
September 2023

AN EQUITABLE TRANSITION TO  
ELECTRIC SCHOOL BUSES
Delivering the health, air quality and climate benefits of electric school buses  
to students nationwide
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THE CHALLENGE. 
Some 20 million students ride the bus to school in the U.S., and more than 90% of those buses are diesel. That’s a problem: 
diesel exhaust, a known carcinogen, is too dangerous for children to breathe. 

Diesel fumes have proven links to serious physical health issues, leading to asthma, cancer and other respiratory illnesses—and 
research has even linked these diesel bus emissions to cognitive development impacts. More troubling still, younger students 
are particularly vulnerable to the negative impacts of diesel exhaust pollution and the dangers of diesel exhaust are even 
greater for older, higher emitting buses. 

While diesel exhaust pollution is undeniably dangerous for all students, not everyone feels its impacts equally. Low-income 
students and Black students are both more likely to ride the bus to school than other peer groups, and communities of color 
face on-road fine particulate matter pollution 61% to 75% higher than white residents.   

On top of their dangerous local pollutants, diesel school buses also generate significant greenhouse gas emissions, fueling 
climate change and putting even more people in harm’s way. 

Bottom line: diesel school buses aren’t safe for our children, our communities or our planet.

THE OPPORTUNITY.
But there is good news: electric school buses are safe and reliable, produce no tailpipe emissions and are already on the road 
serving kids in districts nationwide today.

Because electric school bus motors create no tailpipe emissions, they reduce students’ exposure to dangerous air pollutants. 
That keeps students safe from the serious physical dangers of diesel exhaust pollution. Reducing students’ exposure to air 
pollution from school buses has been shown to have positive and significant effects on student test scores too.

An equitable transition to electric school buses also offers an opportunity to right historical wrongs by ensuring those most 
impacted by the dangers of diesel exhaust pollution experience the benefits of electric school buses first – and by guaranteeing 
that communities are empowered across the electric school bus ecosystem. 

Electric school buses generate significantly lower greenhouse gas emissions than all other fuel types. In fact, electrifying the 
full U.S. school bus fleet by 2030 would reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 9 million metric tons per year1 –  the equivalent 
of taking 2 million cars off the roads – all while helping to bring about a crucial tipping point for electric vehicles within the 
transport sector.

That means electric school buses aren’t only part of the solution to air pollution, they can play a key role in mitigating 
climate change too.

http://digital.schoolbusfleet.com/publication/?m=65919&i=696373&p=35&pp=1&ver=html5
http://www.atlasevhub.com/materials/medium-and-heavy-duty-vehicle-registrations-dashboard/
https://www.iarc.who.int/news-events/iarc-diesel-engine-exhaust-carcinogenic/
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sciencedirect.com%2Fscience%2Farticle%2Fabs%2Fpii%2FS0167629611000701%23bib0190&data=04%7C01%7CAmy.Todd%40wri.org%7C668529f688c74b1ebd8208da01d1d127%7C476bac1f36b24ad98699cda6bad1f862%7C0%7C0%7C637824297909983902%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=wh0E3nljX8MunBlZl7n4Eck9Ni%2Fol9E8ytRdWAbduqE%3D&reserved=0%22%20t%20%22_blank
https://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/air-pollution-current-and-future-challenges
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w25641/w25641.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w25641/w25641.pdf
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bts.gov%2Ftopics%2Fpassenger-travel%2Fback-school-2019&data=04%7C01%7CAmy.Todd%40wri.org%7C668529f688c74b1ebd8208da01d1d127%7C476bac1f36b24ad98699cda6bad1f862%7C0%7C0%7C637824297910140158%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=b2iaCYkFQVVdMsviQgHeCUsZZE8l1KfrkkjYp%2FOCmrY%3D&reserved=0%22%20\\t%20%22_blank
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bts.gov%2Ftopics%2Fpassenger-travel%2Fback-school-2019&data=04%7C01%7CAmy.Todd%40wri.org%7C668529f688c74b1ebd8208da01d1d127%7C476bac1f36b24ad98699cda6bad1f862%7C0%7C0%7C637824297910140158%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=b2iaCYkFQVVdMsviQgHeCUsZZE8l1KfrkkjYp%2FOCmrY%3D&reserved=0%22%20\\t%20%22_blank
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnhts.ornl.gov%2F&data=04%7C01%7CTom.Meyer%40wri.org%7Cbd6d7b757fcf4bfc4f0508da06a27c72%7C476bac1f36b24ad98699cda6bad1f862%7C0%7C0%7C637829592201557267%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=b77lpAo29MjNzJyF4dD8iOUIJArGg04frAq4zc9UoMk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ucsusa.org%2Fresources%2Finequitable-exposure-air-pollution-vehicles&data=04%7C01%7CAmy.Todd%40wri.org%7C668529f688c74b1ebd8208da01d1d127%7C476bac1f36b24ad98699cda6bad1f862%7C0%7C0%7C637824297910140158%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=dRdNMBJqh1txAurR5Za4tcXofbwJZrgVTwaK1LUTZLQ%3D&reserved=0%22%20\t%20%22_blank
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w25641/w25641.pdf
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THE ELECTRIC SCHOOL BUS MOMENT.
Maybe the best news of all is that the electric school bus moment is here. 

