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It’s time to walk and roll!  

RALEIGH, NC

Walk to School Day, held every year in October, is an 
energizing event. It reminds adults and students alike 
of the simple joy of walking or bicycling to school. For 
many communities, the event leads to more walking 
and bicycling all year long. It also builds support for 
creating or improving safer walking and bicycling 
routes. For this year’s event date, see  
www.walkbiketoschool.org.

Walk to School Day events come in all shapes and 
sizes. Start small, or start big – the key is to find a 
good fit for your community. In the past 10 years more 
than 17,500 schools in 4,500 cities have held 31,000 
Walk to School Day events. They do so for a variety 
of reasons that range from serious to fun, such as 
promoting physical activity, bringing attention to 
safety needs, building a sense of neighborhood and 
inspiring school spirit.  Studies have shown that 
walking to school can positively impact academic 
achievement, student morning energy levels and 
attention, truancy, and absenteeism, and can 
improve schools and their communities through 
social bonding and community building. 

In an annual survey of Walk to School Day event organizers, 
consistently more than 60%  report that their event had an impact 
on engineering and policy changes that help make it possible for 
students to walk and bicycle to school more often.

RALEIGH, NC
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What if no students live close enough to walk  
or the route is not safe?

Schools have found creative ways to deal with those issues. For ideas for holding a Walk at School event or using a 
gathering spot for a group walk, see When walking from home is not an option.

Who can be a Walk to School  
event organizer?

A Walk to School event organizer can be anyone who wants to champion 
holding an event at a local school, as long as the principal gives the green light. 
Organizers are often PTA members, other parents, school nurses, PE teachers, 
school principals or local non-profit organizations.  Make it official by registering 
the event at www.walkbiketoschool.org. This guide is written for anyone who 
is stepping up to be an event organizer or is involved in planning an event.

Are you in?

Walk to school events can be simple or complex. This guide aims to give ideas and inspiration for a range of situations 
and resources.  Maybe you don’t have a lot of time but you don’t want to wait a year. Go the simple route this time.  
Just take that first step. Who knows where it will lead?  Perhaps the greatest tip for success is for the event to tie back 
to something a community really cares about, whether that’s promoting an active lifestyle, safety,  the benefits of 
community or some other reason.  

 

““This is our 5th year 
taking part in Walk 

to School. Students love this 
special event!! It gets bigger 
and better every year. 
– SPRINGFIELD,  

MA

“

“We did this event last year as well and the participation rate increased significantly between the two years.  I think this 
event, along with our community forum, has increased awareness and have begun discussion regarding making  
our community a safe place to walk/ride, therefore increasing physical activity.   

– TAHLEHQUAH, OK

CEDARBURG, WICEDARBURG, WI
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Steps to planning a  
Walk to School Day event
This section presents Walk to School Day 
planning for two different scenarios: 
When there is a week to plan, read 
Option 1. When you’ve got time to plan 
a more elaborate event, read Option 2.

Many successful events begin with 
little time to spare. A smaller event 
could simply include the families that 
sometimes walk to school but make it a 
point to celebrate together on a special 
day.  A larger event could invite others 
in the community to walk together and 
include an activity when the walkers 
arrive at school. 

Just as no two events are exactly the 
same, there is no one right way to 
have an event. It is about making  
the event work for your school  
and community.

Option 1: When there’s no time to spare!

An event can be simple. In fact, it’s possible to plan a Walk or Bike to School event in one week. Here’s how it can work:

Day 1:

• Obtain the school principal’s approval for a Walk or 
Bike to School Day event.

• Register the event at walkbiketoschool.org 
to be counted among the millions of participants. 
Registering your event will also give you free access 
to extra resources and promotional materials.

• Decide if the event will encourage walking, bicycling 
or both and how it will be organized. The easiest last 
minute option is for families to walk from their own 
homes, with other families joining along the way. For 
schools that can ramp up quickly, another possibility 
is for students to meet and form a parade to head  
to school.  

PRINCETON, NJPRINCETON, NJ
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Day 2:

• Invite students and parents to participate. If the 
school has a listserv, use it to announce your event. 
Download fliers that can easily be printed on a home 
or school computer at  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/ 
build-excitement/fliers-and-banners.

• Think safety.  If some students already walk or bike 
to school, safety issues should have been addressed. 
Check with the school, the resource officer (if there 
is one), or the local police department to see if 
there are any special safety issues.  If groups will be 
walking, you may want to see if an officer wants to 
walk with the students.

Days 3-5:

• Recruit volunteers to help distribute fliers and, if 
desired, to greet walkers and bicyclists on  
the big day.

Day 6:

• Make an intercom announcement to remind students 
to walk or bicycle to school tomorrow.

• Create posters or a banner that will greet students 
when they arrive at school. Potential phrases include, 
“Thanks for walking,” “It’s Walk to School Day,” “We 
walked to school today!”  For banners, visit  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/ 
build-excitement/fliers-and-banners.

Day 7:

• Event day is here! Take photos of walkers and 
riders (if allowed by the school). Once you have the 
school’s permission, share your event photos on  
the Safe Routes to School Facebook page  
www.facebook.com/saferoutesinfo, or on the 
Walk and Bike to School event yearbook page  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/go/ 
how-did-it-go/event-yearbooks.

• As students arrive, ask them to contribute to a list 
like: Ways they got their parents to walk and bike to 
school with them, Top 10 reasons to walk and bike to 
school and/or Top 10 things that need improvement 
to make walking and biking to school easier and 
safer. Save the students’ lists to get ideas for  
next year’s event.

