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I) Railroad crossing procedures are one of the most important safety issues for school 
bus drivers to understand. With everything from different types of railroad crossings, to 
safe crossing procedures, it is critical that school bus drivers understand every aspect of 
crossing railroad tracks in a school bus. 

II) Although the school bus is considered to be one of the safest ways for students to 
travel to and from school, it does not have a chance if involved in a collision with a train. 
Because of the train’s size and weight, it cannot stop quickly. This is why it is 
imperative to gain every bit of knowledge about safe railroad crossing procedures. 

III) In the video, we will be giving many examples of the procedures that drivers must 
adhere to when approaching, stopping at and crossing railroad tracks in a school bus. 
The video also covers different types of crossings, road markings and signs, and even 
special situations to be mindful of.

Types of Railroad Crossings
1) Did you know that the United States has the world’s longest railway network? With 
about 700 railroads currently operating and over 160,000 miles of tracks. Since there 
ARE so many tracks, you are going to see a variety of types of crossings. It is important 
to understand the different types of crossings you may run into at ANY point in your 
career so you will know the correct procedures to apply when approaching them. 

2) There are 3 main types of crossings we want to cover. Passive, Active and Signal 
Controlled Crossings.

3) Passive crossings do not have any type of control devices such as: Lights, cross 
arms or bells. Since there are no type of control devices present, the decision to 
proceed lies totally in the hands of the driver. Passive crossings, require you to: 

A) RECOGNIZE the crossing.                                                                                   
B) ACTIVELY SEARCH THE TRACKS for an approaching train.                        
C) DECIDE if there is sufficient space to safely traverse the tracks.

4) Usually the only type of warnings for passive crossings are going to be warning signs 
and pavement markings. That is why you must always be aware and extremely cautious 
when approaching passive railroad crossings.

5) Active crossings are typically found in high density traffic areas. Active crossings 



DO have traffic control devices to regulate traffic. Some of these devices may include: 

a) Flashing red lights.                                                                                                    
b) Bells or audio warnings.                                                                                                        
c) Cross-arms. 

6) Then there are signal controlled crossings. These types of crossings are 
controlled by traffic signals. Usually because the track is running through the road 
in awkward areas. The traffic signals (such as traffic lights), work in conjunction with the 
cross arms and lights at the crossing. 

7) On a very rare occasion, you may run into exempt crossings. Make sure to follow 
state laws and district policies when it comes to exempt tracks. 

8) Just because an exempt sign may be present, we advise that you always exercise 
caution. Talk with your supervisor and make sure to follow your district policies and 
state laws when it comes to exempt railroad crossings.

Signs, Signals and Road Markings
9) It’s equally important to recognize and understand warning signs and road 
markings. 

10) Signs and road markings are a bus drivers warning system and gives you time to 
prepare for the tracks you will be approaching. They may even give you information 
about the type of crossing it is. It will be important for you to observe and abide 
by warning signs and road markings. 

11) Black on yellow warning signs (See picture below) are found on approach to most 
railroad crossings and are an alert to drivers that there are railroad tracks ahead.                                                                                            



Black on Yellow Sign

12) Whenever you see a black on yellow sign, you must be aware of trains that can be 
approaching from either direction. This also warns the bus driver to slow and prepare 
for the correct procedures for crossing the tracks. 

13) Cross buck signs (see picture below) require bus drivers to yield the right of way to 
the train. Cross buck signs also show the number of tracks that are present at the 
crossing. 

Cross-Buck Sign

14) Many crossings will have gates with flashing lights and bells. When these 
devices are activated, it means that a train is approaching. You would not proceed across 
the track for any reason until all cross arms have completely raised, the lights stop 
flashing and the bells stop ringing.



15) Pavement markings can help aid in recognizing an upcoming crossing. These 
markings consist of an X with the letters RR. If a sign gets knocked down or covered 
with brush, pavement markings are an added warning system for bus drivers to prepare 
for the crossing. 

16) There may be signs and pavement markings that are unique to specific 
areas. You need to be aware of this when you’re not driving your typical route. Be 
cautious by planning ahead and be aware when driving in unfamiliar areas where 
railroad crossings are present.