Electric school buses are successfully operating in every type of community and all types of climates, with commitments to 
more than 5,900 electric school buses in 49 states. Through the improved battery and charging technology now available, 
the nameplate range of current electric school bus models is from 75 to 210 miles, enough to reliably cover most routes in 
operation. And with all major bus manufacturers now offering electric school buses — and historic investments in electric 
school buses at the federal, state and local level — more students than ever before are positioned to experience the benefits of 
electric school buses.

OUR APPROACH.
Together with partners, WRI’s Electric School Bus Initiative is working in five areas of focus:

Support school districts in accelerating the equitable transition to electric school buses. WRI is 
working with communities and partner organizations to support school districts – particularly those in low-
income areas, communities of color and those disproportionately impacted by diesel exhaust pollution – with 
technical assistance and localized transition plans.

Collaborate with manufacturers across the electric school bus supply chain in preparing for an 
equitable and sustainable transition. WRI is working with manufacturing supply chain stakeholders to 
identify industry bottlenecks, increase electric school bus capacity and availability, and lower purchase costs – 
all while engaging partners to foster an equitable transition with a focus on workforce preparation.

Work with electric utilities to improve interconnection and investments for electric school bus 
charging infrastructure, including supportive rates and tariffs. WRI is bringing together electric 
utilities, policymakers, school districts and private fleet operators to identify and advance equity-oriented 
electric system solutions, including innovative opportunities in vehicle-to-grid (V2G) and vehicle-to-anything 
(V2X) technologies and infrastructure deployment

Engage policymakers to drive policies that grow demand, reduce barriers and increase electric 
school bus public funding. WRI is supporting community voices and engaging policymakers in the federal 
government, state governments and municipalities to usher in the policy solutions and funding and financing 
needed to reduce barriers to equitable school bus electrification. 

Partner with communities pursuing school bus electrification and support with tools and 
resources. WRI is working collaboratively with partners and community organizations – many of whom have 
been leading in the electric school bus space for years – to bring about an equitable transition to electric school 
buses and center the voices of community members in every school district.

ABOUT WRI’S ELECTRIC SCHOOL BUS INITIATIVE
Established in partnership with the Bezos Earth Fund, WRI’s Electric School Bus Initiative aims to collaborate with partners and communities 
to build unstoppable momentum toward an equitable transition of the U.S. school bus fleet to electric by 2030, bringing health, climate, and 
economic benefits to children and families across the country and normalizing electric mobility for an entire generation.

1. Calculation using AFLEET (2020) and includes fuel lifecycle and vehicle operations. Uses the NREL Electrification Futures Study low cost renewables 2030 national average values, and 
assumes annual bus mileage of 14,084 miles, the same distribution of bus sizes found in the 2022 fleet orders, and no changes from current fuel efficiencies of either fuel type.

https://www.wri.org/insights/where-electric-school-buses-us?utm_medium=print+&utm_source=twopager&utm_campaign=adoption_blog
https://www.wri.org/research/electric-school-bus-us-market-study-and-buyers-guide-resource-school-bus-operators