PROVIDENCE, RIPROVIDENCE, RI
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1. Get approval from  
the school

Make sure the school principal supports the event. Some 
principals even become event champions.

2. Envision a fun event

Think about what would work best for your community. 
Will students meet and form a parade to head to school? 
Or will families walk from their own homes, adding other 
families along the way? Will there be a celebration at 
the school? Ask parents, school staff, administration and 
students what they think.

3. Register the event

Register at www.walkbiketoschool.org to have your 
event part of the official national count and access free 
downloadable materials such as banners, fliers, stickers, 
punch cards, puzzles and certificates.

4. Approach partners and  
recruit volunteers

There are likely other people or groups who share the 
desire to promote walking and bicycling to school. 
Consider inviting teachers, school administrators, law 
enforcement, local businesses and public officials – 
maybe even a local celebrity like a local television 
meteorologist, a college sports team or the high school’s 
mascot to play a role in the day by walking with students, 
greeting walkers at the school or donating refreshments  
or incentives. 

Option 2:  An event with a bigger splash

Walk to School Day events sometimes have more than one goal (like to kick off weekly Walking Wednesdays,  
promote physical activity, have fun!) so it makes sense that there might be multiple partners and different activities 
before, during and after the event. The sky is the limit but these steps will take you through several planning steps so 
you can decide how to best maximize your event and reach your goals. ““We invited mayors, school superintendent, nurses, 

etc., and on the morning of the event we were 
shocked to see two local newspapers covering the event 
and close to 200 parents, grandparents  
and children.  
– BOLIVA, TN

PHOENIX, AZ
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5. Think safety 

If some students already walk or bike to school, any 
safety issues should have already been addressed. 
However, your event may have many more students 
arriving on foot or bicycle than usual and that may 
require special consideration. Check with the school, 
the resource officer (if there is one), or the local police 
department to see if there are any special safety issues. 
If groups will be walking, you may want to see if an 
officer wants to walk with the students. See Safety on 
the event day and beyond for more information about 
what to consider and potential strategies.

6. Make a plan to include 
children with disabilities 

Walk to School Day events create opportunities  
for children to interact and socialize with their peers. 
These events can also provide chances to teach 
pedestrian and bicycle safety skills and positive 
experiences to encourage independent travel later in life.  
Learn more about providing access for all students at  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/ 
plan-the-event/access-for-all-students.

7. Promote the event

Make sure that students and parents know how to 
participate, and let the local media know when and 
where things are happening. These events make great 
newspaper photos and video for TV.  See Resources: 
Talking points to help you or the designated 
spokesperson be ready to talk to media.

For press releases, PSAs, logos, flyers, banners and more 
go to www.walkbiketoschool.org/ 
get-set/build-excitement 

8. Celebrate

Enjoy the magic of what a day can do!

9. Make your next move

If you had a planning team or key volunteers, you  
may want to host a debriefing meeting to talk about  
what went well and what should be changed for next 
year. Many communities are so energized by the event 
they want to start doing more to make it possible for 
students to walk and bicycle more often. See What 
next? for ideas for taking it beyond the day.

For more information about how to plan a  
Walk to School Day event, visit  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/getting-started. ““ I had a group of volunteers that helped me make 

signs and banners to hang up along the route.  To 
promote the event, flyers were posted around school, a flyer 
went home with the students with all the event details, and 
morning announcements were made at school.  All families 
were encouraged to carpool to our meeting spot and then 
walk from there.  We ended up having 245 walkers, includ-
ing Cary’s mayor, Harold Weinbrecht, join in 
the event!  
– CARY, NC

“

“This was our first year participating in the event. Everyone was enthusiastic and felt a great sense of pride  
walking together as a team and representing our school in the Walk to School Day event.   

– SARASOTA, FL



7

Great ideas for your event  

1. Carry signs that display pedestrian or bicycle 
safety messages like, “Walking to school is cool,”  
“Watch for Walkers,” or “Hike it Bike It I like it!” For 
downloadable event signs, visit  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/build-
excitement/event-signs.

2. Provide a nutritious breakfast or snack before 
or after walking.

3. Incorporate a walking or biking theme into 
a physical education class.

4. Calculate the total steps or miles accrued 
during the event and display it at the school.

5. Invite the school mascot or wear school  
colors while walking or biking.

6. Form a walking school bus or bicycle train. See 
www.walkbiketoschool.org/keep-going/ 
ongoing-activities/walking-school-bus.

7. Ask all participating students to sign a banner 
proclaiming, “We walked to school today!”  
and hang it in the school. See  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/ 
build-excitement/fliers-and-banners.

8. Make and display posters promoting the 
event at school, along the route(s), and throughout 
the community.

9. Provide parents with maps of suggested 
walking and bicycling routes to school  
using resources like Google Maps  
(www.google.com/maps).

HOLLANDALE, MS
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10. Use the school intercom system to announce 
pedestrian and bicycle safety tips and to give 
reminders about the event.

11. Ask students to help plan the event. Members  
of student councils, student safety patrols and  
other leadership groups can provide good peer  
role models.

12. Designate an area for parents to “Park and 
Walk” so that children who live further away can 
participate. It will also reduce traffic congestion at 
school. Some schools will allow school buses to 
drop off students at a meeting point so that they 
can walk the remainder of the route too.

13. Play walking-themed songs such as, “Walking in 
Memphis” by Marc Cohn, “Walking on Sunshine” 
by Katrina & the Waves, and “I Would Walk 500 
Miles” by the Proclaimers, or songs that make 
students smile like “Happy” by Pharrell Williams.

