the main supervisor of children, twice daily) are very 

familiar with the phenomenon.  Bus drivers need to be empowered and included in prevention 

efforts to stop bullying on their buses.  The first step is to learn more about bus drivers’ 

perceptions of bullying on the bus, and their preparedness for dealing with it.  It is time to give 

bus drivers opportunities to participate with researchers. 
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Chapter 3 

Research Methodology  

 Given the dearth of bullying research on school buses in a Canadian context, a mixed-

method design was appropriate for this research because it enables researchers to combine the 

quantitative strength of measuring and comparing variables to describe an overall trend in the 

population and the qualitative strength of offering “in depth perspectives on the study topic and 

[providing] a complex picture of the situation” (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p.  386). 

Specifically, I used a sequential explanatory design, because the second phase was influenced by 

the emergent results of the first phase (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  This design involves: 

a set of procedures that researchers use to collect and analyse quantitative data in a first 

phase, plan a second phase based on the quantitative results, and then collect and analyse 

qualitative data in the second phase to help explain or elaborate on the quantitative 

results.  (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p. 395)   

It was necessary to have qualitative interviews as a distinct second phase from the survey 

because little is known about the school bus driver experience, and therefore the quantitative data 

from the survey were expected to yield results that a researcher would have difficulty explaining 

otherwise.  Additionally, this design “works well when the researcher [needs] to collect 

quantitative information first to identify the best participants to include for the qualitative data 

collection” (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p.  395).  Based on survey responses, I intended to 

purposefully recruit participants for phase 2 whom I identified as information rich.  However, 

because the participants who volunteered for the interviews represented a range of experiences 

emergent from the survey (e.g., long and short routes, rural and urban routes, varying numbers of 
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passengers, varying years of experience etc.) and due to the small and manageable amount of 

volunteers (n=10), I elected to interview all of the participants who volunteered for phase 2.  

 The first phase of data collection consisted of a survey, and the second phase involved 

semi-structured interviews.  The survey assessed the following aspects: demographics of the 

participants; how much school bus-driving experience they had; what kinds of bullying drivers 

witnessed on their bus, and how frequently; what strategies drivers used to address bullying; how 

drivers were supported in addressing bullying; how drivers perceived their own preparedness for 

addressing bullying; and their suggestions to stop and prevent bullying.  There were three open-

ended questions that assessed why bus drivers do not report bullying after they witness it (Bill 

157), how participants defined bullying, and any elaborations over their experiences with 

bullying on the school bus.  After the survey results were analysed, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with 10 bus drivers representing a range of bus driving experiences to triangulate 

the validity of the survey data, and to invite bus drivers to both share their experiences in more 

detail and to provide practical suggestions to help reduce and prevent bullying and victimization 

on their school buses.   

Participants 

 In phase 1 (survey), the participants consisted of a convenience sample drawn from a 

population of school bus drivers who work for different bus companies, under a particular 

umbrella student transportation service that serves multiple school boards and over 30,000 

students: “Yellow Bus Services” (pseudonym).  Yellow Bus Services manages bus companies 

and bus fleets within the region, and collaborates with school boards to provide transportation for 

the school communities.   
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The school bus companies who operate fleets of school buses within the region range in 

size.  Some of the companies are small, with less than 20 buses operating, and other companies 

are larger, with more than 50 buses operating in the region and hundreds or thousands more 

buses operating nationally across many different school boards.  However, none of these 

companies is responsible for planning routes and distributing buses within this region–the school 

board contracts this responsibility to a third company, Yellow Bus Services, that is responsible 

for hiring bus fleets to service the school board, and managing bus routes, drafting and enforcing 

guidelines for drivers and students, and more.  As well, Yellow Bus Services sometimes 

investigates incidents that occur between bus drivers and students, parents and/or school 

administration, which sometimes involves bullying.  Thus, Yellow Bus Services is a distinct 

influence that, while not responsible for employing individual bus drivers directly, manages bus 

drivers and companies in the area.  The school bus companies regard school bus drivers as 

“operators.” 

The number of individual bus drivers, or operators, that work for Yellow Bus Services 

was not publicly available; however, as of September 2017, there were 630 buses that operated 

for the service.  It was assumed that there were more than 630 bus drivers when accounting for 

substitute drivers.  The entire bus driver population was estimated to be 650 school bus drivers.  I 

requested participation from a nonprobability convenience sample of the population, with the 

expectation of approximately 130 participants (20% of the bus driver population) and no less 

than 30, which is the minimum number of participants recommended in a study that examines 

correlations (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  To “ascertain significance in the findings” (Hesse-

Biber, 2010, p. 52), Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) framed the minimum sample size for 

correlational research as 64 participants for one-tailed tests, and 82 participants for two-tailed 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 21 

 

 

tests; therefore, the expectation of 130 participants allowed for a greater chance of establishing 

significance between variables using quantitative methods. 

 To incentivise participation and compensate for nonresponse bias (Rea & Parker, 2014), 

all participants that completed the survey were given the option of providing their contact 

information to enter a draw to win one of five $20 restaurant gift cards, which were subsequently 

delivered to five winning participants.  Participants were recruited through social media 

platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook—specifically, the online survey link was posted on 

pages that potential participants (bus drivers within the geographic scope of the study) follow, 

such as the transportation service’s official Facebook page and Twitter feed.  

 In addition to convenience sampling, snowball sampling, where “the researcher samples 

individuals . . . based on the recommendations of others” (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015, p.  

334) was used, in the form of asking the transportation service’s social media community to 

share the survey link with other bus drivers they knew, so that the survey could reach bus drivers 

who may not have seen the online postings without a direct referral.  Because this particular 

population of bus drivers was difficult for the researcher to access directly, snowball sampling 

was used, asking initial respondents to refer other potential respondents that the researcher would 

not otherwise be able to access (Rea & Parker, 2014). 

 In order to participate in the survey, participants were required to be currently employed 

as a school bus driver, and to have internet access to access the online survey.  The online survey 

utilized Qualtrics, which all researchers at Queen’s University can access.  Participation was 

voluntary, and participants were able to decline to participate in any aspect of the research 

without penalty.   
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 Unfortunately, in total only 22 participants completed the survey.  I was unable to 

conduct alternative methods of recruitment to directly reach potential participants (such as 

emailing), because I did not have access to the confidential contact information of school bus 

drivers who work with Yellow Bus Services; I was only able to utilise the company’s social 

media feeds.  As a result, I did not reach the threshold of 30 and was therefore not able to 

examine correlations.  Instead, I simply carried out descriptive statistical analyses.  Small-scale 

research frequently involves relatively small numbers of participants, and the “limited size of the 

sample need not invalidate the findings” if the limitations of the small sample size are taken into 

account (Layder, 2013, p.101).   

 In phase 2, participants consisted of working bus drivers who completed phase 1 and 

indicated willingness to participate in the semi-structured interview.  I intended to conduct 

purposeful sampling, which allows the researcher to frame a more detailed understanding, while 

offering useful information, helping researchers learn about the phenomenon, and giving voice to 

multiple perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  However, as 

the entire pool of participants who volunteered for Phase 2 represented a suitable range of 

experiences, and because only ten volunteered, no volunteers were excluded from Phase 2.  In 

addition, during one interview, a selected participant brought along a friend who was also a bus 

driver in the region; this bus driver had completed the survey, but at the time had not indicated 

an interest to participate in the interview on the survey.  This participant filled out an interview 

consent form in person during the interview, and their data were included in the Phase 2 analysis.   

Instrumentation 

 The first phase of the study consisted of an online survey, with both closed and open-

ended questions.  This allowed me to collect quantitative information from closed questions 
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(e.g., How many students do you transport on a typical trip to and from school?) in addition to 

qualitative data from open-ended questions that asked for reasons and additional contextual 

information (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015), e.g., Is there anything else you wish to add 

regarding your experiences with bullying on the school bus?   

 The survey had three sections: Section 1 collected demographic data (age, gender and bus 

driving experience); Section 2 asked about the nature and frequency of bullying that drivers 

observed on their bus; and Section 3 assessed the level of confidence and training bus drivers had 

when encountering bullying on the bus.  The survey was developed through examining the 

following: findings and instruments used to measure school bus drivers’ perceptions from 

existing research (deLara 2008; Sims 2014; Zohar & Lee, 2016); consultation with a senior 

leader of Yellow Bus Services who provided information and material pertaining to the training 

of and policies governing their school bus drivers, and; a pilot study using a small number of bus 

drivers in Ontario to assess the readability and functionality of the survey.   

 The pilot study was delivered to four participants, and consisted of the same three 

sections as the final survey.  Bus drivers that completed the pilot study were excluded from the 

actual study to avoid possible biased responses.  Bus drivers in the pilot survey provided 

responses and feedback on the readability of the survey, the time for completion, and the 

conciseness of the survey (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).  Findings from the pilot study were 

used to adjust the research process and study design (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).  For 

example, one pilot participant who was a part-time bus driver found that some of the question 

phrasing did not apply to part time bus drivers, causing ambiguity in deciphering the questions, 

so reworded survey items were created for participants that were part time bus drivers.  In 
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addition, some items were eliminated; for instance, the length of the bus route was eliminated for 

part-time bus drivers, since the length of their bus route from day to day varied.   

For some questions on the survey, participants were allowed to elaborate if they wished, 

in the form of an open-ended written response.  For example, in the question, “How often do you 

witness bullying on your school bus?” respondents may have had an experience that differed 

from the options provided, thus were given the option to record their response, resulting in more 

complete data and a more ethical approach for participants that wished to include specific data of 

their choosing (O'Cathain & Thomas, 2004).   

 The second phase of the study consisted of follow-up interviews with participants who 

volunteered from the first stage of the study.  Interviews provide a balance of data that can be 

broad enough for participants to convey their narratives, while minimizing the constraints of the 

researcher’s perspective (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  In addition, semi-structured interviews 

prompted more discussion around the open-ended data collected from the questionnaire, 

allowing for a more in-depth discussion of the participants’ experiences (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015).  One-on-one interviewing, though time consuming, has been shown to be an 

effective way of getting a bus driver’s insights on their particular experiences (deLara, 2008).   

Data Analysis 

 The survey data were analyzed through quantitative analysis procedures, except for the 

data from open-ended questions, which were analyzed qualitatively using preliminary 

exploratory analysis.  The interview data were analyzed with thematic qualitative analysis 

procedures. 

Quantitative analysis.  Descriptive statistics were used to “summarize the overall 

tendencies in the data, provide an assessment of how varied the scores [were] in the data, and 
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provide insight into where one score [stood] in comparison with the rest of the data” (Plano 

Clark & Creswell, 2015, p.  259). Central tendency, variability and relative standing represented 

the descriptive procedures.  To describe central tendencies, mean (M) and median (mdn) were 

used to describe the average and middle values of continuous variables (Plano Clark & Creswell, 

2015), such as school bus drivers’ indicated level of preparedness.  Mode was used to describe 

the most common response, used for categorical variables (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015), such 

as urban, suburban, or rural bus routes.  To describe variability, the standard deviation (SD) 

informed how dispersed the data were for continuous variables (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  

Relative standing could not be calculated, due to the low number of respondents (n=22) that 

completed the entire survey.   

Qualitative analysis.  For open-ended survey responses, data were categorized through a 

preliminary exploratory analysis (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015), which is outlined in more 

detail below, in the description of the phase 2 data analysis.  In addition, some survey responses 

(Other, please specify) were treated as categorical data which were analysed using the 

quantitative strategies described above.   

 For phase 2 data analysis, following one-on-one interviews, the data were transcribed by 

converting audio recordings into text.  These transcriptions were verbatim, as it is the best 

practice for collecting the most complete record of data (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  Data 

were further refined through preliminary exploratory analysis, to increase the researcher’s 

understanding of the data (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  Open coding was employed first in 

order to keep the researcher open to perspectives and thoughts that emerged (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015).  Next, participants’ responses were coded into categories and themes relevant to 

the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).   
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 Once the data were coded, it was further refined by reducing the quantity of codes into a 

more manageable amount.  This added more clarity, making the codes easier to connect to the 

central phenomenon (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  From the beginning stages of connecting 

codes, themes emerged that represented larger patterns which connected the data exploration 

stage to the findings (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  In addition, I related the themes by 

exploring their interconnections and reducing redundancy, which created a larger order of ideas 

(Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

Validity and Trustworthiness 

 By following up surveys with semi-structured interviews, triangulation can occur (Plano 

Clark & Creswell, 2015).  Thus, the interviews served as a means to corroborate school bus 

drivers’ survey responses.  During Phase 2 of the research, the prompts from the interview script 

were very similar to the survey questions, and so when comparing the respondents’ answers 

during phase 1 and phase 2, I was able to identify internal consistency because the participants 

answered the questions similarly during the survey and the interview, even with slight variations 

of prompt (6 & Bellamy, 2012).  Methods-triangulation, in this case, served to justify the mixed 

methods approach by checking the quantitative and qualitative results (Hesse-Biber, 2010; Flick, 

2018).  This can also be considered member checking; I asked the participants to verify the 

accuracy of their responses on open-ended questions on the survey that were “not quite as [valid 

and verified] as the researcher requires” (Morse, 2018, pp. 797-798).   

 As a means of enhancing the trustworthiness of qualitative analyses, I engaged in a 

process of bracketing to expose my perspective through reflection on the central phenomenon 

(Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  Specifically, I wrote down my own views and experiences 

related to bullying and school bus ridership.  For example, I identified that my perception going 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 27 

 

 

into the research was that bullying was prevalent on school buses, and that in my experience, bus 

drivers were unaware of the extent of bullying on buses, or they were aware and simply did not 

prioritise student management as a part of their job duties.  I then frequently referred back to 

these views and experiences during my analyses and description of findings to ensure they did 

not distort the perspectives of the participants, as a process to enhance the credibility of the 

study’s findings (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).   

Next, I evaluated the data collected during the interview to ensure that the participant 

responses covered the scope of the research questions (Warren & Karner, 2015).  Much of the 

time during Phase 2 interviews was devoted to issues that did not directly relate to bullying on 

school buses; for example, bus drivers often complained about their employment conditions in 

terms of the bus scheduling, which was beyond the scope of this research—this data were 

excluded from analysis.  External validation occurred by having participants verify their 

responses for confirmation (Warren & Karner, 2015), which is a form of member checking.  

Participants were emailed the transcripts from the semi-structured interviews for their review, 

and there were no objections or edits requested from the participants.  
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Chapter 4 

Research Findings 

In this chapter, I report the findings from phase 1, the survey, and phase 2, the interviews.   

Survey Findings 

The following presents the findings from phase 1 of the online questionnaire, divided into 

closed-ended question analysis, and open-ended question analysis.  There was an initial number 

of 37 respondents to the survey.  The inclusion criterion was that a respondent must complete 

over 10% of the survey.  Of the 37 respondents, 15 did not progress to the Likert-scale questions, 

so they were eliminated from the sample, leaving 22 participants who completed enough of the 

survey to be included in the analyses (N=22).   

Demographics.  The majority of participants were women (n=16), compared to men 

(n=5), with one participant not identifying their gender.  On average, participants had been 

driving a bus for approximately 13 years, with the median experience being approximately 12 

years.  When asked how long they had been driving for the same company, the average was 9 

years, with the median being 6 years.  Most bus drivers transported children ranging from grades 

JK-12 (n=18), while 2 drove children in grades JK-8, 1 drove children in grades 7-8, and 1 bus 

driver drove children in grades 7-12. 

The smallest school bus capacity reported was 28 passengers, and the highest was 70 

passengers, with the median bus size holding 70 passengers—the majority of participants drove 

full-size buses.  When asked how many students were transported on school buses, participants 

indicated a range of 13-57 passengers on a daily basis, with the average number of passengers 

being 46, and the median being 48 passengers.  When calculating the fullness of the bus, the 
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average fullness was 72.9%, with the median being 69.4%.  The emptiest bus was at 48.6% 

capacity, and the fullest bus was at 100% capacity.   

