Planning Guide for Your Next Field Trip:  What Every Adviser Should Know

By Amy Goodwin, Landrum High School


Before any adviser, or teacher for that matter, sets off on his or her next field trip, there are a number of issues he or she needs to be aware of.  


For starters, as of July 1, 2006, Jacob’s Law went into effect. This South Carolina law states no school-age student (daycare through high school) may be transported to school or extra-curricular events in any vehicle that does not meet the federal definition of a school bus.  School districts across South Carolina must comply with this regulation.  Having parents sign waivers to have students transported in personal vehicles may not keep the school district or individual responsible out of a liability lawsuit if an accident were to occur.  For more information about Jacob’s Law and federal school bus guidelines, see these Web sites: www.jacobs-law.org or www.fmcsa.dot.gov. 


Of course this does not mean you shouldn’t go on field trip.  They are invaluable educational tools that teach students so much more than the content they might receive in the classroom.  Teachers should simply be prepared and organize and plan thoroughly before setting off on an out-of-school experience with their charges.  Following are some simple guidelines for planning out your trip:

· Know your school/district field trip policy.  The policies are often outlined in the district’s policy manual and often in the teacher’s handbooks that are distributed at the beginning of the school year.  Each school should have a copy of the district manual somewhere at each individual school.

· Put your request in on time. Since field trips usually have to be approved by the administration, some districts have a set deadline at the beginning of each semester for submitting field trip requests. One helpful thing in turning in your request is to let your administrator know the educational value of attending the event. 

· Know and abide by the district staff-student chaperone ratio.  Often, your bus driver (if a district employee) will count as a chaperone, but too often these days, administrators are reluctant to allow other district staff to be out of the building.  If you can, look for parent volunteers to help chaperone.  A common ratio for school districts is one school employee per 25 students and at least one adult for every 10 students.
· Do your financial planning.  If there is a cost for the event or conference, decide how that is going to be paid.  Students could pay themselves, the programs could pay, or, if your administrator is generous, he or she could foot some of the cost.  Be sure to collect the fees well in advance for the event.  In some districts, transportation officials require the group making the trip pay for both the driver’s expenses and fuel costs.  Find out what your group is responsible for so your program is not hit with an unexpected cost.
· Use proper field trip permission forms.  Your district should have an official field trip permission form that asks parents to list emergency medical and contact information.  Be sure you use an administratively approved form and that you get one from each child attending.
· Prepare your students.   Make sure they know what they will need to pay for (registration costs, meals, etc.).  Make sure they know your expectations as far as behavior and academic requirements.  There may be special regulations for riding a school bus as well, so be sure you know about those if they exist.
On the day of the field trip, teachers need to be sure that they are prepared for anything that might happen. Listed below is another checklist to help advisers/teachers be sure they are ready for anything that might occur:

When you leave:

· Make sure you leave a manifest at the front office.  This should include emergency contact numbers of both the bus driver and adviser’s cell phones.  It should also include a timetable of departure and arrival times, the route you intend on taking, and a list of all passengers in attendance (if traveling in multiple busses, passenger lists should be by bus).

· Be sure you have a copy of all permission forms with you.  It may also be advisable to leave a copy of these with the front office.

· Be sure you have a means of contacting people in case of a problem.  Cell phones these days are invaluable.  Make sure you have the school phone number, the number of your bus driver (and make sure the bus driver has yours!), and the number of the district transportation officials.

· Stress to your students what is expected of them.  If there is a particular curriculum that you wish for your students to follow, be sure they know about it.  Make sure they know meeting places and times.  It is best if they are left to their own devises for a period of time to pair students up, making sure at least one person per group has a reliable watch.

· Finally, take care of your bus driver!  This person is doing you a great service.  Be sure you provide him/her with parking and event maps.  Take up a collection to take care of his/her meal while on the road…or put together a care package of goodies to snack on if he/she is not participating with the conference.  Take along a garbage bag so that students can be sure the bus is clean when they return from the trip.  The bus driver will appreciate this and the transportation officials will appreciate the effort.

