
Safe Routes to School Workshop
Final Report

On May 10, 2002, the Chicago Area Transportation Study (CATS)1 hosted a Safe Routes to
School Workshop. Approximately 100 planners, engineers, school officials, parents, public
health professionals, students and advocates gathered to discuss ideas for community
initiatives, traffic calming projects and school-based promotion programs to get more children
walking and biking safely to schools in northeastern Illinois. This report provides an overview of
the event. For more information and for copies of workshop materials, visit:
www.catsmpo.com/bikeped or contact Melissa Smiley at 312.793.0119 or msmiley@catsmpo.com.

Forty years ago, school bells rang and neighborhood streets filled with the sounds of children
walking, running, meandering and biking to playgrounds, home, or an after-school job. Today's
scene is often different: buses and caregivers jockey for position and idle their engines as they
wait to whisk kids away to their after-school destinations.

Community and family structures have
evolved: car use has increased, fewer
parents stay at home, development is
spreading into the countryside and concern
about traffic safety and personal security is
growing. These changes have affected
children's transportation habits. The Center
for Disease Control estimates that the
percentage of children walking and biking to
school has dropped from 50 to 10 percent in
the last four decades.

Although most children are now spared the
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blizzard,” there is growing concern that this
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Reversing the Trend
Communities across the country and around
the world are working to make it easier and
safer for children to get around under their
own power. California and Texas recently
created funding mechanisms for calming
traffic on streets near schools. Thousands of
American schools participated in
International Walk-to-School Day last fall. In
our own backyard, the Chicago Department
of Transportation provides bicycle education
in elementary schools. Naperville provides
parents with maps of "safe routes" to local
schools. By coupling promotion programs
and pedestrian friendly street design, areas
such as Marin County, CA have increased
the number of children getting to school on
foot or by bike. To learn more about these
and other efforts, CATS organized a
workshop on Safe Routes to School.

The Safe Routes to School workshop was held at Harold Washington Library in downtown
Chicago on May 10, 2002.  Nearly 100 planners, engineers, school officials, parents, public
health professionals, students and advocates gathered with national and local experts to
discuss the importance of providing children opportunities for physical activity, as well as
strategies for designing communities and streets that are safe for children.  Presentations by
both speakers, a discussion by a panel of local experts, and break-out sessions are
summarized below.
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Ms. Wendi Kallins, whose work has increased walking and biking trips to schools in Marin
County by 57%, also outlined recent changes in American children’s travel patterns.  Though
numerous studies show that students who walk or bike to school are more alert and creative
throughout the day, fewer students are walking or biking to school today than in the past.  This
decrease results from concerns about faster moving automobile traffic, lack of sidewalks, lack of
time, and unsafe street crossings. Ms. Kallins addressed safety issues with examples of tools
that can increase the safety of students walking to school. These included enhancing sidewalks
and crosswalks to improve visibility, creating signs and banners to be carried by groups of
walking children (especially in a “walking school bus”), and traffic calming measures that impact
both flow and volume of vehicles on particular roads around schools.

Ms. Kallins said individual safe routes to school programs should seek to increase the number
of kids safely walking and biking, decrease the number of vehicle trips, and involve the
community in walking and biking activities.  She outlined six key steps in the process.

� Create a team of parents, teachers, kids, and interested neighbors.

� Obtain baseline data of current behavior and safety hazards.  This information is vital in
order to measure successes.

� Involve the community through focus groups and meetings.

� Analyze the routes for safety improvements.

� Inform both the kids and the parents through fun and educational activities.

� Organize both a kick-off event and regular events throughout the year, such as contests
between classrooms or a cooperative effort by the entire school to bike and walk a set
number of miles.

Wendi Kallins, Marin County Bicycle Coalition
Wendi@marinbike.org
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