Most participants indicated they drove on a rural bus route (n=13), followed by urban 

(n=5) and suburban (n=4).  The average duration of time to complete the bus route was 75 

minutes, with the median duration being 65 minutes.  The range of duration of time to complete 

the bus route was 20-120 minutes.   

Table 1 illustrates the demographics of the participants who completed the survey. 

Table 1 

Demographics of survey participants 
 Survey Respondents (N=22) 

Number (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender 

Woman 16 72.7 

Man 5 22.7 

Not Specified 1 4.5 

Experience as School Bus Driver 

0-2 years 0 0.0 

3-5 years 5 22.7 

6-10 years 5 22.7 

11-15 years 3 13.6 

16-20 years 6 27.3 

21+ years 3 13.6 

Bus Capacity 

25-36 passengers 2 9.1 

37-48 passengers 2 9.1 

49-60 passengers 0 0.0 
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61-72 passengers 17 77.3 

N/A 1 4.5 

Bus Fullness 

25.1-50% 2 9.1 

50.1-75% 10 45.5 

75.1-100% 9 40.9 

N/A 1 4.5 

Bus Route 

Urban 5 22.7 

Suburban 4 18.2 

Rural 13 59.1 

N/A 1 4.5 

Length of Bus Route 

20-30 minutes 2 9.1 

31-40 minutes 0 0.0 

41-60 minutes 6 27.3 

61-80 minutes 5 22.7 

81-100 minutes 2 9.1 

100+ minutes 6 27.3 

N/A 1 4.5 

 

Closed-ended questions.  Respondents answered the close-ended questions with one of 

five possible responses.  Either bus drivers ranked the frequency they witnessed an event or 

performed a task, or they ranked their level of agreement with a statement on a 5-point scale. 

Frequencies of bus drivers witnessing bullying, intervening and invoking Bill 157.  Bus 

drivers were asked how often they see bullying.  Thirteen respondents (59.1%) indicated they 

saw bullying occasionally and seven drivers (31.8%) reported seeing bullying sometimes.  Only 
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two respondents indicated that they never experienced bullying (9.1%), therefore, 90.9% of bus 

drivers reported experiencing bullying on their school bus.  Of note, no bus drivers indicated that 

they often or always experienced bullying on their bus. 

 Bus drivers were asked how frequently they intervened when they witnessed bullying on 

their bus.  Most bus drivers always intervened (n=15, 68.2%), followed by often intervened (n=5, 

22.7%).  One bus driver indicated they occasionally intervened (n=1, 4.5%), and one bus driver 

indicated they never intervened when they witnessed bullying (n=1, 4.5%).  

 Bus drivers were asked how frequently they filled in the Bill 157 form when they 

witnessed bullying incidents.  (By law, drivers are required to report bullying to the principal as 

soon as possible with a Bill 157 form.)  Results were split, as six bus drivers (27.3%) indicated 

they always filled in the form, five indicated they never filled in the form (22.7%), and four bus 

drivers indicated they occasionally or sometimes filled in the form (18.2%).  One participant 

(4.5%) indicated they often filled in the form.  This means that 72.7% of respondents do not 

always fill in the Bill 157 form when they witness bullying on their bus, even though they are 

required to report bullying to school administration by law.  These findings are illustrated in 

Table 2 below. 

Table 2  

The Mean and Median Frequencies in which Bus Drivers Witness, Intervene, and Complete 

Incident Forms. 
Question Mean Median 

How often do you see bullying? 2.23 2.00 

How much do you intervene to stop bullying? 4.45 5.00 

After witnessing bullying, do you check the Bill 157 box to 

complete the Safe School Incident Reporting Form? 

2.95 3.00 
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 Bus drivers who were men and women experienced bullying similarly across these three 

questions, with no notable differences in how men and women experienced bullying on their bus.  

As well, bus drivers over 35 years old did not experience bullying differently from drivers under 

35 years old.  

 Participants with more than 12 years of experience (n=11) reported slightly less bullying 

(mean=2.09) than the participants (n=11) with under 12 years of experience (mean=2.36).  More 

bus drivers with over 12 years of experience (81.8%, n=9) indicated they always intervened 

when they witnessed bullying, compared to drivers with under 12 years of experience (54.5%, 

n=6).  

 Participants with bus routes over 65 minutes in duration one-way (n=9) witnessed and 

intervened when seeing bullying similarly to participants with bus routes 65 minutes or under 

(n=12).  However, more participants who had routes under 65 minutes always and often (n=6, 

50.0%) filled in the Bill 157 form, than participants with longer bus routes (n=1, 11.1%).   

 Bus drivers with their bus at 70% capacity or over (n=11) reported that they saw bullying 

(mean=2.30) and intervened to stop bullying (mean=4.90) at a similar rate as drivers with their 

bus typically under 70% capacity (n=11, mean=2.09, mean=4.09 respectively).  However, bus 

drivers with buses at 70% capacity or more tended to fill in incident reports at a much higher 

frequency (mean=3.50, median=4) than drivers with a bus at under 70% capacity (mean=2.33, 

median=2).    

 Strategies bus drivers use to address bullying.  Bus drivers were asked to rank how often 

they used an extensive list of strategies that are commonly used to stop bullying on school buses.  

They ranked the frequency they used each strategy on a five-point Likert scale (1=Never, 

2=Occasionally, 3=Sometimes, 4=Often, 5=Always).  Bus drivers frequently used many 
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strategies, with the most common strategies including maintaining positive relationships with 

children, verbal warnings, watching for mood and signs of bullying before it occurs, enforcing 

behaviour standards, grouping children youngest to oldest and moving students closer to 

themselves.  As well, many bus drivers enforced assigned seating and the code of conduct.  Of 

note, few bus drivers indicated that they had a bus monitor help observe and enforce rules, and 

fewer still used video surveillance, reporting to police, or physically intervening to address 

bullying on their bus.  Table 3 further illustrates the results. 

Table 3 

Strategies Bus Divers Used to Address Bullying on the Bus, Sorted by Mean from Highest to 

Lowest. 

Rank Anti-bullying Strategy Mean Median 

1 Maintain positive relationships with children (for example, 

ask about day, learn names, etc.) 

4.68 5.00 

2 Verbal Warnings 4.55 5.00 

3 Watch for mood and signs of bullying before it occurs 4.41 4.50 

4 Enforce Behavior Standards (face front, no loud talking, etc.) 4.32 5.00 

5 Group Children youngest to oldest 4.23 4.50 

6 Move students closer to yourself (the driver) 4.14 4.00 

7 Assigned Seating 4.05 5.00 

8 Remind students of School Bus Code of Conduct 4.00 4.00 

9 Move students to an assigned seat 3.95 4.00 

10 Directly report to vice principal/principal 3.91 4.50 

11 Pair certain students together that get along 3.86 4.00 

12 Report to employer 3.50 4.00 

13 Actively engage students that may potentially bully others in 

positive conversations 

3.45 4.00 

14 Fill out safe school incident reporting form 3.05 3.00 
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15 Work with the school to create a plan to prevent future 

bullying 

2.77 3.00 

16 Directly report to parents 2.73 2.00 

17 Stop the bus 2.68 2.50 

18 Have bus monitor help observe and enforce rules 2.05 1.00 

19 Video surveillance 1.36 1.00 

20 Report to police 1.32 1.00 

21 Physically intervene 1.23 1.00 

  

Men and women bus drivers in this sample used strategies at a similar frequency, with 

only one exception; men filled out incident forms at a notably higher frequency (mean=3.80, 

median=4.00) than women school bus drivers (mean=2.69, median =2.50).   

 Bus drivers over and under 35 years of age used strategies at a similar frequency, with 

two exceptions.  Drivers over 35 actively engaged students in positive conversations 

(mean=3.82, median=4.00) more than drivers under 35 (mean=3.09, median=3.00).  Conversely, 

drivers over 35 filled out incident forms (mean=2.45, median=2.00) less than drivers under 35 

(mean=3.64, median=4.00).   

 Bus drivers with over and under 12 years’ experience used strategies at a similar 

frequency, with some exceptions.  First, drivers with under 12 years’ experience filled out 

incident forms at a higher rate (m=3.36, median =4.00) than drivers with over 12 years’ 

experience (mean=2.73, median=3.00).  However, drivers with under 12 years’ experience 

reported to their employer (mean=2.91, median=2.00) to a lesser extent than drivers with over 12 

years’ experience (mean=4.09, median=2.00).  In addition, drivers with under 12 years’ 

experience reported bullying to parents and school administration slightly less than drivers with 

over 12 years’ experience.   
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 Bus drivers with an hour commute or more indicated that they worked with the school to 

create a plan to prevent future bullying to a greater extant (mean=3.22, median=4.00) than 

drivers with under one-hour bus routes (mean=2.42, median=2.50).  Moreover, bus drivers with 

an hour commute or more indicated that they filled out incident reports less often (mean=2.56, 

median=3.00) than drivers with under one-hour bus routes (mean=3.42, median=4.00).  In 

addition, bus drivers with an hour commute or more indicated that they reported with parents 

more often (mean=3.22, median=3.00) than drivers with under one-hour bus routes (mean=2.25, 

median=2.00).   

 Bus drivers with buses under 70% capacity less frequently filled out incident forms 

(mean=2.64, median=2.00) than bus drivers with over 70% capacity (mean=3.50, median=4.00).  

As well, buses with under 70% capacity less frequently worked with schools to create a plan to 

prevent future bullying (mean=2.27, median=2.00) than buses at over 70% capacity (mean 3.30, 

median 3.50).   

Bus drivers’ attitudes towards bullying.  Bus drivers were asked to rank their level of 

agreement using a five-point Likert scale (1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 

4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree) with six statements regarding their experience and perceptions 

regarding bullying on school buses.  Most bus drivers agreed that they were confident that they 

could deal with bullying occurring on their bus, and that bullying on their bus should be their 

responsibility.  Bus drivers were neutral on average when it came to the school administration 

being supportive if they reported bullying incidents, and that they had a high level of training 

from their employer in order to deal with bullying.  Bus drivers generally disagreed that bullying 

was a problem on the bus, and that they felt included in the school district’s efforts to reduce 

bullying.  Table 4 illustrates these results. 
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Table 4  

Bus Drivers’ Level of Agreement with Statements Regarding Bullying on School Bus, Ranked 

from Highest to Lowest Mean 
Rank Statement Mean Median 

1 I am confident that I can deal with bullying occurring on my bus 3.95 4.00 

2 Preventing bullying on my bus should be my responsibility 3.73 4.00 

3 If I report bullying incidents, school administration will be 

supportive 

3.09 3.00 

4 I have a high level of training from my employer in order to deal 

with bullying 

3.00 3.00 

5 I believe bullying is a problem on my bus 2.32 2.00 

6 I fell included in the school district’s efforts to reduce bullying 2.14 2.00 

 

 There were no gender differences detected concerning attitudes towards bullying, with 

both groups indicating similar levels of agreement.  As well, bus drivers with both longer and 

shorter routes, and varying degrees of bus capacity indicated similar levels of agreement. 

Drivers over and under 35 predominantly held similar attitudes regarding bullying on the 

bus.  However, bus drivers over 35 agreed to a higher extent that preventing bullying is their 

responsibility (mean=4.36, median=5.00) than bus drivers under 35 (mean=3.09, median=3.00).   

 Similarly, bus drivers with over 12 years’ experience agreed to a higher extent that 

preventing bullying is their responsibility (mean=4.36, median=5.00) than bus drivers under 35 

(mean=3.09, median=3.00).  Moreover, bus drivers with over 12 years’ experience felt less 

included in school district efforts to reduce bullying (mean=1.82, median=1.00) than drivers with 

under 12 years’ experience (mean=2.45, median=2.00).   

Open-ended questions.  The following sections outline the qualitative findings from the 

open-ended questions of the online survey.  Participants were asked to define bullying, to explain 
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why they did not always check the Bill 157 box when they witnessed bullying, and were given 

the option to add their own comments regarding their experiences with bullying on school buses. 

Reporting bullying.  There were two major themes from participants’ responses to the 

question, “Why don’t you check the Bill 157 box when you witness bullying?”  Fourteen 

respondents did not check the Bill 157 box because they believed that submitting a Bill 157 form 

was not relevant to the situation they witnessed.  Most of these participants indicated that the 

incident they were reporting was not perceived as severe enough to require the principal to report 

back to parents, and that the issue was relatively minor and could be easily dealt with through an 

incident report alone, or without completing a form at all: 

 Generally things are not to the really serious point and can be handled without 

Bill 157. 

 I always give the children a second chance and have never had a recurring 

incident.  We have a well defined, often discussed policy of kindness. 

 Some incidents are so minor that they are corrected with a word. 

As well, some of these participants identified that bullying was occurring on their bus, but that 

they could handle incidents on their own, rendering the incident form unnecessary: 

 It depends on the reaction of the child that was doing the bullying.  If they are 

truly remorseful, I won't check the box; but if they do it again then I definitely 

check it. 

 It depends on the "type" of bullying I witnessed.  If a student called another 

student a name, I would just give the student a verbal warning not to do it again. 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 38 

 

 

The second major theme was that five participants perceived that checking the Bill 157 

box was ineffective at curbing bullying, so they considered it not worth the time or effort to fill 

in extra paperwork, and go through a complex procedure with school administration and parents: 

 I do submit pink slips but [seldom] hear anything back from the school.  When I 

do it often makes it worse for the child being bullied and sometimes is even met 

with opposition from the bully's parent toward me at bus stops.  I submitted one 

pink slip this year for a kid bullying and disobeying the rules by jumping seats.  

The jumping seats was addressed but not the bullying. 

 Why waste even more of our unpaid time to fill out a pink slip and form when we 

will probably be told it is not bullying, that it is just argument? 

 Principals are very lax in discipline in any regard.  Checking that box is certainly 

not going to inspire them to do more. 

Bus drivers also reported that because the school administration had previously disregarded the 

incident forms, it was actually more effective for them to handle bullying incidents on their own: 

 The one and only time I checked the Bill 157 box, the incident was taken to the 

principal of the school the students were attending and the principal basically said 

it was a non issue.  It got brushed under the rug and I took care of the problem on 

my bus in my way. 

As well, two participants expressed difficulty in recognizing bullying, and catching students who 

are actually bullying, because of the amount of distractions on the bus, so being able to discern 

who is bullying, and how to fill out the form accurately, is very difficult: 

 Most times I hear it but can’t see it or the parties involved. 
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 Often I simply don't even know or I'm told when it's too late.  When you get 40, 

50 or 60 kids crammed in there with heaters running and a loud diesel engine it's 

difficult to make out anything. 

Defining bullying.  Bus drivers were asked to provide their own definition of bullying 

(“How do you define bullying?”).  Out of 22 respondents that responded to this question, no 

participants identified that bullying is typically repeated, a key component of bullying as defined 

in the Education Act.  The definition of bullying appears in the Education Act as the following: 

“bullying” means aggressive and typically repeated behaviour by a pupil where, 

(a) the behaviour is intended by the pupil to have the effect of, or the pupil ought 

to know that the behaviour would be likely to have the effect of, 

(i) causing harm, fear or distress to another individual, including physical, 

psychological, social or academic harm, harm to the individual’s 

reputation or harm to the individual’s property, or 

(ii) creating a negative environment at a school for another individual, and 

(b) the behaviour occurs in a context where there is a real or perceived power 

imbalance between the pupil and the individual based on factors such as size, strength, 

age, intelligence, peer group power, economic status, social status, religion, ethnic origin, 

sexual orientation, family circumstances, gender, gender identity, gender expression, 

race, disability or the receipt of special education; (“intimidation”) (Education Act, 

R.S.O. 1990, c. E.2, s. 1.) 