14. Hold a contest to design a logo for the event.

15. Set a mileage goal and log the miles walked or 
biked (www.walkbiketoschool.org/keep-going/
ongoing-activities/mileage-tracking) toward 
the goal. The entire school can combine mileage 
to work toward a symbolic goal, like climbing 
Mount Everest, bicycling along the Nile or walking 
the Great Wall of China. Students can chart their 
collective progress and study the target destination 
to plan a party based on the local culture when the 
group “arrives.”

16. Reward the class with the greatest percentage 
of students walking or biking to school with a 
celebration like lunch with a firefighter or the 
school principal. 

17. Hold a pedestrian and/or bicycle safety assembly 
or a “question and answer” session in conjunction 
with the event.

18. Design and laminate a Frequent Walker Card 
(sample template available to members at  
www.walkbiketoschool.org/for-members) that 
students can hang from their backpacks. Choose 
regular and “surprise” walking days to punch  
cards that will be rewarded with small incentives 
for participation.

19. Practice pedestrian safety skills in the 
classroom and show students how to safely 
cross a street when walking or biking. Use desks, 
chairs, and masking tape to show parked cars and 
pavement markings. Better yet, set it up on the 
playground or closed-off parking lot area.

20. Develop walking themes for each day of the 
week and have children correspond their clothing 
to those days: safety colors day, green for the 
environment day, school colors day, etc.

DURHAM, NCDURHAM, NC
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When walking from home  
is not an option

STRONG, ME ““ Because our families commute from all over the 
city, and some outside of the city, we estab-

lished four drop-off locations each 1 mile from the school. 
– SEATTLE, WA

“

“ In our ‘Friends are for Talking, Feet are for Walking’ program, our students in grades pre-K through fifth grade participate  
in a morning (3 laps/1 mile) walk with their ‘walking buddies’ around our elementary school building.  
Teachers and staff members join our walking, too! 

– Shinglehouse, PA

Walk at School events, held as part of Walk to School Day, are a 
great opportunity to bring visibility to the reasons why students 
cannot walk from home and talk about the needed changes. 
Walking and biking at school is particularly good when there 
aren’t good walking or biking routes to school or if students live 
too far away to walk or ride. 

Recess, physical education, or even class time can be dedicated 
to walking or biking together. Students can use the school field 
or playground or, with a little planning, walk and bike around 
the school campus. Resourceful event organizers have even held 
walks in gyms in rainy weather. It’s an activity all the children 
can enjoy, and the walks or rides can be tied into a variety of 
classroom activities. Schools can host bike rodeos or walking 
parades after school or during school hours if it is not possible  
to walk or bike to school.

Five ideas for Walk at School Day

1. Look for a remote meeting point where groups can converge and walk the remainder of the route together.  
See www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/event-ideas/designated-starting-points.

2. Walk laps around the track or create a route around the school campus.

3. Have walkers sign a banner.  
See www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/build-excitement/fliers-and-banners.

4. Teach pedestrian safety before, after, or as part of the walk.  
(For ideas, see Safety on the event day and beyond)

5. Invite the media to the walking activity and talk about the benefits of walking to school and why students 
currently cannot. (See Resources: Talking points) 

STRONG, ME
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Safety on the event day  
and beyond 
Safety is the priority for any walk to school event. If you’re planning a specific event route, consider these guidelines as 
you map it out. If families are walking from their homes, you may want to give them these tips. To find the safest route 
to school, look for:

1. Places to walk or Bicycle  
where there are sidewalks  
or paths that are 
separated from traffic

Choose sidewalks or paths wherever possible, even  
if that means the trip will take a little longer. If there  
are no sidewalks or paths, walk as far from motor  
vehicles as possible, on the side of the street facing 
traffic. Want to learn more? You can access more  
pedestrian and bicycle safety resources at 
www.walkbiketoschool.org/keep-going/ 
pedestrian-safety and www.walkbiketoschool.org/ 
keep-going/bike-safety.

2. Places to cross 
(if necessary)

Minimize the number of street crossings. Avoid busy, 
high-speed or multi-lane roads, wherever possible.  
When available, cross at a location with an adult  
school crossing guard.    

3. Pedestrian- and  
bike-friendly drivers

Look for places where drivers are paying attention, 
yielding to pedestrians and cyclists, and respecting  
speed limits.

4. A comfortable feeling

Use a route that avoids potential problems like loose 
dogs, the presence of criminal activity, vacant buildings 
or poorly lit streets. A law enforcement officer or local 
traffic engineer could also offer helpful input regarding 
complex routes. 

SCHUYLERVILLE, NY
SCHUYLERVILLE, NY
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Make a plan for the event

Before the event, talk to the principal and other members of the planning team to identify potential issues and how to 
address them. Potential safety concerns that may be mentioned include:

• Routes that don’t have places to walk that are separated from traffic

• Routes that require crossing streets without adequate crossings

• Personal security risks like bullying or criminal activity

• The need for students on bicycles to use helmets correctly

These issues don’t have to be event-stoppers, but they 
will certainly influence the event’s structure. Whether the 
concerns are real or perceived, they should be addressed 
so that students, families and leaders feel comfortable. 
Often, events are a great opportunity to prompt bigger 
conversations about how to address any barriers that get 
in the way of children walking and bicycling to school 
safely on a regular basis.  (See When walking from 
home is not an option for more information about  
Walk at School events.)

