
  

SAFE ROUTES TO SCHOOLS  
TALKING POINTS 

What are Safe Routes to School Programs? 
Safe Routes to School (SRTS) programs are sustained efforts by parents, schools, community leaders, 
and local, state and federal governments to improve the health and well-being of children by enabling 
and encouraging them to walk and bicycle to school. 

SRTS programs examine conditions around schools and conduct projects and activities that improve 
safety and reduce traffic and air pollution in the vicinity of schools. As a result, these programs make 
bicycling and walking to school a safer and more appealing transportation choice, thus encouraging a 
healthy and active lifestyle from an early age. 

Why is a program like Safe Routes to School needed? 
Many communities struggle with a lack of safe places to walk and bicycle, congested roads, poor air 
quality, and few available options for physical activity for children. When appropriate and safe, walking 
and bicycling to school is an experience that can help children develop a sense of independence and 
confidence in their abilities. 

Safe Routes to School programs can benefit a community’s quality of life by reducing traffic congestion 
and motor vehicle emissions, while increasing the opportunity to be more physically active and to 
connect with neighbors. The program can improve safety for all pedestrians and bicyclists in the 
community. 

Walking and bicycling to school gives children time for physical activity and a sense of responsibility and 
independence. 

How does a school start a Safe Routes to School Program? 
Successful Safe Routes programs involve the community. Parents, children, neighborhood groups, 
schools, law enforcement officers, community leaders and transportation and public health 
professionals can help identify the issues and develop solutions. 

While each situation is unique, the basic steps to starting a Safe Routes to School program: 

1. Bring together the right people: Identify people who want to make walking and bicycling to 
school safe and appealing for children. Sharing concerns, interests and knowledge among a 
variety of community members with diverse expertise can enable groups to tackle many 
different issues. 

2. Hold a kick-off meeting: The kick-off meeting has two main goals-to create a vision and 
generate next steps. 

3. Gather information and identify issues: Collecting information can help determine needed 
program elements and provide a means to measure the impact of the program later. 

4. Plan: The SRTS plan should include education, encouragement, engineering and enforcement 
strategies, a time schedule, and how the program will be evaluated. 

5. Evaluate, adjust and keep going: After the program begins, careful monitoring will identify 
which strategies work well and which are not going as planned. 

 

 



 

What types of activities are typically a part of Safe Routes to School programs? 
 Walkability and bike ability audit of safety of street of the safety of streets around schools. 
 Strategies to improve sidewalk conditions near schools 
 Educating children on walking and bicycling safety, and challenging them to walk or bicycle often 
 Implementing Walking School Buses, in which one or two parents or volunteers escort a group of 

children on the walk to school 
 Increase traffic enforcement around the schools 
 School official, law enforcement, engineer, and transportation planner cooperation. 

Trends in School Travel 
 In 1969, 89 percent of students in grades K through eight who lived within one mile of school usually 

walked or bicycled to school 
 In 2009, 35 percent of students in grades K through eight who lived within one mile of school usually 

walked or bicycled to school once a week. 

What do 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 an adult crossing guards, raised 

medians or traffic and pedestrian signals) 
 Slow vehicle speeds and yielding to pedestrians and bicyclists 
 Pathways that are accessible for students of all abilities 

Safety education includes working with: 
 Children -- to provide them with basic safety education, such as how to cross streets, obey crossing 

guards and be visible to drivers 
 Parents -- to create awareness of the need for pedestrian and bicyclist safety education, 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 needed to improve walking and bicycling conditions around schools 

Physical Activity 
The walk to school can provide opportunities for physical activity, as well as time outdoors and near nature. 
Exposure to nature and free outdoor play can have additional health benefits including stress reduction, relief 
of ADHD symptoms in children and increased cognitive and motor functioning. 

Quick Facts: The History of Walk to School Day and Bike to School Day 
The partnership for Walkable America sponsored the first National Walk Our Children to School Day in Chicago 
in 1997, modeled after the United Kingdom’s Walk to School event. Currently, communities around the world 
celebrate Walk to School Day. 

The event was established as “International” in 2000 when Canada and the United Kingdom joined with the 
United States to celebrate. 

 Virginia has maintained strong participation in International Walk to School Day when registration opened in 
2004. In 2018, 364 events took place in Virginia 

 Virginia has maintained participation in the first National Bike to School in 2004. Last year, 286 events were 
held in Virginia. 

 