The majority of participants (n=16) identified two or less components of bullying, with 

six participants identifying that bullying could be physical or verbal: 
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 Physical is obvious.  Throwing things at others, verbally mocking someone else or 

physical pushing or hitting. 

 Bullying is any student either physical or verbally assaulting a student [typed in 

all capital letters]  

 A student verbally or physically abusing another student. 

Four participants only identified one component of bullying, and often related to more specific 

examples of particular bullying behaviors that would only be classified as one component:  

 To simply put it I define it as one child or children picking on another to either be 

scared or feel bad about themselves. 

 making fun of other students, nagging them, calling them names etc. 

Six participants did provide comparatively more comprehensive definitions of bullying, that 

included distinctions between physical verbal, emotional, and power imbalances that are co-

incident with bullying—again, they often exemplified specific, concrete behaviours to 

demonstrate their understanding: 

 Children being teased, picked on, being called names, being belittled, ridiculed, 

excluded, any aggressive behaviour. 

 Bullying is any incident where one person or persons is made to feel badly about 

themselves through physical violence, verbal abuse and being treated unfairly or 

unequally. 

 Bullying is a deliberate attempt to hurt another human being by physically, 

verbally or emotionally abusing them. 

Of note, six participants did not provide an accurate definition of bullying, or provide answers 

that deviated from providing a comprehensible definition: 
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 To me any action that is unkind is if not an act of bullying, then definitely has the 

potential to progress to bullying. 

Additional comments.  Participants were given the option to add their own comments 

regarding their experiences with bullying on school buses (“Is there anything else you wish to 

add?”.  The majority of respondents (n=12) cited negative experiences.  Of those respondents, 

half indicated that they lacked the appropriate support to effectively deal with bullying on their 

bus, and felt disrespected by other stakeholders in education.  In particular, much blame was 

placed on school administrators who often did not take their reports of bullying seriously, and 

did not do enough to resolve ongoing bullying issues: 

 Us bus drivers are not supported when issues arise and that is why I feel most of 

us do not waste our time with more paperwork to be handed into the school.  The 

schools are useless and I feel our bosses from the bus company we drive for 

should be dealing with pink slip or bully issues. 

 School administration needs to step up and discipline bullies.  It's seems to me the 

person that is being bullied does not have the support they need at school. 

 School administrators need to be tougher on the students and have accountability 

in making the buses safe.  There is a real disregard for buses operators and drivers 

by the schools. 

Three participants highlighted that parents are a key component in dealing with bullying on 

buses, and problems surrounding parents and parenting require addressing: 

 Parents are a crucial part of preventing bullying and need to take responsibility for 

their children's actions.  Parents need to continually encourage and enforce proper 

behaviour towards their children's peers and others. 
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 I also believe parents are a larger part of the problem with bullying and more 

awareness should be there in regards to [bullying] 

Four respondents illustrate neutral or positive experiences around bullying, citing that they had 

experienced very little bullying on the bus, and that they are able to curb bullying successfully on 

their own bus: 

 I personally have experienced very little bullying on my bus, normally if I jump 

on it right away the kids understand that it is not acceptable. 

 Bullying has been very minimal on my bus.  Daily interaction especially with my 

little ‘bus buddies’ to assert a positive experience on and off the bus will make 

them better people.  We are the 1st person they see when leaving home and the 

last person they see at the end of the day before returning home! 

Summary of phase 1 findings.  Findings from the online questionnaire indicated that 

90.9% of bus drivers had witnessed bullying, though no bus drivers indicated that they always or 

often experienced bullying on their buses.  While 68.2% of bus drivers indicated they always 

intervened when they witnessed bullying on the bus, the remaining respondents did not always 

intervene when witnessing bullying.  Finally, 27.3% of the bus drivers sampled indicated that 

they always followed the mandated procedure of completely filling in an incident form when 

witnessing bullying, meaning the majority (72.7%) did not.  

  The most utilised strategies for mitigating bullying on school buses were varied, 

including maintaining positive relationships with children, verbal warnings, watching for 

potential of a bullying situation, and assigning seats in a strategic way.  Rarely used strategies 

included video surveillance, physical intervention and contacting police, whereas the least 

utilised were stopping the bus, and contacting parents regarding behavior issues.  
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Most bus drivers were confident that they could deal with bullying on their bus, and 

generally found that bullying was not a problem on their bus.  Bus drivers expressed mixed 

agreement that they had a high level of training to deal with bullying on their bus, and schools 

were supportive when bullying incidents occurred.  Bus drivers tended to not feel included in the 

school district’s efforts to reduce bullying.  

Gender had little impact on how respondents perceived bullying on the bus, although men 

bus drivers filled out incident forms more often than women drivers did, as did older bus drivers.  

However, bus drivers with more experience driving the bus utilised the incident forms less, with 

more experienced bus drivers directly reporting incidents with less usage of incident forms.  In 

addition, bus drivers with more experienced felt more responsible to deal with bullying on their 

bus while feeling less included in school district efforts to reduce bullying than drivers with less 

experience.  Drivers who operated buses with fewer students or buses that were emptier, or who 

had longer bus routes, tended to fill in the incident forms at a lower rate than drivers who 

operated buses that were at fuller capacity, drove more students, and drove shorter routes.  

Open-ended responses revealed that bus drivers who did not always fill out the incident 

forms believed that submitting a Bill 157 form was not relevant or too extreme compared to the 

bullying situation they were witnessing, and that there were alternate, more effective methods to 

dealing with the bullying.  As well, bus drivers indicated that because schools were not fulfilling 

their obligations regarding the incident forms, the bus drivers would not fill out the incident 

forms either.  Bus drivers’ perceptions of the definition of bullying, though mostly not identical 

to the definition as it appears in the Education Act, corresponded to concrete bullying behaviors 

(typical verbal and physical behaviours) that they have witnessed before.  However, some 

participants did not provide an accurate or comprehensible definition of bullying.  When 
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prompted to add anything else regarding their experience with bullying on the bus, the majority 

of respondents cited negative experience, lamenting that there was not enough support for bus 

drivers to effectively mitigate bullying on their buses.  Participants that cited positive 

experiences seldom encountered bullying on their bus, and felt empowered to deal with bullying 

on the bus with adequate support.  

Interview Findings 

 The following section outlines the findings from phase 2 of this project, involving semi-

structured interviews with ten participants.  The presentation of these findings begins with 

information about the participants’ bus routes and demographics.  Then I present findings 

organized into sections that correspond to each of the four core research questions: (1) The 

Nature of Bullying on School Buses, (2) The Strategies Bus Drivers use to Address Bullying, (3) 

How Bus Drivers are Supported in Addressing Bullying and (4) How Bus Drivers Perceive their 

own Preparedness for Addressing Bullying.  Within each section, I describe salient themes and 

subthemes identified within the research data and provide supporting quotations from 

participants.  In representing the data here, I assigned each participant a pseudonym to protect 

their identity.   

Bus route information and demographics.  All of the participants had bus routes in 

mostly rural areas, with two participants having runs that were predominantly in town.  Nine 

participants carried students ranging from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 12, and one participant 

only transported students in elementary school, from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 8.  Most 

participants had long bus runs, with each bus run ranging from 45-90 minutes, while two 

participants had shorter routes that were under 20 minutes.  All school bus drivers drove multiple 

runs, meaning they had two series of pick-ups and drop offs, picking up high school children 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 45 

 

 

early in the morning, and dropping them off by around 8:00 AM, and then picking up another 

round of elementary school children and dropping them off around 9:00 AM, and doing the same 

in the afternoon.  Finally, most participants in this phase were women (7 women, 3 men).   

Participants represented a range of experiences.  Participants had a broad range of years 

of bus-driving experience, ranging from 35 years, to only three years.  Participants drove buses 

for small, medium, and large companies who had fleets ranging from 12 buses, to 50 buses, to 

thousands of buses.  Participants also drove buses of different sizes, with seating capacities 

ranging from 12 to 72, with varying degrees of fullness; some bus drivers nearly filled their 72-

passenger bus, while other buses would most often be under 1/3 capacity for the duration of their 

route.  Table 5 details the characteristics of phase 2 participants, representing a range of 

experiences. 

 Interview Participants (n=10) 

Number (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender 

Man 3 30.0 

Woman 7 70.0 

Experience as School Bus Driver 

0-2 years 0 0.0 

3-5 years 1 10.0 

6-10 years 1 10.0 

11-15 years 2 20.0 

16-20 years 4 40.0 

21+ years 2 20.0 

Bus Capacity 

10-24 passengers 1 10.0 
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25-36 passengers 0 0.0 

37-48 passengers 1 10.0 

49-60 passengers 0 0.0 

61-72 passengers 8 90.0 

N/A   

Bus Fullness 

25.1-50% 0 0.0 

50.1-75% 5 50.0 

75.1-100% 5 50.0 

N/A 0 0.0 

Bus Route 

Urban 0 0.0 

Suburban 2 20.0 

Rural 8 80.0 

N/A 0 0.0 

Length of Bus Route 

20-30 minutes 0 0.0 

31-40 minutes 0 0.0 

41-60 minutes 1 10.0 

61-80 minutes 4 40.0 

81-100 minutes 0 0.0 

100+ minutes 5 50.0 

N/A 0 0.0 
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Nature of bullying on school buses.  Analysis of the data revealed four key themes that 

addressed the nature of bullying on school buses.  Drivers who were interviewed described (a) 

having divided attention, (b) frequency of bullying occurrences (c) parties who commit bullying, 

(d) “good” vs. “bad” buses, and (e) conceptions on bullying. As well, drivers defined what they 

perceived as bullying.   

Divided attention.  Bus drivers explained that because of having to perform multiple 

demanding tasks at once, such as driving safely, heeding traffic, monitoring students, and 

abiding by secure loading and unloading procedures, trying to detect and address bullying on 

their bus was a very difficult task, and, at times, difficult to manage.  As Laura explained, “The 

problem is we're looking out the window, we're looking in mirrors, we're watching all the kids, 

right?  It's definitely a distracted driving job.”  

As such, monitoring students was often not the central priority of bus drivers, and they 

acknowledged that they were simply not able to catch every student in the act of bullying.  Steve 

offered: “generally, as I say, [bullies] like to do that stuff in the shadows.”  Drivers indicated that 

even if they spent more of their attention with their eyes and ears focused behind them, they 

would simply not be able to see precisely how students were behaving, since students can easily 

duck below the high seat backs to avoid observation, and it is often difficult to distinguish 

between sounds of distress and sounds of loud talking.  Chance told me, “even if I know that 

there is stuff going on behind me—as good as my kids are, as much as I tout how wonderful I am 

as a bus driver, there is still shit going on behind me I cannot control.  I have no opportunity.”  

Drivers explained it would take too much attention away from driving to catch every instance of 

bullying on the bus.   
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Frequency of bullying occurrences.  Most bus drivers interviewed only saw bullying 

some of the time, or very seldom, while two participants stated they saw bullying frequently.  No 

matter how often drivers witnessed bullying, there were times during the school year and during 

the school day that bus drivers witnessed more bullying than other periods:   

Ongoing bullying I see quite often at the beginning of the school year, starting in 

September when there's new children and smaller children.  Until they get used to what's 

expected of them on this particular school bus, I will see children picking on other 

children.  But usually, by the end of October, I expect it to be over.  (Edith) 

Typically, bus drivers had more bullying issues during the beginning of the school year, when 

bus drivers did not know the children well, and when children were transitioning from a less 

structured summer routine to a structured school routine.  As well, drivers described new, small 

children attending school for the first time picking on other children, because bus drivers had not 

yet set the behaviour expectations for the duration of the school year, after which bullying 

incidents tended to decrease.  As Sarah described, “The beginning of the school year, you'd see a 

bit of it maybe.  And then if you're right on it, it would get it under control and you wouldn't 

have any other problems.”   

In addition, all of the bus drivers indicated that the most frequent and most severe 

bullying typically occurred during the afternoon routes: “Most [bullying], I think, happens in the 

afternoon . . . they’re going to be a little more [active]” (Lucy).  Drivers explained that children 

were generally much more lively and tumultuous on their way home from school, as opposed to 

on their way to school: “They're kind of tired in the morning” (Laura).  

There were particular circumstances that bus drivers identified could cause more bullying 

to occur, or a higher likelihood of it starting.  Some bus drivers found that they had more 
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bullying occur when there were a higher number of students on the bus; as the bus reached 

higher capacities, more bullying would occur.  Laura offered, “If they're all on the bus?  

[Bullying occurs] every day [laughter].”  This contrasts with bus drivers with less students on the 

bus, who reported less bullying, and found that it was easier to prevent bullying with an emptier 

bus.  

Parties who commit bullying.  Bus drivers characterised the students that would commit 

more bullying, and the students that were more likely to be victimized.  One bus driver who had 

previously driven in the city found that the urban students were much more unruly and immature 

than the rural kids, and were more difficult to manage:  

“No.  I have a very quiet run . . . they get to know me and my routines and my 

expectations.  So, I think that has a lot to do with it.  And I find, from where I used to 

drive, city kids compared to country kids, there is a big difference in the maturity level 

and responsibilities . . . they know they’ve got no other way to go to school.  The rural 

kids are more to the rules while I have had city kids that jumped out of the back of my 

bus.”  (Katrina) 

Overall, however, drivers identified little difference between urban, suburban, and rural 

routes.  Instead, most bus drivers found that the age of the students was the driving factor in how 

frequently they witnessed bullying.  Students who were elementary aged (JK-8) were witnessed 

to be doing more bullying, with a particular upsurge in bullying from grades 6-8.  These bus 

drivers found that the older students on the bus would not engage in nearly as much bullying, 

since they were more self-absorbed, and did not interact with their peers as much: “The ones 

doing the bullying and the ones being bullied were all—tend to be younger.  Once you get into 

the older kids, they tend to either stick to themselves completely or they get along better” 
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(Chance).  Alexander offered that if high school kids were bullying, he was not aware of it: “I 

only see [bullying] at the elementary level.  I don’t see any of that at high school at all.  If there 

is, totally under the radar” (Alexander).   

In addition, school bus drivers identified students who were siblings as children to watch, 

as in an environment with little monitoring the sibling interactions could get nasty.  As well, the 

age difference between the students typically meant the older sibling would bully the younger 

one.  Steve described a situation where he noticed a younger sister starting to look depressed on 

his school bus run, and was no longer enjoying school: 

 Well, the older one was a real bully with her little sister.  I mean, it was terrible . . . this 

bullying is interfering with her enjoyment of going to school.  And she's in this vehicle 

with me for two hours a day, right?  She has to feel that this is a place that she's welcome 

to be herself in all right?  (Steve)  

Chance also found that “those little children that have more advanced older siblings influence the 

ones that don’t have a lot of adult and older sibling contact, and they bully them.  And they bully 

them because they get bullied probably at home by their own siblings.”   

Bus drivers did not just identify children as sources of bullying on the bus.  Some drivers 

found that adult bullies such as parents, school administration and bus company officials would 

bully bus drivers.  Yvonne explained, “As a bus driver, we get bullied by kids, we get bullied by 

the parents, we get bullied by Yellow Bus Services, and we get paid minimum wage for doing 

it.”  As well, Lucy and Lauren mentioned that students would attempt to bully them at times. 

Lucy explained that it was because “we're sure to respond.  We have high school kids who are as 

tall as you, right?  We've been bullied . . .  you can get that from anybody.”  
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Good and bad buses.  Bus drivers indicated that some years they had better routes than 

others, meaning different groups of kids were naturally better behaved than others.  Bus drivers 

often identified these routes and groups of children as good and bad buses.  While most 

participants reasoned that their effective strategies helped dictate if bullying was a problem on 

their bus, drivers primarily attributed their best buses to the fortune of simply having a good 

group of kids.  Steve attributed his good bus to the group of kids he had: “No.  I don't have a 

problem with it, right?  I have a great group of kids.  They seem to get along.  They seem to 

respect each other.” 