Railroad Crossing Procedures
17) It is important to follow your states laws and regulations for crossing railroad tracks 
in a school bus. And if you have ANY questions, do not hesitate to ask your supervisor. 

18) In general, school buses must stop at ALL PASSIVE AND ACTIVE 
CROSSINGS with OR without passengers. School bus drivers must also ensure it 
is safe before proceeding across the tracks. Although the procedures themselves do not 
take much time to perform, there are many steps to the process that you will need to get 
accustomed to doing at every railroad crossing. 

19) When you approach a crossing, the first thing to do is to SLOW DOWN. It has been 
recommended to slow the bus even as much as a half mile before the 
crossing. This is to allow motorists who are following the bus to react properly to the 
slowing bus. 

20) When on approach to a crossing, you would:

a) engage your 4-way hazard lights approximately 200 feet before reaching 
the track. 



b) scan surroundings and check your mirrors for any traffic behind the bus.                                                                                                                                     
c) tap the brakes for an additional warning to following motorists. 

21) When pulling up to the crossing, you should come to a full stop no closer than 15 
feet and no further than 50 feet from the nearest rail. 

22) At the crossing you would:         

a) turn off your radio or any noisy equipment and ask students to quiet 
down. Some buses have a noise suppressor button that can turn off multiple 
noise generators all at once.                                                                                         
b) open the service door and the driver’s window.                                                     
c) LOOK and LISTEN for an approaching train. (You should stay focused 
and not rush to ensure you have the clearest view possible of the tracks in 
both directions.) You are looking for train lights and listening for train 
horns and the sound of the train itself.

23) When all is clear, you would close the service door and start crossing the tracks. 
NEVER stop the bus until it is completely across the tracks. 

24) Once you have crossed, you would get the bus up to speed and cancel your 4-way 
hazard lights.

25) The process for crossing railroad tracks in a school bus does not take a lot of time. 
However, it is important that you actually take the time to go through these procedures 
thoroughly at every crossing. 

26) Something else to keep in mind is that not all crossings will be on single lane roads. 
Whenever there are multiple lanes you should always be in the furthest 
right lane. Additionally, many single lane crossings have a turn out that is designed for 
school buses and commercial vehicles to pull out on.

27) There are a couple of other things to keep in mind when crossing railroad tracks. 
One of these is storage and containment. You must pay attention to the amount of room 
needed to safely clear the railroad tracks. This means that the bus, after crossing 
the tracks, has enough containment or storage area to completely clear the tracks. As a 
general rule, you should add 15 feet to the length of your bus to determine 
an acceptable amount of containment or storage area. 

28) We show an example of containment space in the video. The driver in the video did 



not proceed across the tracks until the traffic ahead of them has cleared. You must 
understand the length of your bus and be proficient at judging distances to safely cross 
tracks in an area like this. Remember, if it doesn’t fit, don’t commit.

29) There are set procedures every time you approach, are at and are crossing railroad 
tracks in a school bus. Staying focused and not becoming complacent during 
any part of the procedure is the key. 

Special Situations and Additional Safety Issues
30) As we mentioned in the video, there are going to be many different types of 
crossings. One of these is a double crossing. These crossings require bus drivers to 
perform crossing procedures at each set of tracks. Just because one set of tracks is 
clear, doesn’t mean the next will be. Additionally, you have to be mindful of the the 
containment space for your bus after passing the first set of tracks. Always err on the 
side of caution and make sure to treat each track like a train could be arriving at any 
moment. 

31) After a train passes at active crossings, the cross arms raise and lights and bells stop 
flashing, you would go through the same type of crossing procedures as if a train wasn’t 
there to begin with. If you are wondering why, it is because alarms and cross arms at 
active crossings CAN malfunction. That’s why it is ultimately up to you to remain 
vigilante and make sure you perform crossing procedures even after all the warnings 
have lifted.

32) If lights and cross arms do malfunction or the crossarm comes down on 
any part of the bus, drive through the crossarm and break it. Cross arms are 
not very strong and they are designed to break. Remember, if a non malfunctioning 
cross arm is coming down, that signals that a train is coming. Then your only course of 
action will be to get across the crossing immediately. 

