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In general, state law defines a school bus as a motor vehicle carrying 10 or more passengers in addition to
the operator for the purpose of transporting pupils to or from school, curricular or extracurricular activities,
or religious instruction on a day school is in session, or for the purpose of transporting children with
disabilities to or from an approved educational program. State statutes impose certain requirements and
restrictions on school bus equipment and operators. They also establish traffic safety standards to safeguard
school buses and their passengers. In addition, the Department of Transportation (DOT) may issue rules on
the design, construction, inspection, and operation of a school bus.! This issue brief describes certain of
those statutes and rules.

REQUIRED AND OPTIONAL MARKINGS, LIGHTS, AND EQUIPMENT

The body of a school bus must be painted in a shade of yellow known as national school bus glossy yellow
and be marked with the words “School Bus” in letters of a specified size. It must have at least four flashing
red lights, two in the front and two in the rear, and, if manufactured after December 31, 2004, at least four
flashing amber lights, two in the front and two in the rear.: It may also have an additional back-up lamp
mounted on each side, an illuminated sign mounted above the windshield and rear window, and a
supplemental mirror system on the passenger side.s

In order to ensure that the operator can see a child crossing in front of the school bus when it has come to a
stop, the bus must have a retractable crossing gate on the front of the bus. The gate, when extended, prevents
a child from crossing in close proximity to the bus. In addition, a school bus must have a retractable stop
signal arm that extends when the bus is completely stopped.+

A school bus may be equipped with a device for audiovisual recording of the interior while transporting
pupils. The relevant school governing authority must adopt a policy for such recording, and notice of this
policy must be provided to pupils and their parents or guardians and must be clearly posted within the bus.
Recordings made by the device may be used only for certain investigations, disciplinary actions, or
prosecutions.s

If a school bus will be, at any time, registered for use on the road in another capacity, its owner must paint it
a different color, remove any lights and markings identifying it as a school bus, and perform any other
alterations as required by DOT.®

USE OF FLASHING COLORED LIGHTS

The use of flashing lights by a school bus will depend on how the bus is equipped and where it is being
operated.

If a school bus has flashing red lights only, the operator generally must activate them at least 100 feet before
stopping to load or unload passengers. The operator must leave the lights on until the loading or unloading
process is complete and any passengers needing to cross a highway are safely across.

If a school bus has both flashing red and flashing amber lights, the operator generally must activate the
amber lights at least 300 feet before stopping (if in a 45 miles per hour or greater speed zone) or at least 100
feet before stopping (if in a less than 45 miles per hour speed zone). After the bus has come to a stop, the red
lights must replace the amber lights.

In either case, a school bus stopping behind another stopped school bus with flashing red lights in use must
also use flashing red lights.



The operator of a school bus may not activate the flashing lights in certain areas, including in a residence or
business district with a sidewalk and curb on both sides of the road. A unit of local government, however,
may enact an ordinance requiring the use of flashing lights in such a situation if there are no traffic signals at
the stop and passengers must cross the road to board the bus or after exiting the bus.

OPERATOR REQUIREMENTS

A person desiring to operate a school bus must be at least 18 years old and, generally, not more than 70 years
old and must possess the physical ability to operate the features of the bus. The operator generally must also
have a valid operator’s license with a school bus endorsement either from Wisconsin or, if a nonresident,
from a neighboring state. In order to obtain the school bus endorsement in Wisconsin, an operator must
undergo a criminal history search. The operator must have no record of conviction for certain traffic-related
offenses within either two or five years of seeking the endorsement, depending on the seriousness of the
criminal offense.s

In order to safeguard pupils, state law authorizes a school bus operator to administer certain medicine and
emergency care to passengers.®

TRAFFIC SAFETY AND PENALTIES

Except when approaching a school bus on the opposite side of a divided highway, the driver of another
vehicle must stop not less than 20 feet from a bus displaying flashing red lights. If the bus is stopped at an
intersection for loading or unloading passengers on the right side of the bus and is in a location where the
use of flashing red lights is prohibited, a driver approaching from behind may pass to the left of the bus at a
safe distance. A driver may not, however, turn right in front of that bus.°

The penalty for a driver cited for illegally passing a school bus is a civil forfeiture of between $500 and
$1,000 and the assessment of four demerit points.u If the driver is not stopped and cited at the scene, the
owner of the vehicle nevertheless may be held liable, but for a lesser penalty. In order for this to occur, the
bus operator must witness and report the violation within 24 hours, including the time and approximate
location of the illegal passing and the license plate number, color, and type of vehicle involved. Within 48
hours of receiving a complete report, a traffic officer may issue a citation to the owner of the vehicle. The
penalty for such a citation is a civil forfeiture of between $30 and $300, but no demerit points are assessed
to the owner. If the report lacks any of the required information, the relevant county or municipality retains
the report for statistical purposes only.!2
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