As well, buses with older students and more empty seats were cited as groups of students 

that did not need as much guidance or oversight to keep them in line, and so their behaviour was 

much less disruptive. Sarah offered: 

 On my current bus?  No.  It's not an issue at all.  They are very well-mannered, they're 

older.  And they barely even talk.  High school students, they sort of get on the bus.  Each 

one has got their iPod or whatever attached to them and they sort of just sit there . . . and I 

don't have a lot of kids on the bus . . . and this one is actually one of the best routes I've 

ever had!  (Sarah) 

Bad buses typically required more intervention and a lot more behaviour management by 

the bus driver.  None of the bus drivers I spoke with indicated that they were currently driving a 

bad bus, but pointed to colleagues that drove routes where bullying was a constant problem.  

Alexander described hearing over the radio his colleague being physically assaulted by another 

student, where  

They had to call the cops.  They took the kid off in handcuffs . . . he hit the bus driver . . . 

on the ground inside the bus. . . .  I mean I hear stories from other bus drivers.  There is 
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one route down the other side of the city.  They have gone through bus drivers, just one 

after another because of horrendous things that happen on that bus.   

In fact, some bus drivers who carried a dependable reputation of quelling student misbehavior 

were paid bonus money to take over the so-called bad buses, where incessant, atrocious student 

behaviour caused their colleagues to quit their careers as drivers.  As Steve described, “When I 

was at Smallville, I was a fixer.  They would drop me on a run that was in trouble, to straighten it 

out.  So, I had a whole ton of issues I was dealing with.”   

Bus driver conceptions of bullying.  Participants were asked how they defined bullying.  

Unprompted on what behaviours could be considered bullying, only one participant 

conceptualized bullying in a way that incorporated the three essential components described in 

the Ontario Ministry of Education (reference) definition of bullying—intentionality, aggression, 

and repetition: 

Well, I think it would be a behavior from a student towards another that is like a personal 

degradation or insults that is on a regular basis.  I mean, I still think kids are kids and 

they're going to make fun of each other.  I think that's kind of part and parcel.  But when 

it's a constant, or it's an issue that keeps arising and the other child isn't feeling good 

about it, then I think that's bullying.  And it might not even be verbal.  I've had incidences 

where they're taking kid's hat repeatedly and throwing it around the bus, right?  That's 

bullying to me, right?  (Brittany) 

The majority of bus drivers gave definitions of bullying missing the components of 

“intentionality” and “repetition.”  For these bus drivers, the conceptualization of bullying that 

they reported were incomplete, and they did not often think about how they themselves actually 

defined bullying.  As Alexander described, “Well, I guess, putting down another person 
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physically, emotionally, and psychologically . . . something like that.  I don’t really think about 

it. . . . Ignoring . . . I think kids ignore her.  It is a form of bullying.”  Nevertheless, bus drivers 

easily conveyed the aggressive acts of bullying, and often differentiated between physical, verbal 

and emotional aspects of bullying, as Yvonne shared: “To me, bullying can be verbal.  It could 

be physical. . .  Bullying could be words.  I mean, words do hurt.  The old stick and stones may 

break your bones, but names will never hurt you.  Well, names do hurt.” 

Some bus drivers did not mention the physical components of bullying, and used the term 

“bullying”  as synonymous with teasing, making fun-of, or being mean; these bus drivers did not 

often see the physical aspects of bullying, and focused on the verbal and emotional aspect of 

bullying.  Laura simply identified bullying as “Pick on,” and “belittling and making fun of.”  

Lucy described bullying as “just trying to make the other kid do something bad.  Peer pressure.”  

Katrina purposely excluded physicality from her definition of bullying, offering that “it is 

anything non-physical.  Because if it is physical, it is abuse.  It is verbal, threatening . . . just 

about anything that is hurtful or hateful.  And most of it is verbal.”  

 That said, some bus drivers were also able to identify physical aspects of bullying, 

although, without the context of repeated actions, these incidents could also be singular acts of 

assault or harassment that would not qualify as bullying unless they were repeated: Lucy 

mentioned that “I've seen some.  I've had a few kids, they pull their fists back, and I'm like 

[laughter], ‘That's bullying.’  And they know when you look up in the mirror.” 

Alexander determined that some of their students would bully one child one day, and 

then the child that was bullied would later end up bullying other children, describing bullying as 

a learned behaviour: “I mean, you can see some kids being ostracized.  Other kids may be 
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teasing that person.  But that flips around.  A few days later, that kid is a friend, best friend, with 

one of the original bullies.” 

Bus drivers were often aware that their perception of bullying was up to interpretation, 

and that other people may not consider certain behaviours bullying.  Two drivers highlighted the 

dilemma of bus drivers not necessarily understanding what bullying is, and that if they had 

different conceptualizations of bullying, they might not be checking the Bill 157 box when they 

needed to be.  They also highlighted that drivers can indicate actions like fighting, standing, and 

yelling without indicating that it is bullying, so it might not make sense to fill out extra 

paperwork when they have already indicated the misbehaviour.  In addition, Laura and Lucy 

contrasted what bullying meant when they first started bus driving decades ago, to how bullying 

is now defined: 

Well, that's changed today.  I mean I've been driving a bus for 35 years.  So what they 

consider bullying now is different than what they considered it 25 years ago.  Right?”  

(Lucy)  “Now you can't even call somebody stupid.”  (Laura)  

Strategies used to address bullying.  Bus drivers identified a plethora of strategies that 

they deemed as effective in dealing with bullying.  Most bus drivers felt that they could be 

utilised by anyone, with appropriate training.  These strategies fell under the themes of (a) 

controlling students, (b) respecting and supporting students, (c) getting to know students, (d) 

escalating interventions, and (e) consistency. 

 Controlling students.  Most drivers addressed bullying by exerting a level of control over 

their students.  This control was exercised in the form of a seating plan or assigned seating.  As 

Chance described, “I have a seating plan for my junior school, and my seating plan does not 

necessarily allow certain kids farther out of my sight than I can have them, because I need to 
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control them.”  The purpose of assigned seating was to establish an order and routine on the bus 

that students could easily conform too, and the bus driver could easily reference to address 

misbehaviour.  Typically, there was an age hierarchy with children sorted from youngest to 

oldest, front to back.  This pattern varied, though, if particular students did not get along with 

their seat mate, or if they were likely to disturb other students around them.  In these cases, the 

students were moved close to the front of the bus, where the bus driver could monitor them more 

effectively.  Brittany stated, “I try and have kids sit with their friends, but if you're not going to 

behave, then you're not going to sit with your friends.  So, you'll have to come up and sit with 

one of the little kids, which nobody wants to do, right?”  Therefore, seating plans needed to be 

flexible, and bus drivers would often reflect and tweak their seating plans if necessary.  Ideally, 

after the first few weeks of the school year, bus drivers did not want to change the seating plans, 

but only did so if students’ behaviour warranted the adjustment.  Bus drivers also described how 

difficult it could be to create a truly effective seating plan, because of the complex relationships 

between individual students and the driver.  In this district, seating plans are promoted by the bus 

company administration as a primary strategy for dealing with bullying; on an incident form, a 

bus driver must indicate if they attempted to move children to a different seat first, before filling 

out the form.   

On buses with fewer students, drivers tended to allow students to have more freedom on 

during the ride and did not necessarily have a particular seating plan—they were able to let the 

students naturally co-exist in the seats they themselves chose, with little misbehaviour.  As well, 

emptier buses afforded more flexibility in seating arrangements, which helped the driver create 

better seating plans, where they could gradually allow students to switch seats at times if they 

would continue to behave. 
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In one exceptional case, Yvonne indicated that a special needs student had to be strapped 

to their seat on the bus, in lieu of an adult monitor, where the student was essentially forcefully 

immobilized until they were released by their parent when they got home, or a school EA when 

they arrived at schools.  This driver attributed the harness not for safety purposes, but simply for 

behaviour management, which they believed was an undue, excessive strategy to curb undesired 

behaviour: 

[Yellow Bus Services] want to put harnesses on the kids instead.  That's not going to 

help . . . It definitely is behavior management.  So they don't have to have a monitor on 

the bus. . . . The aid [has] to put them on the bus.  The parents have to take them off and 

vice versa.  The parents puts them on in the morning, and the aid comes and gets them 

off.  We don't do nothing.  (Yvonne) 

 Respecting and supporting students.  Bus drivers shared that an effective way to prevent 

bullying behaviour from occurring was to show outward respect to students, and expect it in 

return.  Some bus drivers gave students certain privileges, such as allowing them to deviate from 

the seating plan or listen to the radio.  If the students were too unruly, bus drivers would remove 

these privileges, until they earned the bus drivers’ respect again.  Alexander said that “Kids love 

to hear music.  I can use it as a disciplinary thing.  If they are too loud, I will have the radio off.  

But kids love to have the radio on.” 

Bus drivers described supporting students and gaining their respect through positive 

interactions, creating a more positive climate on the bus.  Even when students bullied each other, 

some bus drivers took the opportunity to try to teach children why that behaviour was wrong, 

and what a suitable alternative should be.  Lucy in particular described her teaching interactions 

with her students:  
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Yeah, I'll be in my seat, and he'll be standing beside me and I have a little conversation 

saying, "That's not nice.”  And I tell them all the time, "That's not how we speak to our 

friends.”  "Well they're not my friend.”  "Well maybe they could be your friend . . . if you 

weren't [bullying] them.  I try and do that.  I don't know how much—we're supposed to 

keep a good rapport with the kids, and to me—if they don't think they're really getting in 

trouble, they're learning something, then they have a different reaction to it.  (Lucy) 

Sometimes teachable moments transcended mere behaviour management, and turned into 

academic learning on the bus.  In engaging one of his students who was having trouble reading 

on the bus, Steve found himself simultaneously tutoring and driving the school bus, which was a 

welcome diversion to the monotony of bus travel for both student and driver, as he described:  

Some of them are just a hoot.  I had this one little girl, grade two girl.  I helped teach her 

how to read.  She would read.  I'd go, "Okay.”  She was very interested, "Okay, read to 

me,” right?  "You're right behind me, read to me.  You get stuck, spell the word, right?  

She'd spell the word, I'd tell her how to pronounce it.  "Start the sentence again." 

Bus drivers described wanting to create an environment that promotes kindness, where 

bullying would be even less likely to occur, and envisioned older kids leading by example, 

creating a bus ride that fosters respect.  Edith strove to create an inviting atmosphere on her 

school bus more closely resembled a classroom: 

“I think that the whole kindness thing does a lot. . . .  At the beginning of the year I put 

little pictures up.  "Be kind” and "Everybody can be kind."  And they usually get tattered 

[laughter] by Christmas and I take them down.  But I think if you just instill that in them, 

that you need to be kind, I think that helps an awful lot.  It makes the atmosphere in the 

bus one of kindness.  I find that the older kids help the little kids and—they all help each 
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other with anything.  "I'll get that for you,” or "I'll do that for you.”  It's what's expected 

of them for however long they're on the bus.”  (Edith) 

Some drivers described having students read the school bus code of conduct to reinforce 

behaviour standards, to help ensure that children were aware of the rules of the bus.  In 

correcting behaviour, some bus drivers described making a conscientious effort to speak to 

children individually about behavior problems, before escalating the situation. Brittany, for 

example, found that by speaking to children discreetly, they were less likely to feel embarrassed, 

and might be more receptive to having their actions corrected: “So I try and deal with it on the 

bus first.  So speak to the kids individually.  I don't really like calling them out on the bus . . . 

Most times they're receptive, but sometimes they're not.” 

 Moreover, bus drivers described making an effort to make the bus ride more fun for kids 

by joking around with them, hoping that children would not just see them as a bus driver that is 

always on their case about their behaviour.  Alexander found joy in making silly faces at children 

through the mirror, “I will set up a kind of a lighthearted thing like that.  They will know that I 

am watching them.  Some of the kids will get back to me as a joke.  So I think humor is a big 

one.”  In addition, Chance found that humor was an excellent form of building early rapport with 

her students, and that by letting students have some leeway, while defining a clear boundary for 

behaviour standards, respected children’s humanity: 

 I say funny things. . .  The kids will ask me, they’ll be really rambunctious at the 

beginning of the year, especially when I start a new run or something.  “Do you like 

kids?”  “Oh yeah, I do.  They are great!  You get a big enough roasting pan, with 

potatoes, and carrots, and roast them all up” . . . I joke with them, that is another reason I 
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think they like me, because I treat them like humans.  You would treat another human 

being like that, you wouldn’t necessarily treat someone else’s kids like that.  (Chance) 

Getting to know students.  A vital component for behaviour management for bus drivers 

was getting to know the students in order to establish a connection, and potentially address an 

individual student’s problems, beyond behaviour issues, while gaining insight as to why these 

issues might be occurring.  Bus drivers shared that they were unique among most school 

personnel, stating that since they actually drove by students’ homes, they could get an insight on 

students’ personal lives simply by the appearance of their home, and by interacting with the 

people that sent and received the children on and off the bus every day.  Every bus driver 

interviewed spoke to children every day, saying good morning, and good night, as well as that 

student’s name:   

I have gotten to know all the kids.  I know all their names and I address them when they 

are getting on and getting off.  I think it is an important factor.  You know, eye contact, 

acknowledging them . . . so when something happens, there is easy connection.  

(Alexander) 

Both Yvonne and Alexander testified that for some students, this was their only engagement with 

the bus driver, and that engagement helped maintain an extent of respect that could pre-

emptively curb that child from bullying others, or sway that student into confiding into the bus 

driver about bullying.   

Again, I look at the kids.  Get on the bus, "Good morning.  Good morning.”  And when 

those kids get off the bus, even at school, "Have a good day, Yvonne.  Have a good day,” 

because of the way I treat them.  I've treated them with respect, and I expect the same 
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from them. . . .  If you're not going to respect them, they're not going to respect you.  

(Yvonne) 

The longer bus drivers spent on the same route, with the same groups of children, the 

better they knew the children.  This also allowed the children to be more comfortable with the 

order and routine on the bus, and thus, less bullying occurred, and when it did occur, bus drivers 

were better able to curtail the bullying.  Katrina said that “they get to know me and my routines 

and my expectations.  So I think that has a lot to do with it.”  Lucy mentioned, “I've been driving 

the same kids for a long time, so they know what they can get away with me and what they 

can't.”  Bus drivers reported that when spare drivers took over their route, or when the driver 

changes year after year, children would misbehave more, and potentially bully each other, since 

the spare driver is more unfamiliar with the children, and the students can take advantage.  Sarah 

said that “the longer you're on the route, the more you know them.  So a lot of times drivers get 

moved around from route to route and it takes a while to get to know the kids.  And that can be 

when you have more problems with them.”  

 Bus drivers described trying to get to know students who they deemed as more likely to 

bully other children, or be victimized by bullying, so that they could build rapport and take a pre-

emptive measures to mitigate behaviour that could otherwise escalate more easily into bullying.  

As well, some bus drivers were much attuned to particular students’ moods and could tell 

whether or not a student had a good day, and would interact with students accordingly. Edith 

stated: 

They know me; I know them.  I think that makes a difference too, right?  And on my bus, 

they're my kids, right?  They're all my little—they're my little posse, right?  And I think 

that makes a big difference.  If you're just the driver, you probably miss more than if 
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you're in tune to sort of the way certain kids are.  I can tell if somebody gets on and they 

haven't had a great day just by their body language or their facial expressions or things 

like that.  (Edith) 

 Once students are all familiar with the school bus drivers’ expectations, often older 

students are capable of respectfully policing younger students’ behaviour, and bus drivers 

described leveraging the help of older students in these cases, so that they could focus more on 

driving.  Yvonne often relied on winning the favour of the older students on her bus, who 

effectively shut down misbehaviour among younger students. She explained, “My high school 

runs—they're pretty good.  And I've even had where—I've had a grade 9 give me a hard time.  