The following ideas might make things click.

n Consider a remote starting point. Families and others may meet as a group and walk 
together, or the location may be used simply for parking and families can walk whenever they arrive. If you 
designate a specific remote starting point, you have more control over the route and you can pick one with 
sufficient walking conditions. See www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/event-ideas/ 
designated-starting-points.

n Get law enforcement involved.  Depending on the community, it might be possible to 
temporarily close streets or have law enforcement direct traffic and assist with crossing students.  Law 
enforcement officers can also use what they know about nearby traffic conditions to help design recommended 
walking and bicycling routes during event planning.

n If there are particular streets that should be avoided but alternate routes exist, create and distribute 

maps to show walking and bicycling routes. An online mapping tool can help. One 
example is Google Maps at www.google.com/maps.

WESTON, FL
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n Prepare participants with safety education. Student pedestrians and bicyclists can 
benefit from education about safe skills before the event. Some organizers get help from law enforcement, others 
have enthusiastic teachers willing to integrate lessons into their classroom or PE time. Drivers near the school 
may need to be notified about the upcoming event by using the school’s changeable signage, through fliers 
and other communication channels. Remind them to slow down and yield to walkers and cyclists.  If bicycling is 
part of the event, communications about the event should include a reminder that riders need to wear helmets.  
Before the event, equip parents with what their families need to know for safe walking and bicycling.  See 
Resources: Tips for parents and other adults for teaching pedestrian safety to children.

n Use walkability checklists. Before the event, these checklists can be used to get a sense of 
potential concerns on the routes. If routes are sufficient for walking and bicycling but there’s interest in pushing 
for further improvements (such as an expansion of safe routes for students who still don’t have a safe option), 
ask families to use the checklist as part of the event. Past event organizers have tabulated checklist results and 
had students present them to city leaders as a way to advocate for change.  
See Resources: Walkability checklist.

Beyond the event: Promoting safety every day

For ongoing safety-related barriers to walking and bicycling, use the event to bring attention to  
what needs to be done. Having a community leader or transportation official participate in an event  
is a great way to get their buy-in and commitment to assist with future changes.  
See www.walkbiketoschool.org/keep-going for more ideas.  

Students will need safe walking skills that can serve them throughout their lives. For access to free, downloadable 
pedestrian and bicycle safety curricula, visit www.walkbiketoschool.org/keep-going/ongoing-activities/
classroom-curricula. To complement a curriculum or when school-based instruction time is limited, see Pedestrian 
Safer Journey (www.pedbikeinfo.org/pedsaferjourney/) and send home a handout for parents to reinforce the 
messages (see Resources: Tips for parents and other adults for teaching pedestrian safety to children).  

ALAMOGORDO, NMALAMOGORDO, NM
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What next?  

This is when the outcome of the event may surprise you. Many 
schools and communities want more. So, how do you keep the 
momentum going? 

Start by planning a group debrief, talking about plans for next year’s 
event or establishing ongoing activities at your school. Many events 
are already a strategic part of long-term efforts to promote safe 

““Parents were so energized by 
the event that they asked us to 

organize a monthly walk/bike to school day. 
We had our first one last week. 
– SMITHVILLE, TX

““We had great support from county office of traffic safety, a local university’s medical center and the county police force, 
although we only got started about a month before the event. One child in my group now jogs regularly to school.  
I think the biggest result is that the levels of awareness and of acceptance for alternative transportation  

possibilities have been raised. 
– ROCHESTER, NY

walking and bicycling. For help transitioning your event into an ongoing activity, visit www.walkbiketoschool.org/
keep-going. Here, you’ll learn more about walking school buses, mileage tracking, safety education and  
classroom activities.

Special thanks to all of the Walk to School Day 
organizers whose photos and experiences contributed 
to this guide.

ODESSA, TX
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Resources
 

Talking points

Also available at http://walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/promote-the-event/talking-points1 

Tips for parents and other adults for  
teaching pedestrian safety to children

Also available at http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/sites/default/files/tips_for_parents.pdf 

Walkability checklist

Also available at http://walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/event-ideas/walkability-bikeability-checklists 

MORRISTOWN, VTMORRISTOWN, VT



 
For more information about Walk to School in the USA, please visit www.walkbiketoschool.org 

 
 

Why Walk or Bicycle to School? 
Talking Points 

 
While much of the information reported here changes little from year to year, for this year’s 
talking points go to http://www.walkbiketoschool.org/get-set/promote-the-event/talking-points1 
 
The following information can be helpful in communicating with the public and media during International 
Walk to School Day and Month. Topics include:   

§ Trends in school travel 
§ Reasons for walking: Safety, physical activity and concern for the environment 
§ Safe Routes to School 
§ Background on the event and a list of participating countries 

 
Trends in school travel  
Fewer children walk or bicycle to school than did so a generation ago. 

§ In 1969, 48 percent of students in grades K through eight (ages 5 through 14) walked or bicycled 
to school.1 

§ In 2009, only 13 percent of students in grades K through eight walked or bicycled to school.1 
§ In 1969, 89 percent of students in grades K through eight who lived within one mile of school 

usually walked or bicycled to school.2 
§ In 2009, only 35 percent students in grades K through eight students who lived within a mile of 

school usually walked or bicycled to school even once a week.2 
§ This is an opportunity lost. Walking or bicycling to school gives children time for physical activity 

and a sense of responsibility and independence; it also creates an opportunity to be outdoors and 
provides time to connect with parents, friends and neighbors. The entire community benefits 
when there is less traffic congestion. 

 
Changes in school size and location have affected children’s ability to walk or bicycle to school.  

§ Over the past few decades, many school districts have moved away from smaller, centrally 
located schools and have instead built schools on the edge of communities where land costs are 
lower and acreage has been more available. 