33) Here is another situation that hopefully never comes up. But if it does, you should 
know how to react to it. If the bus breaks down or stalls on the railroad tracks FOR ANY 
REASON, you would issue an immediate evacuation for ALL occupants aboard the 
school bus. If students were on board, you would lead them away from the tracks but in 
the direction the train would be coming from. The reason for doing so is to reduce the 
chance of students or yourself from being struck by flying debris if the train collides with 
the stalled out bus. If the direction of the train is unknown, you should evacuate a 



minimum of 100 feet from the track. Then get in touch with dispatch and alert them of 
the situation. 

34) NEVER attempt to race through a crossings before a train arrives. Fatalities have 
occurred due to bus drivers becoming impatient and not able to fully clear the tracks in 
time. Think about this....A train moving at 60 MPH is moving at approximately 
90 feet per second. At that speed it can cover a quarter mile in about 15 
seconds. It takes a bus approximately 15 seconds to cross a set of tracks. 
Even though a train may seem to be a long distance away, there may not be enough time 
to cross before the train arrives. Once again, always err on the side of caution and leave 
plenty of room for error. 

35) Whenever you’re stopped at a railroad crossing with a train passing through, make 
sure to keep your foot on the brake pedal so you can’t move or be shoved into 
the path of a train.  In addition, you should never attempt to pass, stop or 
backup on railroad tracks for ANY REASON. 

36) Some railroad tracks are placed in precarious areas. However, you should try to 
avoid “inching up” to get a better look at the tracks. The only time you should 
inch up is if you haven’t made it to the 15 foot limit line. A good way to get a better view 
of the tracks is to use the ‘Rock and Roll’ method. This requires you to shift your 
body in order to obtain the best possible view of the tracks.

37) And finally, weather is going to play a major role at railroad crossings. Wet 
or Icy roadways are going to require drivers to approach crossings even slower than they 
typically would.  There may be wet leaves or debris on the ground that can affect driving. 
There are all types of weather conditions that can be a safety concern at railroad 
crossings. You need to be mindful of this, especially when you’re in unfamiliar areas 
such as field trips or sporting events. Additionally, you should know your route 
thoroughly. This will better help to prepare you when approaching crossings in foggy or 
extremely bad weather conditions. 

38) Throughout the video, we covered several issues to be mindful of when crossing 
railroad tracks in a school bus. We have shown different types of crossings you may 
encounter. We have shown the importance of recognizing signs and road markings on 
approach to crossings. We have also given a detailed illustration of how to perform the 
proper railroad crossing procedures in a school bus. And we have covered special 
situations and additional issues that you must consider. Now, it is up to you to take this 



information and APPLY IT. Remember, to stay alert. Remember to take your time. And 
remember, stay safe.



TEST QUESTIONS

1) Active crossings do not have any types of warning devices present.                               
TRUE or FALSE

2) A black on yellow sign is a warning that you are approaching railroad tracks.                               
TRUE or FALSE

3) There is no need to stop at a passive crossing.                                                                 
TRUE or FALSE

4) If a train seems like it is a far distance away, try to get across the tracks before the 
train arrives.                                                                                                                                             
TRUE or FALSE

5) This is a cross buck sign.

TRUE or FALSE

6) When pulling up to a crossing, you should pull up from 15 to 5o feet of the crossing.                               
TRUE or FALSE

7) If you don’t have a clear view of the tracks you should inch up to get a better view.                               
TRUE or FALSE

8) Signal controlled crossings are controlled by traffic signals and lights.                               
TRUE or FALSE

9) If the bus breaks down while crossing, you should evacuate all occupants and lead 
them away from the track, but toward the direction that the train is traveling from.                               
TRUE or FALSE

10) It takes a bus approximately 15 seconds to cross a set of tracks.                                
TRUE or FALSE



ANSWER KEY

1) FALSE

2) TRUE

3) FALSE

4) FALSE

5) TRUE

6) TRUE

7) FALSE

8) TRUE

9) TRUE

10) TRUE