And I've had a grade 12.  I've had them say, "Sit down now.”  So, it kind of makes you feel good 

because the kids are telling him to sit down.”  

Escalating interventions.  Drivers described escalating their tactics as necessary, when 

some strategies to stop bullying had been attempted, but to no avail.  Bus drivers described 

leaning on bureaucracy, and reporting bullying incidents that they deemed severe, and unable to 

be stopped, to school administration, or their school bus company.  Bus drivers described filling 

out, or threatening to fill out, incident forms.  Bus drivers in the region where participants 

worked have a standardised incident form, where they record the date, time, route, and school of 

where the incident occurred; the nature of the incident; how many warnings the student has had; 

and the action taken by the driver.  This form then goes to the school, where they indicate the 

action they took.  Then, a parent must sign the form as well.  After all of the paperwork is 

completed, the bus driver is to receive a copy, indicating the actions taken against the student’s 

alleged behaviour by the bus driver.  If the bus driver believes bullying occurred, they must 

complete a Bill 157 form, which legally binds the school to investigate the incident through a 
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separate set of standardized procedures, because bullying occurred.  Bus drivers were asked 

about these incident forms, and most bus drivers only filled out paper work when they felt like a 

situation was beyond their control; otherwise, what happened on the bus often stayed on the bus.   

Some bus drivers did describe making effective use of incident forms, when they were 

properly enforced by school personnel, and when the children knew that there were broader 

consequences for their actions on the bus; thus, these bus drivers used them for a wider variety of 

issues beyond bullying, but not necessarily more often, because these bus drivers did not witness 

as much misbehaviour to report in the first place.  As Edith shared: “I would try to handle it on 

my own.  And if I can't, then yes.  And I use the pink slips as a threat.  And they know that I do 

use them, so they work as a threat!” 

Pulling the bus over was another tactic used when there was severe misbehaviour on the 

bus.  Sometimes, bus drivers pulled the bus over when the students were drawing too much 

attention for the bus driver to be able to drive safely.  Bus drivers also described walking down 

the aisle to talk directly with students who were bullying or misbehaving.  Even just undoing the 

seatbelt would strike fear among the children, as Lucy suggested: “If I pull my bus over, as soon 

as the kids see me undo my seatbelt, they know that it's—okay someone's really getting it now.”  

Inevitably, pulling the bus over will grab the attention of all of the occupants of the bus, so this is 

not a discreet tactic.  Typically, the drivers deemed this the most severe action they could take, 

often with the whole bus quieting, or children getting anxious that they would not get home if the 

issue was not resolved.  Yvonne found that when she followed through on a threat of pulling the 

bus over, she did not have to pull the bus over often.  “Yeah.  And I'll walk right up to them.  

Yeah.  You have to sometimes.  Not a lot of times, but sometimes you just have to.  Yeah, so that 

they know that you mean that you will do it.”  In these situations, sometimes bus drivers 
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described electing to address the entire bus as a group, so that they would not single any 

individual child out, which could exacerbate the situation.  As Edith found, “Normally, what 

happens is a parent or another child brings it to my attention.  In which case, I try as often as I 

can to give a pep talk to the whole group, so that I'm not picking on anybody [laughter], or 

singling anyone out.”  Brittany also acknowledged, “Oh yeah.  Yeah.  You do the mama voice.  

You pull over the bus and you look in the mirror.  Sometimes I've shut it right off and stood up 

from my seat.  Put the key in your pocket and stand up and say, "Come on you guys.”   

  Sometimes, when it is not clear if and to what extent bullying is occurring on a bus, the 

bus company will swap to a bus with video surveillance on a particular route, so that children’s 

behaviour can be captured on film to investigate if bullying is occurring.  On routes with 

consistent behaviour issues, the “camera bus” would be more permanent, since if students knew 

that there was a camera on the bus, their behaviour often improved.  As well, bus drivers’ 

perceptions of bullying were often called into question by parents, children and school 

administration, so bus drivers appreciated the camera bus because it could bolster their 

observations of bullying, and absolve drivers of wrongdoing.  Yvonne outlined her perceptions 

of using a camera bus, and how it would be useful in better addressing bullying on her bus: 

Yeah, I used to have one of the camera buses, because—with the kid I was saying that's 

why I had to have it because that bus was really bad at that time, and I had to write up 

pink slips galore and sit them in different spots.  People said, "I wouldn't want one.”  I 

said, "I'm not doing anything wrong.  So, yes, give me a camera bus.”  I mean, if I have a 

bad bus, yeah, I want a camera bus.  I mean, I know what I'm doing, and then I don't have 

to worry about my word against their word because it's right there . . . it's sad that you 

have to do that, but it is good.  (Yvonne) 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 64 

 

 

Finally, bus drivers at times circumvented formal incident forms and communication 

channels to report bullying directly to school administration and or parents, and take a lead in 

dealing with bullying themselves.  Bus drivers used this tactic if they felt the issue could be 

resolved quickly if they could just have a frank conversation with people that could directly 

prevent bullying from continuing.  This manifested in bus drivers speaking to parents at the ends 

of driveways, or even through social media.  Katrina offered that parents were often the first 

point of contact, so they might as well contact parents themselves:  

I did mention it to the school as well.  I definitely don’t just carry with the parents.  But I 

tell their parents first because the parents are the first point of contact compared to the 

school the next morning. . . .  These are parents that are out for their kids.  So that makes 

it much easier to nip in the bud.   

Many bus drivers were also members of the same community of the parents and would 

regularly interact with parents and children outside of work.  Chance leveraged her personal 

relationships with parents and students so she could more effectively address bullying, “His 

family members are personal friends.  So, he knows that I will come to his house, and I will 

make a stink.”   

As well, in schools where teachers roamed near the school buses during loading and 

unloading, it was easy for bus drivers to speak with those teachers, and for those teachers in turn 

to address the bullying.  Bus drivers sometimes attempted to strike positive relationships with 

parents and school administration so that, if their children were be involved in a bullying 

incident, a level of trust has been established, and a clear, efficient line of communication could 

be established so that issues could be resolved quickly.  Edith said that, “It's pretty much always 
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been myself and the principal [laughter].  Or myself and the yard duty teacher . . . [So I’m able 

to] directly deal with it.”   

 Consistency.  All bus drivers mentioned that they attempted to be as consistent as 

possible in using their chosen strategies to deal with bullying.  This particular quality was 

prevalent in every bus driver’s strategy, hence its existence as a subtheme.  Lucy said, “It might 

take a while, but you will learn to behave because I am adamant.  I never let up . . . I’m strict.”  

Without consistency, bus drivers felt that they would be less likely to curtail bullying, because 

students would not fear consequences for their actions if students felt they could get away with 

those actions at times; a lack of consistency would undermine any further bus drivers’ 

interventions, and would take a long time to fix.  Some bus drivers enforced the same rules no 

matter the circumstance, to ensure each child was treated equally, even if the student did not 

necessarily have malevolent intent when they misbehaved, as Yvonne illustrated:  

If I see kids going over the seats, putting their hands on another kid—and it's awful that 

you have to be this way—I'll say, "Keep your hands to yourself.”  I don't care what 

they're doing.  I don't care if they're just saying hi.  "Keep your hands to yourself,” 

because that's what we have to do.  They have to keep their hands to themselves.  

Finally, the lack of consistency would rear its head for spare bus drivers who operated using 

different rules and expectations, breaking the pattern of consistency, as Laura outlined, “You 

have to be consistent.  You have to be consistent with them.  That's why when they get a spare 

driver, they're not normally very good because [the new drivers] are messing up their whole 

routine.”  
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Bus drivers’ level of preparedness to deal with bullying.  During the interview, bus 

drivers were asked how prepared they were in being able to deal with bullying.  Their responses 

projected high levels of (a) confidence, and a deeply rooted sense of (b) personal responsibility 

for handling bullying on the bus. 

 Confidence.  Bus drivers were asked about how confident they felt that they could stop 

and prevent bullying on their bus.  Most participants indicated that they felt very confident.  Bus 

drivers cited that their interventions were mostly successful in preventing bullying, and attributed 

their confidence to their past successes in curbing bullying.  Alexander outlined his past 

experiences: 

Yeah.  Absolutely.  When I was a teacher, I dealt with most things in my own classroom.  

Very seldom would I send something to the VP.  Very seldom. . .   I was in the 

philosophical state of mind that I should be able to deal with things myself. . .   I don’t 

know if they are natural skills or something I developed.  I use that.  Deal with it yourself 

first.  Often times, that’s where it ends.  (Alexander) 

As well as drawing from previous jobs where they had to manage children, bus drivers 

drew from life experiences.  As Chance described, “I think I [know how to deal with bullying] 

because of my life experiences.  I was bullied when I was a kid and I was a bully when I got 

older.”  

 Bus drivers also were asked about the training they received in regards to bullying and 

student management on the bus.  Six participants indicated that the training they received was 

satisfactory, and that they utilized the training when dealing with the kids on the bus.  Some bus 

drivers also relied on other methods to deal with bullying that may not have necessarily been 

taught during their training, but worked in tandem with the training they received, which 
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bolstered bus drivers’ confidence.  Chance shared, “I’m happy with how I deal with my kids.  I 

think my kids are happy with it.  I’m pretty sure my company is happy with it, because I never 

get bad marks when I have the drive with.  She comes with us once a year. . . .  Student 

management, perfect, every time.”  

Three bus drivers indicated that the training they received was not adequate enough to 

enable them to prevent bullying, although two indicated that they relied on their past experiences 

to deal with bullying, and attributed their confidence to that.  Only one participant indicated that 

they were not confident that they could stop bullying on their bus.  Brittany did not feel they 

were educated enough about bullying, and that, while they could stop some behaviors on the bus, 

they could not detect all behaviours on the bus, and so some bullying would inevitably fly under 

their radar.  In addition, Brittany’s employer did not specify guidelines for bus drivers to report 

bullying, or even review indications of bullying: 

I don't know if I would be confident to stop it.  I could certainly address behaviors on the 

bus, but I think bullying would be a bigger picture at that point, right?  To me, it would 

be constant, right?  It would be something that just isn't being stopped, right?  I mean, I 

could certainly try and deal with certain situations on the bus, but I don't think I would be 

able to stop bullying, no.  No.  I don't think there's the education for bus drivers, like I 

said, right?  What is bullying?  What are the things that schools are looking for that they 

want us to report, right?  I don't know what it is they want us to even be looking for, 

right?  [I’ve received no training]—None.  My own personal background, right, and my 

own desire to be caring and kind to all of the kids, right?  So I kind of am in tune to it, but 

if you're the type of driver who just literally drives the bus, you'd have no idea.  [I don’t 

feel appropriately trained]—not at all.”  (Brittany) 
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 Responsibility.  All bus drivers indicated that preventing bullying was their responsibility 

on the bus.  All participants prioritised the well-being and safety of the students they transport 

above other priorities, and exhibited a desire to continue to try to stop and prevent bullying on 

the school bus.  Nevertheless, some bus drivers stated that specifically preventing bullying was 

not their utmost priority, since their number one priority was transporting children safely, and 

protecting them from road hazards—students’ safety encompasses both physical safety, and 

emotional safety, and bus drivers tend to emphasise their students’ physical safety.  Chance 

explained,  

It’s not my most important responsibility.  I shouldn’t say it that way—my important 

responsibility is to transport children safely, and keep them safe in that transportation.  

That includes bullying . . .  Yes, on my bus it’s my responsibility because who else can 

look after it? 

 Most drivers alluded to the fact that they are often the only adult on the bus monitoring students, 

and so there are no other adults that can stop bullying when it occurs.  Yvonne said it was her 

responsibility, “because it's children.  I mean, I can't hold them responsible.  I mean, they’re kids.  

A kid's a kid.  So, if I'm on the bus by myself, yes, I'm the one who's responsible for trying to 

alleviate bullying.”  Even when there is a bus monitor on the bus, the bus driver considered 

themselves as having authority, and that ultimately the responsibility lies on the bus driver to 

prevent bullying, should the bus monitor be ineffective.  As well, some bus drivers felt it was 

their responsibility to monitor the school’s response to bullying, and follow up and insist that 

appropriate action was taken, which Steve mentioned: 

Yes.  Absolutely.  I'm in charge, right?  And they are my charges.  Kids shouldn't be 

getting bullied on my bus, right?  And I have to do whatever I need to do to, within the 
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limits of my authority, to take care of that.  Maybe it's initially, I need to isolate them, I 

need to write—do whatever necessary paperwork.  I need to get my boss into the loop as 

soon as possible to keep the pressure on the school to make sure that this is being 

followed-up on.  (Steve) 

How bus drivers are supported to address bullying.  Bus drivers were asked about 

how supported they felt in dealing with bullying on the bus.  Their level of support was affected 

by how (a) cooperative and effective communication was and how much (b) additional work 

beyond their contract they needed to put in outside of their daily hours and pay.  In addition, 

most drivers felt (c) disregarded as legitimate school personnel, leaving a lot of potential support 

on the table. 

 Cooperation and maintaining communication.  A major theme of supporting bus drivers 

was the task of maintaining communication between parents, school admin, the bus company, 

and students when dealing with incidents of bullying.  For bus drivers who were able to maintain 

communication with relative ease, dealing with bullying incidents was fairly straightforward in 

their eyes.  For them, communication was essential in preventing bullying on the bus.  Katrina 

found that,  

If the principal is not there, there is the principal in charge on duty there to greet the 

students. . .   It is very organized down there. . .  You give [the principal] the horn or a 

hand signal.  If there is a small issue, you deal with them right then and there.  We will 

pull the bus over and we will go in and talk about it.  It’s a different principal now, so it’s 

a lot easier.   

Four bus drivers indicated that school administration was inconsistent when communicating 

about bullying.  The ability to deal with bullying was not dependent on the size of the school, but 
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the ability and will of the staff to communicate with bus drivers, and to be visible to bus drivers 

as well—just being visible when buses were loading and unloading made a substantial difference 

in how children behaved, and the efficient resolution of minor behavioural incidents.  This direct 

line of communication gave bus drivers a high degree of support in dealing with bullying. Edith 

pointed out,  

Better communication.  Yeah.  I guess a consistent face at the school when they get off 

the bus.  Like somebody can be turned to, that would help tremendously.  At every school 

. . . a familiar face for the driver and the children . . . there doesn't seem to be any rules 

around busing at schools.  There's no, "This is the way it's done."   

Steve drove for a school where the vice-principal went a step further, and rode the bus 

with students in order to assess student behavior and bullying himself, “I know when I took over 

that run . . . if I needed the vice principal or the principal on it, and—this is unreal, this was—it 

was a funny run to get.  They were out.  I had the principal ride through the run with me a couple 

times.  The vice-principal.”   

Bus drivers unanimously indicated that their employer was very supportive most of the 

time, and their employer was their most powerful ally and advocate in communicating with 

uncooperative school administration, and Yellow Bus Services.  Brittany explained, “They're 

great. They're great listeners.  They're great supports.  They'll try and go to Yellow Bus Services 

for us and try and do their part.”  Yvonne offered, “Our employer does fight for us, I will say 

that.”  Bus drivers reasoned that if the bus companies did not provide good support to their 

drivers, they would likely leave the company to go somewhere else, since they would likely land 

a job in a market where there is a bus driver shortage.  It was in the company’s best interest to 
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retain only the best bus drivers and provide the best quality support they could, which Chance 

alluded to:  

Love my employers. . .   For the most part, once you’ve established that you are not a 

wack job, because some bus drivers are, and you are not a moron. . .  They are not the 

kind of company that completely leave you on your own.  If I have a problem with a kid, 

and I go to a school, my boss has no problem contacting the school. 

 School bus drivers predominantly reported parents as being supportive when bus drivers 

brought bullying concerns to their attention, with six participants mentioning positive 

interactions with parents.  These parents would seek periodic communication with bus drivers 

when their children were having problems with bullying, and both the bus driver and the parents 

would try and find a solution, while also involving the school at times.  As Edith quipped, “But 

for the most—I find that parents who bring their children to the bus or at least make an effort to 

meet the bus driver are extremely easy to deal with.  They're really willing and accepting.”  