§ The percentage of students in grades K through 8 who live less than one mile from school has 
declined from 41 percent in 1969 to 31 percent in 2009.1,2 

§ In addition to creating shorter distances for walking and bicycling to school, neighborhood schools 
encourage civic engagement and help strengthen sense of place in communities. Students at 
these schools also perform better academically and have higher graduation rates.3,4 

§ Increasing distances between school and home can also cause significant impact on a school’s 
transportation budget. For example, the state of Maine saw its school transportation costs 
increase six-fold between 1970 and 1995, despite decreases in enrollment. This increase has 
been attributed to school construction patterns and school locations.4 

 
Transportation and fuel costs are significant expenses. 

§ Walking and bicycling to school can be low-cost alternatives to bus service for some children. 
§ After adjusting for inflation, the average cost per student transported using bus service in 1980-

1981 was $520. In 2008-2009 (the most recent year with data available), the average cost had 
risen to $915.5 

§ As of June 2014, diesel (the fuel type used by most school buses) prices in the U.S. were 33 
percent higher than four years earlier ($3.92/gallon in June 2014 vs. $2.95/gallon in June 2010).6 



 
For more information about Walk to School in the USA, please visit www.walkbiketoschool.org 

 
Traffic-related safety concerns can impact decisions to walk or bicycle. As more children are 
driven, more parents become convinced that traffic conditions are unsafe for walking or 
bicycling. 

§ School travel by private family vehicle for students grades K through 12 accounted for 10 to 14 
percent of all automobile trips made during the morning peak period in 2009 and two to three 
percent of the total annual trips made by family vehicle in the U.S.1 

§ If more children walked or bicycled to school, it would reduce the number of cars near the school 
at pick-up and drop-off times, making it safer for walkers and bicyclists and reducing congestion. 

§ According to a 2010 review of over 100,000 parent surveys collected from schools around the 
United States, the amount of traffic often impacts whether parents allow their children to walk or 
bicycle to school.  Fifty-five percent of parents who reported not allowing their children to walk or 
bicycle to school identified the number of cars along the route to school as a significant issue in 
their decision-making process.7 
 

Safety 
Walking and bicycling need to be safe and accessible transportation options. This means creating safe 
environments for students of all abilities and teaching safety skills to walkers, bicyclists and drivers. 

Safe walking and bicycling environments include: 
§ Neighborhood schools that are within walking and bicycling distance from homes 
§ Sidewalks or bicycle-paths that connect homes with schools 
§ Child-friendly opportunities to cross streets (such as the presence of adult crossing guards, raised 

medians, as well as traffic and pedestrian signals) 
§ Slow vehicle speeds accomplished through roadway safety measures (traffic calming) and police 

enforcement where needed  
§ Pathways that are accessible for students of all abilities 

Driver behaviors, like speeding and distracted driving, can undermine safety. Attentive drivers 
traveling at slower speeds can saves lives.  

§ Speeding reduces a driver’s peripheral vision, increases the distance needed to stop and 
increases the severity of injury to a pedestrian in a crash. 

§ A car traveling 40 mph requires 300 feet, or an entire football field, to stop. At 30 mph a car needs 
200 feet to stop and at 20 mph requires only 100 feet.8 

§ Higher speeds exponentially increase the chances that a driver will hit a pedestrian crossing or 
along the roadway and that the injuries sustained will be life changing (brain injury, physical 
impairment) or life ending.  

§ Distracted driving draws a driver’s vision from the road, hands off the steering wheel or mind off 
of the act of driving. Examples include talking or texting on the phone and eating while driving. 

§ Distracted driving increases the braking distance needed to safely avoid pedestrians and 
bicyclists. Multi-tasking while driving also slows cognitive ability, processing and reaction time.9 

Safety education includes working with: 
§ Children - to provide them with basic safety skills, such as how to choose where to walk and 

where to cross streets, how to obey crossing guards and be visible to drivers. 
§ Parents - to create awareness of the need for pedestrian and bicyclist safety education and 

opportunities to walk and bicycle and the importance of practicing safety skills with their children. 
§ Drivers - to alert all drivers to the presence of walkers and bicyclists and the need to slow down. 
§ Law enforcement - to enhance pedestrian and bicyclist safety with school zone enforcement. 
§ Local officials - to identify changes that improve walking and bicycling conditions around schools. 

Teaching children walking and bicycling safety skills can help create lifelong travel skills.   
§ Short periods of skills-based training can significantly improve child pedestrian behavior.10 
§ Safety education activities should be scheduled for times when all students can participate. 
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Physical activity 
Physical activity contributes to overall health. 

§ Children need 60 minutes of physical activity every day. Walking or bicycling to school can be an 
important source of physical activity.11 

 
Many kids are not getting the exercise that they need.  

§ As age or grade in school increases, physical activity participation drastically declines.12 
§ Less active children are more likely to be overweight.13 
§ Research shows that overweight children are at increased risk of obesity, and chronic diseases, 

such as diabetes, heart disease, high blood pressure, asthma and various cancer types in 
adulthood.14,15,16,17,18 

 
In 2012, over 31 percent of children aged 10 to 17 years old were overweight.19 

§ Two recent nationwide health surveys indicate that the upward trend in childhood obesity leveled 
off beginning in 1999 and has remained fairly constant through 2012, with the notable exception 
of the very heaviest of adolescents who continued to get heavier.20 

§ Children with disabilities are at a higher risk for sedentary behavior and can therefore benefit from 
more opportunities to be active.21 

 
Walking and bicycling to school offers an opportunity for children to get physical activity as part 
of their daily routine.  

