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Lesson Plan: A School Bus 

Summary 

In this lesson, students learn about the history, safety, and cultural impact of school 

buses. The transcript explored their origins as horse-drawn wagons in the 1850s, 

the adoption of yellow paint in 1939, and the addition of safety features like flashing 

lights and stop signs in the 1980s. It also touched on the controversies of busing 

during desegregation, modern issues of zoning and distance, and how 25 million 

children ride buses daily in the United States. Pop culture references such as The 

Wheels on the Bus, The Simpsons, Forrest Gump, and Ms. Frizzle were included, 

along with discussion of alternative fuels and autonomous buses. 
https://www.youtube.com/live/J8YlA14OfXI?si=UZTVjlV08fy8L-Zz 

Objective 

Students will understand the historical development, safety innovations, cultural 

significance, and future challenges of school buses. They will analyze how buses 

reflect broader social issues and explore their role in modern education and 

transportation systems. 

Materials 

• The 9 Fun Facts handout (provided below) 

• Worksheet (provided below) 

• Optional: images of historical and modern school buses 

• Optional: clips of cultural references (Forrest Gump, The Simpsons, Magic School 

Bus) 

Introduction 
Begin by asking students if they have ever ridden a school bus and what their 

experiences were like. Introduce the idea that school buses are more than just 

vehicles, they are part of history, culture, and safety systems. Explain that the lesson 

will cover where buses came from, why they look the way they do, how they shaped 

society, and how they continue to evolve. 
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Activity 

1. Provide the 9 Fun Facts handout. 

2. Have students read through the facts and highlight which ones they find most 

surprising. 

3. Divide the class into groups and assign each group one fact to present in their 

own words, including why it matters. 

4. Discuss how buses reflect larger themes like equality, safety, and technology. 

5. Optional: show short clips from popular media featuring school buses to 

emphasize cultural impact. 

Assessment 

- Participation in group discussion and presentations. 

- Completion of worksheet questions. 

- Written reflection on how school buses represent both everyday life and broader 

historical and cultural themes. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) Poor (1) 

Understanding of 

Content 

Demonstrates deep 

understanding of all 9 

facts 

Understands most 

facts with some 

detail 

Understands few 

facts with limited 

detail 

Shows little or no 

understanding 

Participation Actively contributes 

in group and class 

Contributes 

occasionally 

Rarely contributes Does not contribute 

Worksheet 

Completion 

All sections 

completed 

thoroughly 

Most sections 

completed 

Some sections 

completed 

Minimal effort shown 

Reflection Thoughtful and 

detailed reflection 

Adequate 

reflection 

Limited or surface-

level reflection 

No reflection 

provided 
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9 Fun Facts 

 

1. The first American school buses were horse-drawn. In the mid-

1800s, horse-drawn carriages known as “school hacks” were used to 

transport groups of children to class. These early wagons laid the 

groundwork for today’s dedicated school transportation system. 
https://www.edgarsnyder.com/resources/history-of-the-school-bus 

2. Standardized yellow paint was adopted in 1939. At a national 

conference led by Dr. Frank Cyr, experts chose the bright yellow color 

because it was highly visible in low light and easy to recognize. This 

color became officially known as “National School Bus Glossy Yellow.” 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/history-how-school-buses-became-yellow-180973041/ 

3. School busing controversies of the 1960s and 70s reflected deep 

social tensions. As courts ordered schools to desegregate, many 

districts used busing to integrate students from different 

neighborhoods. While it improved access to education for many 

children, it also sparked widespread protests and remains a significant 

chapter in U.S. civil rights history. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/busing 

4. Today, school buses are the largest form of mass transit in the 

U.S. Around 25 million American children ride them every day, carrying 

more passengers than trains, subways, or city buses combined. This 

daily system of transport saves families billions of car trips each year 

while reducing traffic congestion around schools. 
https://www.edgarsnyder.com/resources/history-of-the-school-bus 

5. The vehicles are designed with safety first. School buses are 

considered up to seven times safer than passenger cars, thanks to their 

reinforced structure, high seating, and stop-arm laws that require cars 

to halt when children are boarding. 
https://www.nhtsa.gov/road-safety/school-bus-safety 
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6. School buses have made countless appearances in movies and 

TV. From Forrest Gump to Ferris Bueller’s Day Off and The Simpsons, 

the school bus has become a cultural icon on screen. Its recurring role as 

a setting for childhood drama, comedy, or music helped cement the 

yellow bus as one of the most recognizable vehicles in popular media. 
https://www.schoolbusfleet.com/10046714/best-school-bus-movie-scenes 

7. Ms. Frizzle drove her Magic School Bus into pop culture history. 

The animated series launched in 1994, blending wild adventures with 

science lessons. Ms. Frizzle’s catchphrase “Take chances, make mistakes, 

get messy!” made the bus itself a symbol of curiosity and learning. 
https://blog.sparkfuneducation.com/lessons-learned-from-magic-school-bus 

8. Alternative fuel buses are at a crossroads. While many districts 

have experimented with propane, natural gas, and electricity to cut 

emissions, economic and infrastructure challenges have made the future 

of alternative-fuel fleets uncertain. Experts suggest adoption could slow 

until clearer long-term strategies emerge. 
https://www.schoolbusfleet.com/10233595/2025-trend-to-watch-cloudy-future-for-alternative-fuels 

9. Autonomous school buses are being tested. Pilot projects are 

exploring AI-guided school buses equipped with cameras, sensors, and 

safety systems. While still experimental, self-driving buses are being 

discussed as a possible future for student transportation. 
https://www.transfinder.com/resources/Are-Self-Driving-School-Buses-the-Future-of-Transportation 
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Worksheet 
Name________________________________ Date _____________________ 

Review 

1. What were the first school buses called in the 1850s? 

2. Why was yellow chosen as the standard bus color in 1939? 

3. When did flip-out stop signs become common on buses? 

Discussion 

4. How did school busing play a role in desegregation in the 1960s and 70s? 

 

5. Do you think current zoning controversies are similar or different from past racial 

controversies? Explain. 

 

Data Analysis 

6. If 25 million children ride the bus daily, how many rides is that per school year 

(estimate 180 days)? 

 

 

7. Compare the safety of school buses to cars. What does “seven times safer” mean in 

real terms? 

 

 

Reflection 

8. What cultural or personal memories do you associate with school buses? 

 

 

9. Would you feel comfortable with autonomous school buses in the future? Why or 

why not? 
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