Some bus drivers indicated that they were encouraged by their employers to interact with parents 

to deal with bullying concerns on their own, as it was seen as a pre-emptive measure to stop 

bullying without having to involve as many stakeholders.  Sarah said,  

They encourage us to talk to parents, get to know the parents as much as you can.  Like I 

say, it's hard when you don't have the ones that are meeting you at the bus stop.  But, if 

you do, then all the companies that I've ever worked with have always sort of—“get to 

know the parents and then that way, if there is a problem, you can talk to them a lot 

easier. 

However, for some bus drivers, maintaining communication was an arduous task, and 

they felt that the connection between the school, parents, and the bus drivers was falling apart.  



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 72 

 

 

Some bus drivers felt a need to communicate to Yellow Bus Services, which serves as an 

intermediary between the school, parents, and bus drivers, and has power to change bus routes, 

reassign drivers, and reassign students to different school buses.  In cases where a school bus 

reassignment might be necessary, Yellow Bus Services could be involved in the investigation 

process, and could also receive complaints regarding bullying.  As such, three bus drivers 

indicated that Yellow Bus Services was unsupportive, and did not dole out appropriate 

consequences in incidents of bullying.  Brittany stated: 

So Yellow Bus Services is sort of—they're almost like the middleman between the 

schools and us . . . But then they sort of step away from it.  Like if I go to my operator 

and say I'm having an issue and they go to Yellow Bus Services, they're always told, 

"Well, it's within the school that the discipline needs to happen,”  right?  So as the driver 

you feel like you're reaching out to all these places but really kind of not getting 

anywhere, right?  (Brittany) 

As well, two drivers mentioned that they were discouraged from interacting directly with 

parents, and that they had to go through their company to contact Yellow Bus Services on their 

behalf—as a result, many bus drivers never interacted with Yellow Bus Services.  Some bus 

drivers desired a direct line of communication with Yellow Bus Services, while others 

understood why that was not necessary, and were comfortable letting their bus company handle 

this communication, as Edith described, “We’re kind of discouraged from interacting directly 

with Yellow Bus Services, which I can sort of understand.”  

 Five participants mentioned uncooperative interactions with parents, and highlighted the 

undue influence parents often had over school administration and Yellow Bus Services.  Drivers 

described these parents often undermining school bus drivers’ efforts to stop bullying on the bus, 
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and perceived them as the cause of bullying in some cases, because they allowed or role-

modelled their children to act like bullies.  In cases where there were negative interactions with 

parents, drivers said that they were discouraged from communicating or interacting directly with 

parents and that they should follow strict guidelines in reporting bullying (like submitting 

incident reports) and contact the school or bus company.  Steve explained, “And we're advised, 

at this point, not to engage parents.”  Lucy told me, “We're not supposed to talk to parents 

directly, no.”  

Bus drivers generally found that it was difficult to communicate with schools, and that 

they even avoided completing incident forms, because they found that the incident forms were 

inconsistently enforced, and often ineffective.  It was very difficult for bus drivers to get a 

completed, signed copy of the form in a reasonable amount of time (if at all).  This was because 

either the parents would fail to fill out the form, or school administration would ignore the 

incident forms and/or find reasons to not investigate the issue any further.  Chance found pink 

slips useless: 

I’ll tell you honestly I’ve written no more than 5 pink slips in my entire time of being a 

bus driver, and that’s over 10 years . . . Do they do anything about it?  No.  Do I write 

pink-slips?  Rarely, very rarely.  If I want to make sure the parents know what is 

happening, because the school won’t tell them, then I will write a pink slip because I need 

a signed copy from the parent and the school.  They are even more useless than toilet 

paper—at least that has a use.  I think pink slips are completely and utterly useless.  

(Chance) 

Having signed sheets are crucial, because incident forms are primarily used as a 

formalised record of communication, and not of disciplinary measures.  As well, some bus 
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drivers bemoaned that appropriate consequences were not delivered to students who bullied, and 

that the incident forms are largely useless, because they are not taken seriously by parents or 

school administration.  Yvonne said, 

 But I mean, pink slips aren't what they used to be.  Pink slips were when you were in 

trouble.  Now, they say pink slips is a way of communication.  That's what they say, 

communication.  And so are the 157s.  I've filled out 157s, too.  And they say it's a way 

of communication.  I don't see much happening with bullying on the bus.  I mean, they 

take the kid off for a day here, a day there.  They have to have so many pink slips before 

they're off the bus.  (Yvonne) 

Additional work beyond contract.  Bus drivers often cited that they had a high degree of 

responsibility on the bus, and often took pride in the fact that they were tasked with not only 

transporting students safely to and from school, but were also expected to manage the student’s 

behavior on the bus as well, and pay attention to their well-being, similar to what is expected of a 

teacher, while hurtling down the road at 80 km/h.  Bus drivers have all of these responsibilities, 

yet they are not remunerated to the same degree as other educational staff, as participants pointed 

out.  As well, in order to adequately deal with bullying, some bus drivers had to take extra, 

unpaid time to follow up and meet or hand deliver incident forms to school personal, as 

illustrated by Steve’s experience: 

And [hand-delivering incident forms is] on my own time, right?  One of the things—and 

this has gotten worse over the years—we are people out here driving these things for 

minimum wage. . . .  How do you attract the best when you don't want to pay them, right?  

I have some friends that are truck drivers, they're like, "Oh yeah.  We got it tough . . .” 

Oh, no, no, no, no.  I said, "Your load will never [say], 'Johnny's looking at me’ in a 
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really distressing voice.”  Like all this is [disrespect] you deal with it . . . and if you want 

to attract good people, you have to pay them, right?  (Steve)  

Disregarded as legitimate school personal.  Eight bus drivers shared examples of when 

school administration was not supportive, and felt they were unable to take appropriate action 

when confronted with a bullying incident because school administration often sided with 

children or parents that denied the incident.  As Edith stated, “As a spare driver, oh no, all the 

school are not the same.  Some of them almost seem like they're defensive against the school bus 

drivers.”  Chance found that they were not being treated seriously, to the detriment of the 

children on the bus, and to the offence of an experienced professional with previous bullying 

experience: 

And that was taken to the school, and they kind of poo-pooed the incident “Oh they are 

just having some horse play.”  I know what horseplay looks like, and I know what 

bullying looks like.  I’m 51 years old, I was bullied and I was a bully when I was a kid.  

And . . . I was very upset because the school did nothing about it!”  (Chance) 

When bus drivers were asked if they felt included in the schools’ efforts to reduce 

bullying, all bus drivers resoundingly stated that they did not feel included.  Some bus drivers 

said that, in the past, schools would make efforts to integrate bus drivers in the school 

community, by sending newsletters, and inviting them to events such as assemblies, so children 

saw school bus drivers in the building.  These bus drivers were inherently more aware of anti-

bullying initiatives when schools did this, but this is not the case anymore.  Katrina said that, 

“[Bus drivers] used to be invited to all kinds of events at school whether you were with Yellow 

Bus Services or not.  But not so much anymore.  Yellow Bus Services limits the amount of 

people going to the school now.”  However, many bus drivers have never felt included in the 
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school community, and remained unaware of any school anti-bullying initiatives, and often had 

to hear about it from the students first.  As Alexander explained, “I haven’t seen anything.  Not 

that I can recall anyway.  I don’t remember anything where they are including bus drivers for 

anything.”  Neither he nor Steve had any experience of being included in anti-bullying 

campaigns at their respective schools. 

 The lack of inclusion in schools perpetuated the feeling of exclusion, and bus drivers 

described feeling as if they were “second-class”  educational personnel, and not capable of 

dealing with bullying, or even interacting with children in a meaningful way.  Lucy, in outlining 

what she wanted to see improved, spoke about better inclusion and integration of bus drivers in 

schools:  

And make us more part of their environment.  So the kids would see us in their schools as 

well as on the bus . . . Because, I mean, they're supposed to think of us, think of the bus, 

as an extension of the school.  But because we're not included in things, that's not how 

they see it . . . Because we used to go to all the assemblies and stuff.  And we used to get 

their newsletters and stuff like that . . . I mean, even for one school . . . they actually 

would take pictures of the bus drivers and put us in their yearbook, right?  Because there 

was 10 buses, so they'd get all of us together before our run . . . I think it was better 

because they would see you in the school, so they knew that you were not just a lady 

driving the bus. . . .  It did make [a difference] on the bus.  (Lucy) 

Through bus drivers’ experiences in dealing with students, parents, school administration, 

their companies, and Yellow Bus Services, it was often apparent that bus drivers were being 

ignored or disrespected by stakeholders, where they could or should have been supporting bus 

drivers.  Bus drivers often cited a stigma that bus drivers were, at-best, inattentive and uncaring, 
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or at worst, stupid and annoying, despite bus drivers’ important role in education, and that all of 

the participants did not reflect this stigma in reality.  These feelings made many bus drivers 

question their responsibilities and roles in the education system, as Brittany addressed: 

I don't know if it's an issue within the school, that they're too busy or they don't see the 

bus as an extension of themselves, which I think they should, right?  Essentially, we're 

getting them there and taking them home, so we're the first point of contact for the 

schools basically, right?  I mean, there's times I've driven—not this run I have now, but 

I've driven to some pretty impoverished schools where you want to say to the principals, 

"I know little Joey doesn't have lunch and hasn't for a week.”  You know what I mean?  

But is that my place as a bus driver?  But I think it should be, but there's sort of a 

disconnect, I guess, from the schools to the buses . . . You kind of feel like your job is 

just to drop them off.  They really don't want to hear from you, right?  Put them on the 

bus, that's it.  My job's done [laughter] basically, right?  (Brittany) 

Chillingly, one participant found that the stigma against bus drivers within her company 

was potentially responsible for putting a young student’s safety and well-being in peril.  The bus 

driver suspected that one young girl was being sexually abused, and reported it to her supervisor 

within the bus company.  Regrettably, the bus driver’s observations of abuse were not considered 

credible, and the legally obligated call to children’s aid (CAS) was not immediately made, 

potentially resulting in undue harm on a child.  Chance told this heartbreaking story, where her 

observations of abuse were questioned and initially disregarded by her employer: 

When I first started driving, I had a little girl on my bus that was doing inappropriate 

things.  And just from my life experience, I assumed, because she was doing some very 

typical things for a kid that was sexually abused.  I pointed that fact out to my bus 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 78 

 

 

company owner, and of course she didn’t know me well, I had only been there for a year 

or so.  “Well, we are not psychologists, please keep that stuff under your hat.”  “I will, 

but I’m just warning you now.”  Anyways, [my company owner] drove my run when I 

wasn’t there, and that little girl . . . had a huge hickey on her neck.  And like I said, her 

behaviours, her whole demeanor was of a sexually abused kid. . . .  I think that’s when 

my boss realized I have some insight.  (Chance) 

Several days passed before Chance’s boss finally rode the bus to monitor the little girl herself.  

The boss witnessed the same behaviour chance was describing, and finally alerted the Children’s 

Aid Society so the girl could get the support she needed.   

Summary of Phase 2 Findings.  Drivers who were interviewed found that managing 

student behaviour and mitigating bullying was challenging because of having their attention 

divided between the children behind them and the road in front. This distracted state often meant 

that drivers did not monitor the children behind them as closely if they did not need to operate 

the school bus simultaneously; operating the school bus safely was most bus drivers’ top priority.  

Having more students on their bus also added to the difficulty of monitoring student behaviour, 

as the general commotion of students could mask actual instances of bullying.  

Bus drivers found that they would have more issues when they did not know the children 

as well, typically during the beginning of the school year when school bus behaviour 

expectations are just starting to settle in.  In addition, bus drivers experienced more bullying 

incidents during afternoon routes than in the morning.  The age of the students was also a driving 

factor in how frequently they witnessed bullying.  Students who were in elementary school were 

witnessed to bully more often, particularly in grades 6-8, while older students did not interact 

with each other as much, and therefore bus drivers didn’t witness as much bullying from them.  
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Having students of wider age gaps with each other in close proximity also tended to increase the 

instances of bullying, so bus drivers would attempt to group children of similar ages together, in 

general.  

When allowed to more fully express their conception of how bullying should be defined, 

most bus drivers utilised real life examples they experienced as how bullying should be defined, 

generally involving harmful physical and verbal interactions.  Some bus drivers did not establish 

a clear differentiation between bullying, and teasing, or being mean to each other – these drivers 

did not identify that bullying is defined as intentional, repetitive behaviour in the Education Act.  

However, two bus drivers indicated that they were not exactly sure which behaviours constituted 

bullying, which would lead them to question the most appropriate response, and if to indicate 

bullying on the incident forms.  

When prompted on the strategies they used to mitigate bullying, the most common 

methods involved controlling their students through physical restrictions (such as seating plans 

or temporarily moving students to different seats), or enforcing behavior standards.  For drivers, 

it was paramount to set the restrictions and behaviour expectations from the beginning of the 

year till the end, with consistency.  Additionally, bus drivers found that respecting and 

supporting students through giving them privileges and positive, fun interactions would help 

reduce bullying incidents and help students “buy-in” to bus drivers’ expectations.  Naturally, the 

better bus drivers knew their students, they could tailor their strategies to address bullying issues 

more effectively, to get to the core issue.  Bus drivers identified that they have the unique 

distinction of seeing children’s’ school lives and home lives, and so often bus drivers had a 

unique understanding of a child’s situation that could differ from what school administrators, 

teachers, or parents could see.  
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When a bullying incident occurred, or was deemed severe, drivers would escalate 

interventions, typically through filling out (or threatening to fill out) incident forms, with varying 

effectiveness, depending on the particular student and the particular school.  Particularly when 

incident forms are ineffective, bus drivers would often initiate more direct contact with school 

administration or parents to solve bullying issues, without filling in the incident forms.  Bringing 

the school bus to an immediate halt would also put extra pressure on students halt bullying, as 

well as prompt other students to pressure bullying perpetrators to cease their harmful actions, at 

least for the remainder of the bus ride.  If bullying was reported, and the bus driver did not 

witness it, or if the bus drivers’ testimony needs to be verified, video surveillance would be used 

to monitor student behaviours, typically through the use of a different school bus equipped with 

interior cameras.  

 When prompted on how prepared bus drivers were in dealing with bullying on the bus, 

most participants indicated they were confident, due to past success in circumventing bullying on 

their bus.  Bus drivers who had received student behaviour management training tended to 

indicate high degrees of confidence as well, though some bus drivers indicated that the training 

they received was not enough to make them feel confident in all bullying situations.  All 

participants indicated that preventing bullying was their responsibility and took a pro-active role 

as often the only adult monitoring students on their bus.  

 When asked how supported bus drivers felt to address bullying, bus drivers indicated 

mixed results.  Typically, where there was cooperation and communication between school 

administrators, parents, and school-bus management, bus drivers felt the most support.  Where 

there was inconsistency between stakeholder communication, bus drivers found that sometimes 

they had to bare the weight of maintain communication, which was stressful and often 
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ineffective in dealing with bullying incidents, while also being unpaid for their extra efforts 

particularly in between and after bus runs.  

While parents and school-bus management were often the most consistent in lending 

support, school administrators’ level of support and commitment varied, with most bus drivers 

sharing examples in which school administration were not supportive of their efforts to mitigate 

bullying; it was in these schools where bus drivers’ felt more stress in dealing with bullying 

incidents.  Resounding, bus drivers did not feel included in schools’ efforts to reduce bullying, 

adding to the communication disparity between bus drivers and schools regarding bullying.  