§ The U.S. public health initiative Healthy People 2020 recognizes walking and bicycling to school 
as an opportunity to increase physical activity among children and adolescents five to fifteen 
years of age. The initiative’s goal is increase the rate of walking trips to school when the distance 
is one mile or less and to increase bicycling trips when the distance is two miles or less.22 
 

Potential benefits of physical activity for youth include:23,24,25 
§ Weight control 
§ Reducing blood pressure 
§ Raising HDL (“good”) cholesterol 
§ Improved cardiorespiratory endurance, muscular fitness and bone health  
§ Reduction in the risk of diabetes and some kinds of cancer 
§ Improved mental health  

 
Physical activity is associated with improved academic performance in children and adolescents. 

26,27,28,39 

Environment and air quality 
Private vehicle emissions contribute to air pollution and global climate change, both of which 
threaten human and environmental health.  

§ Passenger cars, trucks, motorcycles, and SUVs together account for 62 percent of transportation-
related greenhouse gas emissions.29 The transportation sector is responsible for one third of all 
carbon dioxide emissions in the US.30 

Air pollutants are especially harmful to children as their respiratory systems are still developing.   
§ Motor vehicles emit air pollutants like ozone, nitrogen oxides, carbon monoxide, particulate matter 

and volatile organic compounds. Exposure to these air pollutants can cause short-term health 
problems, like headaches; nausea; skin and eye irritation; and nose, throat, and lung 
inflammation. These pollutants can also aggravate and intensify long-term respiratory and 
cardiovascular health problems, such as asthma and heart disease.31 

§ Children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of air quality because they breathe 50 percent 
more air per pound of body weight than adults. As a result, childhood asthma rates are one of the 
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most common pollution-related health problems in America and more than seven million children 
currently live with asthma.32 

§ Annually, more than 14 million school days in the United States are lost due to childhood 
asthma.33 

 
Air quality is measurably better at schools placed in neighborhoods with integrated street and 
sidewalk networks, and these schools have more students arriving by bicycle and on foot.34 
 
Walking and bicycling to school provide opportunities for children and families to reduce their 
carbon usage and contribute to the health of the environment. 

§ If a family walks to school rather than driving a personal vehicle they can reduce their carbon use 
by 0.164 metric tons annually. If half of the students at an average-sized elementary school 
choose to walk to school, their impact would be a savings of over 39 tons of greenhouse gas 
emissions a year.35 This is the equivalent of the carbon-removing abilities of 1,000 trees.36 

§ Leaving the car at home just two days a week reduces greenhouse gas emissions by an average 
of 1,600 pounds per year.37 

 
Exposure to nature and time for free outdoor play can have multiple health benefits including 
stress reduction, relief of ADHD symptoms in children and increased cognitive and motor 
functioning.38,39,40,41 
 
The daily walk to school offers children an opportunity to spend time in the natural environment. 
When appropriate and safe, walking and bicycling to school is an experience that can help 
children develop a sense of independence that is important for development.  

About Safe Routes to School  
Safe Routes to School (SRTS) programs are sustained efforts by families, other community 
members, community leaders, schools and local, state, and federal governments to enable and 
encourage children to safely walk or bicycle to school. 

§ As of March 31, 2014 federal funding has enabled at least 16,000 schools across the country to 
participate in the national Safe Routes to School program. 

§ In May 2006, the National Center for Safe Routes to School was established to assist 
communities in enabling and encouraging children of all abilities to safely walk and bicycle to 
school. The National Center for Safe Routes to School is maintained by the University of North 
Carolina Highway Safety Research Center with funding from the U.S. Department of 
Transportation Federal Highway Administration. 

§ Many communities launch SRTS programs as a result of Walk to School events.  
§ More than 50% of schools that hold registered Walk to School events conduct walking and/or 

bicycling promotional activities throughout the year. 
§ Nearly 50% of Walk to School events are part of SRTS programs. 
§ For information about Safe Routes to School, please visit www.saferoutesinfo.org. 

About Walk to School Day 
§ Since 2006, the National Center for Safe Routes to School of the University of North Carolina 

Highway Safety Research Center (UNC HSRC) has been the National Coordinator for Walk to 
School events in the USA. The Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center, also part of UNC 
HSRC, has filled this role since the event began in 1997. 

§ Walk to School events extend beyond the recognition of a single day. Approximately 75 percent 
of 2011 event organizers reported that their Walk to School events resulted in policy or 
engineering changes that would improve safety for walkers and bicyclists, such as increased 
traffic enforcement near the school or the addition of walkways.  
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§ The Partnership for a Walkable America founded Walk to School Day in the United States in 1997 
and began with events in two cities: Chicago and Los Angeles. Canada and Great Britain already 
had Walk to School events in place.  

§ Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States joined together in 2000 to create International 
Walk to School Day. Over 2.5 million walkers were estimated to have participated. 

§ International Walk to School Day received the Stockholm Partnership for Sustainable Cities 
Award in June 2003 from the King of Sweden. 

§ For information about international events, please visit www.iwalktoschool.org. 

Participating Countries 
 
Argentina 
Australia 
Belgium 
Brazil 
Canada 
Chile 
China 
Croatia 
Cuba 
Fiji 

France 
Iceland 
India 
Israel 
Italy 
Japan 
Kenya 
Liechtenstein 
Malta 
Mexico 

Nepal 
New Zealand 
Nigeria 
Norway 
Philippines 
Portugal 
South Africa 
South Korea 
Spain 
Sweden 

Switzerland 
Taiwan 
Turkey 
Uganda 
United Kingdom 

(Scotland, 
England, Wales) 

United States  

 
 
New countries join International Walk to School throughout the year.  See www.iwalktoschool.org. 
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For more resources and information on Safe Routes to School, please visit the National Center for Safe Routes to School Web site at www.saferoutesinfo.org.

