Who's Liable When a Child Is Hurt in an Alabama School Bus Accident?

School Bus Accidents Rarely Have Just One At-Fault Party

Every parent who watches their child climb the steps of a school bus expects a routine ride. So,
what happens when that routine turns into a school bus accident? Panic sets in fast, and right
behind it comes a harder question. Who's actually responsible?

That question gets complicated fast, especially when a public school system is involved. A school
bus crash can involve the bus driver, another driver on the road, a private transportation
company, or even the company that built the bus. Alabama law treats each of these differently,
and that difference matters a lot for a family trying to get answers.

The Bus Driver’s Individual Responsibility

A bus driver who runs a stop sign, skips a mirror check, or drives distracted is breaking the same
rules any driver has to follow. That’s negligence, plain and simple, and it can support a claim just
like it would after any other crash.

Here’s where it gets tricky. Most Alabama school bus drivers work for a public school system,
not a private company. That matters, because public employees get special legal protection
while they’re doing their jobs. Before a family can go after the driver personally, the question of
whether that legal protection applies has to be addressed first.

That doesn’t mean a family is out of options. It just means the claim has to take a different path,
and it’s a big part of why suing the school board directly rarely works.

Why Suing the School Board Itself Rarely Works

Article |, Section 14 of the Alabama Constitution provides the state with broad sovereign
immunity from lawsuits. Alabama courts have also treated county and city boards of education
as state agencies entitled to constitutional immunity in many types of claims.

Alabama law also provides certain immunity protections to people who work for public school
systems. Alabama Code Section 36-1-12 extends those protections to education employees,
which can include school bus drivers. Whether that protection applies to a driver personally
depends on the circumstances of the accident and the conduct involved.

So, does that mean a school bus driver can never be held personally responsible? Not
necessarily. Whether immunity applies depends on the specific circumstances and what the
driver was doing when the accident occurred. That makes a thorough investigation especially
important, rather than relying only on the accident report.

Other Drivers on the Road
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The most straightforward path to compensation usually runs through another driver involved in
the accident. A driver who rear-ends a stopped bus, blows through an intersection, or ignores
the flashing lights and stop arm is on the hook the same way they’d be after any other crash.
None of the school system’s legal protection applies to them.

Alabama Code Section 32-5A-154 generally requires drivers approaching a stopped school bus
with its required visual signals operating to stop, whether approaching from behind or from the
opposite direction. An exception applies to certain divided highways. A driver who blows past
that stopped bus and hits a child, or causes a crash that hurts kids inside, can be held fully
responsible.

Other Parties Who May Share Responsibility

When a private transportation company operates a school bus or provides transportation
services, different liability rules may apply. That matters a lot for a family, because a private
contractor doesn’t get the same protection a public school system does. If bad hiring, poor
training, or skipped maintenance played a role, the following parties may be held liable after an
Alabama school bus accident:

e Other Drivers: A driver who fails to yield, follows too closely, or ignores a bus’s stop arm
can be held fully liable, with no immunity standing in the way.

e Private Transportation Contractors: A private company running bus routes under contract
with a school system can be held liable for bad hiring, poor training, or skipped
maintenance.

e Bus and Parts Manufacturers: A defective brake system, faulty stop arm sensor, or
structural failure can point to a product liability claim against the manufacturer.

e The Bus Driver: Depending on the circumstances of the accident and the conduct
involved, a school bus driver may be held personally responsible for causing a crash.

Figuring out who's really responsible usually takes time and effort. It takes pulling maintenance
records, checking employment history, and digging into the specific facts of what happened.

What Families Can Recover After a School Bus Accident

A child hurt in a bus accident may need care today and years from now. Kids heal differently
than adults, and a growing body doesn’t always show the full impact of an injury right away.
Compensation should reflect that, not just cover the first hospital bill. Recoverable damages
include:

e Maedical Expenses: Emergency treatment, hospital stays, surgery, and ongoing care tied to
the crash.
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e Future Medical and Rehabilitation Costs: Long-term therapy, assistive devices, or
specialized care as a child grows.

e Pain and Suffering: Compensation for the physical pain and emotional toll a serious injury
causes a child and their family.

e Lost Future Earning Capacity: Compensation when a permanent injury is likely to limit a
child’s ability to work later in life.

e Wrongful Death Damages: If a school bus accident proves fatal, Alabama law may allow a
wrongful death claim. Alabama treats wrongful death damages differently from most
states, focusing on punitive rather than compensatory damages.

Building a Strong Case After a School Bus Accident

Evidence disappears fast after a bus accident. Surveillance footage from the bus, a nearby
business, or the school district’s own cameras often gets overwritten or deleted within days
unless someone asks for it to be saved right away.

The official accident report is a starting point, not the whole story. Other kids on the bus,
parents waiting at the stop, and nearby drivers often remember details an officer never
captured, especially when the whole thing happened in a matter of seconds.

Maintenance records matter just as much as what happened at the scene. A brake system
flagged during an inspection but never fixed, or a stop arm sensor with a history of glitching, can
shift the whole case away from driver error and toward a maintenance or manufacturing
problem instead.

Frequently Asked Questions About Alabama School Bus Accident Claims
Can | sue the Alabama school board directly after a bus accident?

Generally, Alabama public school boards have broad constitutional immunity from lawsuits.
That doesn’t mean the case is dead. It just means the family needs to look at who else was
involved.

What if the school bus driver caused the crash?

The driver may still be personally responsible in some circumstances. Alabama's immunity laws
can affect claims involving public school employees, so whether a family can pursue the driver
individually depends on the facts of the accident and the conduct involved.

What if my child was hurt by another driver, not the bus itself?

That driver can be held fully responsible under regular Alabama negligence law, including a
driver who illegally passes a stopped school bus.

Contact Our Firm to Discuss a School Bus Accident Claim



Sorting out who's responsible after a school bus accident in Mobile, Daphne, Fairhope, Saraland,
or Foley takes more than a quick read of the accident report. It takes a close look at who
employed the driver, who maintained the bus, and whether the school system’s legal protection
actually fits the facts of what happened.

Dean Waite & Associates, LLC has spent years helping Alabama families untangle exactly this
kind of case. We bring more than 25 years of combined experience to cases involving injured
kids, and we know how to track down every party who can be held accountable, not just the
obvious one.

Put your trust in the Alabama injury attorneys at Dean Waite & Associates, LLC. Contact us
today, and let’s meet in our office, your home, your hospital room, or wherever is most
convenient for you. We simply want to help you get your life back on track.
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