Some bus drivers felt the stigma about bus drivers being inattentive, uncaring, or incompetent at 

mitigating bullying, which had led to bullying incidents to continue for longer than they should 

have, needlessly putting students at higher risk of harm, or harming students more than they 

would have been otherwise.  
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Chapter 5  

Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 

The purpose of this study is to examine school bus drivers’ perceptions and experiences 

of bullying and their perceived preparedness for addressing bullying on the school bus.  The 

ultimate aim of this research is to leverage knowledge about bullying on school buses to identify 

ways to enhance the experience of school bus drivers and young bus travellers.  First, this 

chapter discusses research findings in relation to other literature and offers the researcher's 

personal interpretation of the results.  Then, this section provides implications for policy, 

practice, and future research needs.  Finally, this section concludes with the overall significance 

of the study.  

Kinds and Frequency of Bullying Bus Drivers Witness on their Bus 

Bus drivers within this sample experienced bullying differently.  A substantial number 

(91%) of the bus drivers in this study witnessed bullying.  However, no bus drivers reported that 

they always or often experienced bullying, indicating that while bullying did occur, it often 

occurred infrequently.  Many bus drivers, through the qualitative interviews, reported that 

bullying was not necessarily a daily occurrence, and some bus drivers described going years 

without experiencing bullying on their bus.  Further nuancing this finding, some interviewed 

drivers explained that bullying frequency was related to the particular individuals on their bus; 

particular children were often repeat perpetrators of bullying, or sometimes repeat victims of 

bullying, so while drivers had these children in their care, more bullying incidents occurred.  

Bus drivers reported that they witnessed many types of bullying.  Most often, bus drivers 

witnessed physical or verbal bullying.  Interviewed drivers reported that verbal bullying was the 
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easiest to perceive, as it did not require taking their eyes off the road to hear what was going on.  

Bus drivers all conceded that they had very little ability to witness cyberbullying on the bus, 

unless it provoked verbal or physical reactions on the bus.  While drivers did not always perceive 

power imbalances, repetition or intentionality as the core components of the bullying they 

perceived, they did recognize those as aspects of bullying.  Of note, the better bus drivers 

perceived they knew students, the more ability they felt they had to assess the intentionality 

behind students’ actions.  

  Bus drivers reported that when bullying and misbehaviour did occur, it generally 

occurred during afternoon runs, and among younger children.  Raskauskas (2005) similarly 

found that more bullying incidents occurred in the afternoon bus rides than in the morning.  In 

another observational study on 125 buses and 362 bus rides transporting 11000 children, 

researchers were 3.2 times as likely to observe conflicts in afternoon bus rides, and more likely 

to observe multiple conflicts (2 or more) during afternoon rides than in the morning (Goldman et 

al., 2010).  In addition, researchers observed conflict among primary pupils 2.3 times more than 

among secondary pupils (Goldman et al., 2010).  This research substantiates the findings from 

this study that bus rides with younger children and afternoon runs were more likely to foster 

conflict and bullying among students. 

Bus drivers also reported noticing more bullying among students with wider age gaps 

sitting in close proximity to each other, where differences in development (due to age) or power 

imbalances were present, consistent with other research (Brown et al., 2018).  As well, bus 

drivers reported witnessing more acts of bullying if they did not know the children well, for 

example, at the beginning of a school year, or when filling in for another driver.  Other research 

studies on school bus drivers have shown that bus drivers found that they could better mitigate 
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bullying if they knew the students better and maintained positive, respectful relationships 

between them (deLara, 2008; Sims, 2014).   

How Bus Drivers’ Experiences of Bullying Vary in Relation to Bus Driver Gender, Age, 

Years of Experience, Length of Bus Route, and Bus Route Location 

 Limited conclusions can be drawn on how driver gender, age, years of experience, length 

of bus route, and bus route location affect how drivers experience bullying due to the small 

sample size.  However, some results from the survey were corroborated during the interviews.  

 Analysis of the survey data revealed that bus drivers who reported bullying less 

frequently tended to have buses that were fuller, for longer periods.  This finding does not 

necessarily mean, however, that fuller buses tend to have less bullying.  Bus drivers tend to have 

more difficulty ascertaining bullying when the bus is fuller, so reporting and recognizing 

bullying in these situations has proven difficult for bus drivers (Evans, 2014; Raskauskas, 2005). 

Additionally, in a study of 474 rural bus drivers, confirmed with video data from 29 buses, Zohar 

et al. (2016) found that in order to adapt to stressful driving, bus drivers often used avoidance 

coping to ignore disruptive behavior, or to ignore children trying to engage with them (Zohar & 

Lee, 2016).  Accordingly, the fact that drivers with fuller buses reported less bullying may 

simply mean that those drivers were tuning out the bullying behaviours to avoid being distracted.  

In addition, a longer bus route may mean the driver would grow more fatigued and so more 

likely to ignore disruptive behaviour, all leading to less noticing and reporting of bullying on the 

bus.  Bus drivers in this study generally cited safe driving and safe unloading/loading procedures 

as their most important priority, with students’ behaviour a secondary priority.  

 This research also found that bus drivers with more experience and of older passengers 

tended to formally report bullying less, despite intervening at a similar rate. deLara (2008) has 
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shown that bus drivers with more driving experience tended to work with school administrators 

less, and did not report bullying or fill out incident forms as often as drivers with less experience. 

This potentially points to a cumulative effect on drivers if they do not receive enough support 

from administrators over time; bus drivers will seek alternate methods in dealing with bullying, 

or simply intervene less. Bus drivers with more experience may have more job stress if bullying 

occurs on their buses unchecked over time, contributing to cumulative stress (Goodboy et al., 

2016). The qualitative data corroborates that bus drivers who had been driving for many years 

felt that schools used to be more inclusive of drivers as a whole but have since made bus drivers 

feel more disconnected from the school.  These bus drivers may feel less included at the time of 

the study than they did before, perhaps demotivating them from dealing with school 

administrators through formal reporting.  

 There has been very little research on how gender, age, experience and other 

demographic differences between bus drivers affects their perceptions of bullying on school 

buses.  One recent study that examined how school transportation officials perceived 

misbehavior on buses, however, did identify that transportation officials who were male and 

white perceived less instances of misbehavior than other groups (Hendrix et al., 2018).  The 

authors surmised that females might be more likely to perceive certain behaviours as problems 

compared to males (Hendrix et al., 2018).  Further study examining perceptions of a large sample 

of bus drivers may shed more light on how, for instance, an older bus driver experiences bullying 

compared to a younger driver.  

Defining Bullying 

Bus drivers’ definitions of bullying varied, and most bus drivers did not provide a 

comprehensive understanding of bullying as defined in the Education Act (Ontario, 2018).  This 
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study allowed bus drivers to express their own definition of bullying and did not present drivers 

with a definition, unlike other research investigating bullying on school buses (e.g., Brown, 

Karikari, Abraham, & Akakpo, 2018; Evans, 2014).  Participants in this study relied on their own 

experiences regarding children’s interactions to determine what was bullying, and what was not 

bullying.  In analyzing their definitions, it was notable that participants did not explicitly identify 

all of the components of bullying as outlined in the Education Act (Ontario, 2018).  This finding 

suggests that bus drivers may not be well positioned to differentiate between bullying and peer 

aggression amongst their passengers.  It is particularly difficult to assess bullying when the 

participants rely on self-reports with limited responses from children (National Academies of 

Scidences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016).  As school bus drivers in the province of Ontario 

are required by law to report bullying when they suspect it has occurred, it is problematic if they 

conceptualise bullying differently than it is defined by the Education Act.  This research makes 

evident the gap in formalized bus driver training in relation to bullying, given that many 

participants indicated that bullying occurred on their bus, but did not always report it, and did not 

perceive bullying as a problem for them.  

It is important to note, however, that although bus drivers varied on their definitions of 

bullying, most understood their obligations to report bullying when it occurs, and the 

requirement for them to fill out incident forms.  Even if bus drivers perceived bullying, they did 

not always report it.  Many bus drivers purposefully ignored the obligation to report depending 

on how severe they perceived the incident, or how receptive the felt the school administration 

would be if they reported it.  As well, some bus drivers were uncertain whether to classify certain 

incidents as bullying or not, meaning they were uncertain if they should report certain 

behaviours.  While bus drivers knew that they were always supposed to report bullying, in 
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practice bus drivers often acted in what they believed were their students’ best interest, meaning 

not always filling in the form.   

Bus drivers who are instructed to report bullying incidents specifically may only do so if 

the behaviour they witness fits narrow criteria.  This means that while other incidents of 

harassment, discrimination, and victimization may be mitigated by bus drivers, they could 

remain unreported, outside the scope of the Education Act’s definition of bullying.  Recent 

research has pointed out that harassment, bullying and discrimination often overlap in terms of 

students’ experiences, and that policy needs to reflect the intersectionality between different 

forms of relational youth violence, and not be limited to bullying (Brion-Meisels & Garnett, 

2016).  

Strategies Bus Drivers Use to Address Bullying 

 While the majority (68%) of bus drivers sampled indicated they always intervened when 

they witnessed bullying on the bus, nearly one third of bus drivers sampled did not always 

intervene and nearly three quarters of bus drivers sampled did not indicate bullying on incident 

forms.  Through semi-structured interviews, it emerged that participants were less motivated to 

report bullying on incident forms if they felt they could handle the situation on their own on the 

bus without involving school administration, or if they perceived school administration as not 

following up with the incident forms, and not really dealing with the bullying.  Research 

assessing school bus drivers’ perceptions and experiences involving reporting bullying 

corroborates that drivers often fail to report bullying when school administration does not follow 

up on those reported incidents (deLara, 2008; Sims, 2014).  As well, lack of formal training 

when dealing with peer aggression may explain a lack of reporting (Allen et al., 2003; Hendrix et 

al., 2018; Goodboy et al., 2016; Sims, 2014).  Unless the importance of reporting bullying is 
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reinforced through formal training, bus drivers may be more likely to under report bullying 

incidents on the bus if they feel confident that they can handle these incidents on their own, 

despite their legal obligations in accordance to Bill 157 and PPM 128.  

 Most bus drivers used a combination of strategies to address bullying on their buses.  

Most commonly, drivers used the strategies of maintaining positive relationships with children, 

verbal warnings, intervening before it could happen if they thought bullying might occur, and 

assigning seats strategically.  Research has shown that maintaining positive school climate 

through positive behaviour interventions that foster positive relationships between school 

personnel/staff, parents and students can be very affective in bullying prevention (Collins et al., 

2016; Kennedy, 2016).  Positive relationships and behaviour management are heavily 

emphasised and used in Positive Behavior Intervention Strategies (PBIS), a program of simple, 

consistent strategies often used to improve school climate and reduce bullying in schools 

(Nickerson, 2019; Pugh & Chitiyo, 2012).  Research has shown that when school bus drivers 

employ PBIS, school bus driver and school administration satisfaction has been shown to 

increase, allowing bus drivers to be better prepared in managing student behaviour (Collins et al., 

2016; Kennedy & King, 2018).  As well, bus drivers have reported that PBIS was both very 

helpful and relatively easy to implement on their bus (Collins et al., 2016), which aligns with the 

finding that maintaining positive relationships with children was the most frequently cited 

strategy from participants in this study.  

 However, some of the strategies employed by bus drivers may not have been 

implemented in accordance with PBIS, meaning their strategies may not be conducive to a 

positive school bus climate.  For example, in this study, participants used verbal warnings, 

although it is not known the types of verbal warnings bus drivers gave.  Participants did identify 
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that often their verbal warnings were given at a high volume, aligned with other research that 

corroborates loud verbal warnings as necessary to be heard over the loud mechanical and 

environmental noise (Kennedy, 2016).  However, in order to maintain a positive climate, verbal 

warnings should be more corrective in nature, with a specific instruction, rather than simply 

yelling a passenger’s name, for instance (Collins et al., 2016).  Therefore, the verbal warnings 

indicated in this study may or may not have a positive mitigation effect on correcting student 

behaviour, although bus drivers did perceive their verbal warnings as effective. 

 Assigned seats were another very common method for bus drivers to both mitigate and 

manage student behaviour, with drivers creating and enforcing pre-planned seating plans, as well 

as temporarily relocating students closer to themselves, so drivers could keep a better eye on 

them.  As well, bus drivers would alter seating plans to keep older children away from younger 

children, or close to the bus driver, in order to mitigate power imbalances.  The more behaviour 

was repeated, the more bus drivers would escalate their interventions.  Assigning seats has been 

shown to be a factor in reducing student out-of-seat behaviour and general misbehaviour (Brown 

et al., 2018; Goldman et. al., 2010; Ritschi et al., 1972).  Bus drivers in this study often reported 

that they were best able to control student through enforcing assigned seating plans that they 

designed on their own.  Assigning seats was one of few components of the bus driver’s job 

where they held a high degree of autonomy from school and transportation administration, and 

drivers often demonstrated a high degree of thought and effort over their seating plans.  Most bus 

drivers considered seating as a privilege for students and used seating plans to revoke a student’s 

privilege in order to manage misbehaviour and mitigate bullying.  

 Video surveillance among participants was seldom utilized.  Within the region of this 

study, drivers reported that the norm was for there to only be a handful of buses with operational 



SCHOOL BUS DRIVERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF BULLYING ON THE BUS 90 

 

 

cameras, which were used selectively on routes where student misbehaviour was more rampant, 

or swapped with other buses if a bullying investigation warranted video evidence.  However, the 

few bus drivers in this study that utilised video recordings found that they helped resolve 

difficult bullying situations, and corroborated school bus drivers’ testimonies regarding bullying 

for school administrators.  Several studies have recommended the use of active video 

surveillance in terms of investigating bullying and as a deterrent (Kennedy, 2016; Sims, 2014), 

and as potential for data collection to corroborate bullying incidents or other aspects of school 

bus climate including driver behaviour (Kennedy, 2016; Raskauskas, 2005; Zohar et. al., 2016).  

Participants overwhelmingly stated that behaviour interventions required consistency in 

order to be effective.  If students understood the rules and expectations from the beginning of a 

school year, and witnessed consistent consequences, bus drivers found less incidents of bullying.  

However, while most bus drivers indicated their enforcement and interventions to deal with 

bullying were consistent, many found that parents and school administration tended to lack 

consistency, which undermined their ability to mitigate bullying on the bus.  Many studies have 

echoed this theme, reporting bus drivers expressing dissatisfaction with the consistency of school 

administrators and parents in mitigating bullying (Brown et al., 2018; deLara, 2008; Evans, 

2014; Sims, 2014).   

However, some bus drivers in this study expressed satisfaction in school administrators, 

akin to previous research by Crable (2016).  School administrators who spent time interacting 

with bus drivers helped establish trust with the drivers, so they were more receptive to reporting 

bullying.  If bus drivers believed that school administration would handle their concerns 

consistently and effectively, then bus drivers would be less hesitant to report bullying behaviour 
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on their buses, knowing that those students would face consequences, and that bus drivers would 

gain legitimacy as school authority in the eyes of students.  

How Bus Drivers Perceive their Own Preparedness for Addressing Bullying on the Bus 

 It was apparent through the survey and semi-structured interviews that bus drivers felt 

confident that they were capable of handling bullying incidents on their own, and that bullying 

was not a problem on their bus, yet they desired more training regarding student behaviour 

management, and more support, particularly from parents and school administrators.  In addition 

to studies that emphasise training teachers and educational support professionals to better 

mitigate bullying (Bradshaw et al., 2013), other studies have emphasized bus driver training 

regarding student behaviour management and how to recognize bullying and peer aggression.  It 

is possible that without proper training, bus drivers will be prone to misinterpreting behaviour 

and not reporting bullying or harassment incidents when they occur due to relying on experience, 

instead of formal training (Allen et al., 2003; Hendrix et al., 2018; Crable, 2016).  The 

participants in this study indicated that they felt highly confident that they could handle bullying 

incidents on their own, and indicated they relied on personal experience to identify and manage 

bullying, which was a common reason why many bus drivers did not report bullying to school 

administrators.  If bus drivers are expected to intervene when bullying occurs through behaviour 

interventions, training for both bus drivers and school administrators is paramount (Collins et al, 

2016; Fite et al., 2013; Goldin et al., 2018).  While some bus drivers in this study received 

training, many indicated that they based their interventions on what they personally found 

successful, and not necessarily on the training they received.  Previous research has 

recommended that bus driver training be customized and adjusted at a micro level to address the 
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needs of particular school districts and perceptions of particular groups of bus drivers (Hendrix et 

al., 2018). 