TIP SHEET
Tips for Parents and Other Adults
For Teaching Pedestrian Safety to Children

Walking is a fun and healthy way to spend time 
with your children while teaching them skills that 
can serve them well throughout life. The walk to 
school is a great time to use these safety tips.

Be a walking role model
Children learn through experience. Walking with 
parents or another caregiver is an important way for 
children to practice crossing real streets and picking 
safe places to walk. There is no magic age when 
children are old enough to walk without an adult. 
But, as a parent, you should decide when your child 
has the skills and experience to deal with traffi c safely 
without you. 

As you walk with your child, remember these safety tips: 

• Wear bright-colored clothes, and carry fl ashlights 
or wear refl ective gear if it is dark or hard to see.  

• Look for traffi c at every driveway and intersection. 
Be aware of drivers in parked cars that may be 
getting ready to move. 

• Obey all traffi c signs and signals. 

• Cross the street safely:

1. Stop at the curb or edge of the street. 

2. Look left, right, left and behind you and in 
front of you for traffi c.

3. Wait until no traffi c is coming and begin 
crossing. 

4. Keep looking for traffi c until you have fi nished 
crossing. 

5. Walk, don’t run across the street.

Understand your childs’ limitations
Children are not small adults. It will take time and practice for a child to develop the ability to deal with lots of traffi c. 
Over time, children develop the ability to accurately judge the speed and distance of oncoming traffi c. Young children 
may think that a car is able to stop, when in fact, it is not. Also, children may think that if they can see a driver, the 
driver can see them. But, children are smaller and harder for drivers to see. Get down to a child’s height to experience 
their perspective and see what they see. 

Choose the safest route to school
Select a walking route with less traffi c and 
intersections. 

• Pick places where there are sidewalks or paths 
separated from traffi c. If there are no sidewalks 
or paths, walk as far from the motor vehicles as 
possible and, if possible, on the side of the street 
facing traffi c.

• Limit the number of street crossings. When 
available, cross at a location with an adult school 
crossing guard.

• Avoid crossing busy or high-speed streets. 



Walkability Checklist
How walkable is your community?

Take a walk with a child and 
decide for yourselves.
Everyone benefits from walking. These benefits include: 
improved fitness, cleaner air, reduced risks of certain 
health problems, and a greater sense of community. But 
walking needs to be safe and easy. Take a walk with your 
child and use this checklist to decide if your neighborhood 
is a friendly place to walk. Take heart if you find problems, 
there are ways you can make things better.

Getting started:
First, you’ll need to pick a place to walk, like the route 
to school, a friend’s house or just somewhere fun to 
go. The second step involves the checklist. Read over 
the checklist before you go, and as you walk, note the 
locations of things you would like to change. At the end 
of your walk, give each question a rating. Then add up 
the numbers to see how you rated your walk overall.After 
you’ve rated your walk and identified any problem areas, 
the next step is to figure out what you can do to improve 
your community’s score. You’ll find both immediate 
answers and long-term solutions under “Improving Your 
Community’s Score...” on the third page.



Take a walk and use this checklist to rate your neighborhood’s walkability.

How walkable is your community?
Location of walk Rating Scale: 1

awful

2

many
problems

3

some
problems

4

good

5

very good

6

excellent

1. Did you have room to walk?

 

Locations of problems:

  

Yes Some problems:

 Sidewalks or paths started and stopped

 Sidewalks were broken or cracked

 Sidewalks were blocked with poles, 
signs,shrubbery, dumpsters, etc.

 No sidewalks, paths, or shoulders

 Too much traffic

 Something else   

Rating: (circle one )  

1 2 3 4 5 6  

2. Was it easy to cross streets?

 

Locations of problems:

 

Yes Some problems:

 Road was too wide

 Traffic signals made us wait too long or did 
not give us enough time to cross

 Needed striped crosswalks or traffic signals

 Parked cars blocked our view of traffic

 Trees or plants blocked our view of traffic

 Needed curb ramps or ramps needed repair

 Something else   

Rating: (circle one )  
1 2 3 4 5 6   

3. Did drivers behave well?

 

Locations of problems:

  

Yes Some problems: Drivers …

 Backed out of driveways without looking

 Did not yield to people crossing the street

 Turned into people crossing the street

 Drove too fastp

 Sped up to make it through traffic lights or 
drove through traffic lights?

 Something else   

Rating: (circle one )  

1 2 3 4 5 6  

4. Was it easy to follow safety rules? 
   Could you and your child…

 

 Locations of problems:

   

Yes No  Cross at crosswalks or where you could see 
and be seen by drivers?

Yes No  Stop and look left, right and then left 
again before crossing streets?

Yes No  Walk on sidewalks or shoulders facing 
traffic where there were no sidewalks?

Yes No  Cross with the light?

Rating: (circle one)  
1 2 3 4 5 6

5. Was your walk pleasant?

 

Locations of problems:

  

Yes Some problems:

 Needed more grass, flowers, or trees

 Scary dogs

 Scary people

 Not well lighted

 Dirty, lots of litter or trash

 Dirty air due to automobile exhaust

 Something else   

Rating: (circle one )  

1 2 3 4 5 6  

How does your neighborhood stack up? 
Add up your ratings and decide.

