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Boundaries

Appropriate Boundaries 
with Students: It’s Up to 
You
We all know the discomfort we feel when 
someone stands too close in an elevator 
or says something inappropriate. We 
have instincts about our “comfort zone” 
and react when someone crosses that 
line. 
Children, however, may not have an 
inner sense of appropriate boundaries, 
and they depend on adults to lead by 
example. 

That means it is up to you to set and 
maintain appropriate verbal, physical, 
and relationship boundaries between 
you and your students. Your goal as 
a professional school bus driver is to 
transport students safely; but that goal 
includes an element of “social safety.” 
These guidelines can help you achieve 
that goal.

Verbal Boundaries
Avoid inappropriate language with 
students, such as shouting, insults, 
displays of temper, racially or sexually 
charged language, or cursing. Even 
if students talk to you in these ways, 
resist the urge to match their tone or 
words. Instead, respond in a calm, but 
authoritative voice. As an article by 
the National Education Association 
states, “Your voice of greater presence 

and a different tone (can help) create a 
little distance between you and your 
students.”

Physical Boundaries
What constitutes appropriate physical 
boundaries between students and 
adults? Consider these guidelines from 
the “Teach, But Don’t Touch” NEA 
brochure for school employees:  

•	 Always maintain a professional 
demeanor and distance. 

•	 No flirting, teasing or joking about 
sex, even if a student flirts, asks a 
direct question or initiates physical 
contact. Respond with a firm, “no,” 
and passive body language – arms 
at your side or crossed in front, for 
example.

•	 Never be alone with a student. Since 
this may be unavoidable with the last 
student on the bus, be sure to stay in 
your seat or in plain sight.

•	 If a young child is crying and needs 
comfort, an occasional hug is OK. 
However, it is best to avoid physical 
contact. Try kneeling down to their 
level, and talking in a reassuring 
way. A sympathetic look and quick 
squeeze of the hand might be all it 
takes to calm them.

•	 Inappropriate touch always includes 
kissing, hair stroking, tickling, frontal 
hugs, or pats on the bottom. If you 
want to reward good behavior, try a 
“high-five” instead.   

•	 Avoid physical force to enforce 
discipline. Instead, report incidents to 
your supervisor.  

Relationship Boundaries
Keep your private life private. Having 
students over or visiting their families, 
attending their sports or music events, for 
example, could be crossing a boundary. 
This may be unavoidable, especially 
in small towns where you see students 
at public or school events. You may 
even coach a student’s soccer team! No 
matter what the setting, keep the lines of 
division clear. 
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Avoid communicating with students 
via social media suggests another NEA 
article. That includes texting, Twitter, 
or Facebook. In fact, many states are 
debating the legality of such contact. 
Just as you protect your students 
with your safe driving habits and 
safe loading and unloading practices, 
protect them – and yourself from 
accusations of inappropriate  behavior 
– with appropriate verbal, physical and 
relationship boundaries every time you 
are around students.
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