 Most participants in this study reported that preventing bullying was their responsibility, 

and that they pro-actively mitigated bullying to the best of their ability.  As well, many bus 

drivers expressed pride in their role as sole adult caretaker during students’ commute to and from 

school.  As well, drivers stressed their distinction in being the only school personnel to routinely 

witness both students’ home and school lives.  This gave bus drivers a holistic perspective on 

issues that their students faced.  While bus drivers have similarly justified their roles in regards 

to bullying (Crable, 2016; deLara, 2008), it is not well understood how educational support 

professionals like school bus drivers can best prevent and intervene when encountering bullying 

(National Academies of Scidences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016).  In a survey sent to school 

transportation officials, it was found they reported more instances of misbehaviour than other 

stakeholders (such as parents and school administration), indicating that school transportation 

officials may have a more holistic sense of the scope of bullying and misbehaviour students face 

in the educational system, given that they also interact with many different types of stakeholders 

(Hendrix et al., 2018).  Bus drivers who interact with many stakeholders may also share a more 

holistic view of the prevalence and severity of bullying.  

 Most participants in this study did not feel included in the efforts of schools to mitigate 

bullying, or in school anti-bullying campaigns.  Bus drivers often relied on students to inform 

them of these campaigns, and were often only aware of national campaigns, such as pink-shirt 

day, a day where schools across Canada wear pink clothing to raise awareness of bullying  

(CKNW Kids' Fund Pink Shirt Day, 2019).  School bus drivers who felt most disenfranchised 

from schools in the qualitative results found their job to be most stressful and were more 
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reluctant to report bullying to school administration.  Other research has confirmed the distress 

bus drivers feel when not included in anti-bullying planning and highlighted the need for school 

bus drivers to communicate and work together as a team to mitigate bullying (deLara, 2008).  

School bus drivers who felt the least connected with schools tended to perceive bullying as more 

frequent and severe, compared to drivers who more often experienced open communication with 

school administration.   

Findings suggest that bus drivers who felt included by school leadership experienced a 

more positive school climate, and felt more empowered to intervene effectively when they 

witnessed bullying.  A supportive environment may foster more bullying interventions (Lambe et 

al., 2017) and allow bus drivers to perceive bullying as less of a problem while also reporting 

and mitigating bullying more effectively.  Some bus drivers in this study mentioned they felt 

somewhat included in their school’s efforts through open communication between teachers and 

school administration regarding particular students’ well-being and in dealing with bullying 

incidents, although they all stated that more efforts should be made for them to feel more 

included, such as open invitations to school events, or staff meetings.   

Implications  

 The following sections present implications and recommendations that have been 

identified in response to analysis of both the survey data and interview data.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Bus drivers need to have formalised training on student behaviour management, with a 

focus on bullying prevention.  This training should be mandatory for all bus drivers, and should 

be incorporated within their already-mandated school bus safety meetings.  School boards and 

transportation administration should collaborate over the content of the anti-bullying training so 
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it is most applicable to their region.  In addition, bus drivers need to be educated on their duties 

regarding the reporting of bullying, and most fundamentally, the definition of bullying as defined 

by the Education Act, to ensure all bullying incidents are being reported and investigated as per 

the regulation.  It is the responsibility of all school staff (including bus drivers) to respond to 

behavior that threatens healthy school climate, and the duty of all school staff to report instances 

of bullying. 

Bus drivers require more assistance on their bus, in real time, to mitigate bullying on the 

bus, because excessive student behaviour management delegated to bus drivers can put students 

at a higher safety risk.  Adult bus monitors trained in student behaviour management could aid 

bus drivers in managing student behaviour, and reporting bullying incidents.  While adult bus 

monitors are often used on buses that transport special needs students, strategically expanding 

the use of monitors to other buses (e.g., school buses that are fuller) could help reduce bullying 

incidents.  As well, bus drivers should be able to select students on their bus to serve as student 

monitors, to report bullying incidents if they witness them.  More widespread use of video 

surveillance on the interiors of school buses could serve as a deterrent for student misbehaviour 

such as bullying, as well as aid in investigating bullying incidents when they are captured on 

video and studied by school administration. 

Bus drivers’ mental health should be taken into consideration when it comes to student 

behaviour management.  Given the additive stress that school bus drivers may experience after 

consistent exposure to bullying, these drivers’ health needs must be addressed to ensure they are 

able to continue to perform their job effectively and safely.  

School administrators should ensure that their positive school climate initiatives 

incorporate school bus climate as well.  Bus drivers need to be involved in both the planning and 
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rollout of these initiatives.  For example, positive behavior intervention strategies (PBIS) have 

been shown to be successfully implemented on school buses, and serve as a reminder to students 

that their school day begins and ends the minute they enter and exit the school bus, not just the 

school building—thus, students may be more likely to view the school bus as an extension of the 

school, rather than a separate entity.  Bus drivers should be included in school and school board 

anti-bullying initiatives to enhance communication and cooperation between school bus drivers 

and school administration when bullying incidents do occur.  As well, the inclusion of bus 

drivers in school climate improvement plans could better foster comprehensive bullying 

prevention that addresses whole-school approaches and out-of-school contexts which cover the 

breadth of the school community (Acosta et al., 2019; Astor, Benbenishty, & Meyer, 2004; 

Cohen & Thapa, 2017; National School Climate Center, 2012; Stephens et al, 2018; Swearer et 

al., 2012; Trach & Hymel, 2019; Troop-Gordon, 2017; Vanderbilt & Augustyn, 2010).  

Due to inconsistent communication, reporting, and investigation procedures by school 

and transportation administration, bus drivers often showed confusion and frustration over the 

best course of action to make sure the right people were addressing bullying.  School bus drivers 

need very clear guidelines identifying which stakeholders are responsible for which tasks, and all 

stakeholders need to follow procedural guidelines consistently to ensure bullying incidents are 

being handled appropriately and effectively.  Bus drivers need the autonomy to be able to 

communicate to whomever they need to, in order to address bullying, without fear of retribution 

from school administration, transportation administration, parents, or their employers, within 

reason.  Bus drivers should not be prohibited from communicating with parents solely because 

school transportation does not want to field parental complaints, for instance.   
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School administration should take a leadership role in ensuring that bus drivers do not 

face negative stigma.  Particularly, when parents or school administrators discount bus drivers’ 

testimonies regarding school bus incidents, bus drivers tend to feel disenfranchised, and less 

motivated to continue to report bullying.  As well, school administration and bus drivers should 

reinforce to students that bus drivers deserve respect, and that they have authority over students 

while they are on the bus and during loading and unloading procedures.  School administrators 

need to use progressive discipline on students who are consistently bullying other students, and 

need to communicate with bus drivers about those consequences through bullying incident forms 

and face-to-face meetings.  

Participants reported often spending extra time investigating and following up on 

bullying incidents to ensure they would not happen again, and so it is reasonable to assume that 

bus drivers who are willing to take extra unpaid time out of their day to follow up on bullying 

incidents would be amenable to being invited to school functions regarding bullying and positive 

school climate.  It is evident that improved communication and inclusive anti-bullying planning 

that features bus drivers as legitimate stakeholders in preventing bullying would better equip 

school staff and administrators to mitigate bullying on school buses. 

Implications for Future Research 

This study paves the way for future research on bullying on school buses.  Larger scale 

studies that gather data from larger groups of bus drivers would allow for more valid and reliable 

analysis of other factors that may affect bus drivers’ perceptions of bullying, including age, 

gender, ethnicity and the years of experience driving the bus.  As well, studies incorporating 

more stakeholders would allow for a more complete picture of the phenomenon of bullying on 

the bus.  In particular, students’ perceptions of bullying on school buses would be valuable, 
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given that they are most often the victims, perpetrators and bystanders to bullying.  Little is 

known about bullying on school buses compared to other school environments, so gathering data 

specifically from groups of children who frequently ride school buses would be essential.  In 

addition, given that more school buses are incorporating technology (video cameras, Wi-Fi, etc.), 

utilising this technology to gather data on student interactions in an under-supervised space 

would be vital in better understanding the different social dynamics that are factors in bullying.  

Finally, future research should examine the effectiveness of particular strategies used to mitigate 

bullying on school buses that do not simply rely on the perceptions of bus drivers, but also rely 

on perceptions of students, parents and school administrators.  

Some research has been conducted on the efficacy of temporarily revoking privileges on 

the bus.  In a study conducted decades ago, briefly pausing rock-and-roll music on the bus when 

children were not in their seats while the bus was moving was shown to greatly reduce the 

number of instances of out-of-seat behavior by students, with authors recommending the 

implementation of positive reinforcement (Ritschi, Mongrella, & Presbie, 1972).  One participant 

in this study used a similar method with success by shutting off the radio if children got too loud; 

children typically preferred the radio to be on, so usually they would quiet down quickly, and the 

driver would put the radio back on.  At the time of writing, more buses are now being equipped 

with Wi-Fi, with students utilising the internet on personal devices (Hogenkamp, 2019); further 

study should be done on the effectiveness of drivers turning Wi-Fi off as a deterrent for 

unwanted behaviours and as positive reinforcement for desired bus riding behaviours.  

In addition, at the time of writing, it was revealed that school buses without seatbelts had 

been failing safety tests by Transport Canada for decades (“Transport Canada taking,” 2018).  In 

the wake of the ensuing public outcry, the Federal Government of Canada announced a task 
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force to research installing seatbelts on all school buses (Canadian Intergovernmental 

Conference Secretariat, 2019; “Transport Canada taking,” 2018).  In the United States, seatbelt 

usage on school buses has become mandatory for students in several jurisdictions (Essex, 2016).  

If students are required to use seatbelts on all school buses, that could also affect the physical 

dimensions of climate on the bus, because students would be restrained in stationary positions 

for the duration of their bus ride.  More research is advised on how seatbelt usage on school 

buses factors into the physical dimensions of school bus climate and student behaviour. 

Limitations 

 In considering the findings of this research, it is important to keep in mind the limitations 

of the research scope and design.  As in deLara (2008) and Sims (2014), the participants in this 

study were limited to a particular geographic area and work within one organization, so the 

findings in this study may not be generalizable to other contexts (Sims, 2014).  The validity of 

quantitative findings is highly dependent on the number of participants compared to the 

population, so given the low response rate in this study, response bias could be a limitation 

(Sivo, Saunders, Chang, & Jiang, 2006).  A low response rate can also affect the generalizability 

and statistical power of the findings if the sample is too small (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007; 

Sivo et al., 2006).  The generalizability of the findings may also be limited because the research 

utilized convenience sampling via social media, as opposed to probability sampling.  

Convenience samples may hide systematic biases and exclusions that are unknown to the 

researcher, meaning that the significant differences found in this study may not be representative 

of the larger population (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007).  Furthermore, although the survey 

collected demographic data about the bus drivers in the sample, data about the demographics of 

bus drivers working for the transportation service was not available, so this means of checking 
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the sample against the population for representativeness was not possible.  Additionally, as bus 

drivers were providing their own perceptions, it is important to consider the limitation that 

drivers may not be able to accurately recognize and assess the nature of the bullying on their 

buses, or their own preparedness to address bullying on the bus.  Another factor questioning bus 

drivers’ perceptions of bullying are their conceptions of the definition of bullying, as this 

research demonstrated that some bus drivers may not accurately perceive bullying as it is defined 

by law or in academia, and they sometimes substituted the term “bullying” with other acts of 

aggression or misbehavior.  Moreover, this study gathered data only from bus drivers, and did 

not verify bus drivers’ perspectives via other stakeholders such as parents, children, school 

administration and school bus transportation administration, which may lead to discrepancies 

regarding the nature of the reported experiences (Astor, Guerra, & Van Acker, 2010).  

Conclusions 

 Bus drivers work in an environment where bullying is not uncommon.  It is important to 

assess the nature and scope of bullying on school buses through school bus drivers’ perspectives, 

given their role as the primary supervisor of children on a daily basis.  Through a mixed-methods 

approach, this study shed light on bus drivers perceptions of bullying, and the level of 

preparedness bus drivers have when encountering bullying on their buses.  By collecting 

information on how bus drivers experience bullying on school buses, the project filled a 

knowledge gap of how bus drivers perceive bullying on school buses, and how supported bus 

drivers feel with respect to bullying.  Of note, this study gathered data from bus drivers across 

different school districts, who had varying experiences with bullying and school administrations, 

both positive and negative, and factors relating to their differing experiences and perceptions 

were analysed and discussed.  Additionally, this study confirmed the most used strategies to deal 
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with bullying on school buses.  As well, this study allowed bus drivers to provide their own 

conceptions of the definition of bullying, revealing the need for a universal definition of bullying 

that is reinforced among all school staff, including bus drivers.  This study reaffirmed the vital 

role of bus drivers in education as the first and last school personnel to interact with children 

who ride the bus every day.  It identified that school bus drivers are often underutilised by school 

administration in promoting positive school climate, and feel underappreciated in their roles of 

mitigating bullying and attending to students’ wellbeing.  

Bullying remains an extremely serious problem that young people face every day.  This 

research sheds light on an often under-supervised and overlooked portion of the students’ school 

day.  Research like this is crucial to ensure that the school bus does not remain a surviving 

bastion of bullying, and to better understand what drives interactions between students, bus 

drivers, parents and school administrators to inform policy makers and practitioners of how to 

best reduce school bus bullying.  Bullying harms children profoundly; it is imperative to identify 

and address bullying on school buses, so that our children can have safer rides to school and back 

home.    
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Appendix D: Phase 2 Interview Protocol 

 

Introduction 

1. Breaking the ice: I tell them about my background and my purposes for being there.   

2. What led to you becoming a bus driver? 

Part 1 Demographics 

3. How do you self identify in terms of gender? 

4. How old are you? 

5. How long have you driven a school bus? 

6. How long have you worked for your current employer? 

7. What grade levels are the students on your bus route?   

8. How many passengers fit on your bus, and how full is it most of the time? 

9. Is your bus route predominantly urban, suburban, rural? 

10. How long does it take to complete the bus route? 

Part 2 Behaviors/Strategies 

Tell me about the sorts of incidents on your bus, and the bullying that occurs: 

11. Do you see bullying on your bus?  Why/why not? 

12. How do you define bullying? 

13. How frequently (if yes) do you see bullying? 

a. How do you monitor the students? 

14. How often do you have to intervene to stop bullying? 

15. What kinds of bullying behaviours do you see most often?   
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16. Do you fill out the incident forms?  How do you fill them out?  Do you always check the 

Bill 157 box?  Why/why not? 

17. What strategies do you use to address bullying? 

Part 3 Attitudes 

18. Do you think bullying is a problem on your bus?  Why/why not? 

19. Is bullying a problem for your students?  Why/why not? 

20. Is the school administration receptive if you report bullying incidents?  Why/why not? 

21. Are you confident that you can stop bullying on your bus?  Why/why not? 

22. What training, if any, have you had to help you address bullying? 

23. Do you feel you are appropriately trained to deal with bullying on your bus?  Why/why 

not? 

24. Do you feel you are appropriately supported by your organization and/or school 

personnel to deal with bullying on your bus?  Why/why not? 

25. Are you included in the school district’s efforts to reduce bullying?  Why/why not? 

26. Do you consider preventing bullying as your responsibility on your bus?  Why/why not? 

Is there anything else you wish to add about your experiences with bullying on the school 

bus? 

End of Interview 