1.    26–30  Celebrate! You have a great 
 neighborhood for walking.2.    
21–25 Celebrate a little. Your neighborhood  3.    
 is pretty good.

4.    
16–20  Okay, but it needs work.

5.    
11–15 It needs lots of work. You deserve 
 better than that. Total:    
5–10 It's a disaster for walking!

Now that you've identified the problems,  
go to the next page to find out how to fix them.



Now that you know the problems, you can find the answers.

Improving your community's score
1. Did you have room to walk? 

What you and your child 
can do immediately

What you and your community 
can do with more time

Sidewalks or paths started and stopped
Sidewalks broken or cracked
Sidewalks blocked
No sidewalks, paths or shoulders
Too much traffic

•  pick another route for now
•  tell local traffic engineering or public works

department about specific problems and 
provide a copy of the checklist

• speak up at board meetings
• write or petition city for walkways and 

gather neighborhood signatures
• make media aware of problem
• work with a local transportation engineer to 

develop a plan for a safe walking route

2. Was it easy to cross streets? 

Road too wide
Traffic signals made us wait too long or did no
give us enough time to cross
Crosswalks/traffic signals needed
View of traffic blocked by parked cars, trees, 
or plants
Needed curb ramps or ramps needed repair

• pick another route for now
• share problems and checklist with local 

traffic engineering or public works 
department

• trim your trees or bushes that block the street 
and ask your neighbors to do the same

• leave nice notes on problem cars asking 
owners not to park there

• push for crosswalks/signals/ parking 
changes/curb ramps at city meetings

• report to traffic engineer where parked cars 
are safety hazards

• report illegally parked cars to the police
• request that the public works department 

trim trees or plants
• make media aware of problem

3. Did drivers behave well? 

Backed without looking
Did not yield
Turned into walkers
Drove too fast
Sped up to make traffic lights or drove through
red lights

• pick another route for now
• set an example: slow down and be 

considerate of others
• encourage your neighbors to do the same

 • report unsafe driving to the police

• petition for more enforcement
• request protected turns
• ask city planners and traffic engineers for 

traffic calming ideas
• ask schools about getting crossing guards at 

key locations
• organize a neighborhood speed watch program

4. Could you follow safety rules? 

Cross at crosswalks or where you could see 
and be seen
Stop and look left, right, left before crossing
Walk on sidewalks or shoulders facing traffic
Cross with the light

• educate yourself and your child about safe 
walking

• organize parents in your neighborhood to 
walk children to school

• encourage schools to teach walking safely
• help schools start safe walking programs
• encourage corporate support for flex schedules 

so parents can walk children to school

5. Was your walk pleasant? 

 

t 

Needs grass, flowers, trees
Scary dogs
Scary people
Not well lit
Dirty, litter
Lots of traffic

• point out areas to avoid to your child; agree on 
safe routes

• ask neighbors to keep dogs leashed or fenced
• report scary dogs to the animal control department
• report scary people to the police
• report lighting needs to the police or appropriate 

public works department
• take a walk wih a trash bag
• plant trees, flowers in your yard
• select alternative route with less traffic

• request increased police enforcement
• start a crime watch program in your 

neighborhood
• organize a community clean-up day
• sponsor a neighborhood beautification or tree-

planting day
• begin an adopt-a-street program
• initiate support to provide routes with less traffic 

to schools in your community (reduced traffic 
during am and pm school commute times)

A Quick Health Check 

Could not go as far or as fast as 
we wanted
Were tired, short of breath or had 
sore feet or muscles
Was the sun really hot?
Was it hot and hazy?

• start with short walks and work up to 30 minutes of 
walking most days

• invite a friend or child along
• walk along shaded routes where possible
• use sunscreen of SPF 15 or higher, wear a hat and 

sunglasses
• try not to walk during the hottest time of day

• get media to do a story about the health benefits 
of walking

• call parks and recreation department about 
community walks

• encourage corporate support for employee 
walking programs

• plant shade trees along routes
• have a sun safety seminar for kids
• have kids learn about unhealthy ozone days 

and the Air Quality Index (AQI)



Need some guidance? These resources might help…

Great Resources
WAlking informAtion
Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center (PBIC) 
UNC Highway Safety Research Center 
Chapel Hill, NC 
www.pedbikeinfo.org 
www.walkinginfo.org

National Center for Safe Routes to School 
Chapel Hill, NC 
www.saferoutesinfo.org

For More Information about Who Can Help 
Address Community Problems 
www.walkinginfo.org/problems/help.cfm

State Bicycle & Pedestrian Coordinators 
http://www.walkinginfo.org/assistance/contacts.cfm

feDerAl PoliCy, guiDAnCe AnD 
funDing sourCes for WAlking 
fACilities
Federal Highway Administration 
Bicycle and Pedestrian Program 
Office of Natural and Human Environment 
Washington, DC 
www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/bikeped/index.htm

PeDestriAn sAfety
Federal Highway Administration  
Pedestrian and Bicycle Safety Team 
Office Of Safety  
Washington, DC 
http://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/ped_bike/

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
Traffic Safety Programs 
Washington, DC 
www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/injury/pedbimot/pedSAFE

siDeWAlk ACCessibility informAtion
US Access Board 
Washington, DC 
Phone: (800) 872-2253; 
(800) 993-2822 (TTY) 
www.access-board.gov
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This guide is adapted from “How to plan a Walk to School Day event”  
developed by the North Carolina Department of Transportation  

Safe Routes to School Program.

This guide is produced by the National Center for Safe Routes to School  
with funding from the US Federal Highway Administration.


