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Note: Transit and Other mode categories are not shown they represent 
uncommon mode choices.

Figure 10. Travel mode by morning weather condition at school arrival

Table 7. Travel mode by morning weather condition at school arrival

Weather 
Condition

Family 
Vehicle

School 
Bus

Walk Carpool Bike Transit Other  Total

Sunny 45% 33% 14% 4% 3% 0.4% 0.7% 1,831,660

Overcast 44% 35% 12% 5% 2% 0.5% 0.7%   602,972

Rain 44% 37% 12% 5% 2% 0.5% 0.6%   197,577

Snow 43% 37% 12% 6% 2% 0.5% 0.4%   45,808

the distribution of the dominant modes across 
grades shifts systematically away from the family 
vehicle and toward walking with increasing 
age, until grade six. A striking increase in bus 
ridership (nine percent) occurs between grades 
five and six, with a corresponding decrease in 
travel by family vehicle. 

Arrival mode is largely unrelated to weather 
(as reported by adults who conducted the 
travel tallies) as can be seen in Figure 10 and 
Table 7. Students in the schools that reported 
travel tally data were slightly less likely to 
have walked to school in non-sunny rather 
than sunny weather conditions (12 percent 
and 14 percent, respectively), but the way in 
which these data were collected do not allow 
conclusions about whether weather influenced 
choice of travel mode.
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Distance between home and school is strongly and inversely related to 
walking and bicycling. The proportion of children walking or bicycling to 

school is much greater among those living closer to school. Furthermore, many 
children who live within one mile of school arrived by family car and the safety 
related factors, such as traffic speed and volume, and street crossing safety, 
were cited as common barriers by those parents living close to school but not 
allowing their children to walk or bicycle to/from school. These findings may 
suggest that to increase walking and biking to school or to improve safety for 
students already walking and bicycling, initial efforts might consider focusing on 
the students and area within one mile of school. While addressing the parents’ 
real and perceived safety concerns is needed, it should be noted that the issues 
list on the parent questionnaire of why they do not allow their child to walk 
or bicycle was not comprehensive.  Therefore, simply changing one or even 
several of the frequently selected issues may have no effect on parents’ behavior 
because it is not known whether the responses represent actual reasons for 
children not walking or bicycling. 

Early findings suggest that differences exist between how students in lower 
grades (K-5th) and higher grades (6th-8th) travel to school.  The Parent Surveys 
and Student Travel Tally results both indicate gradual increases in the percentage 
of children walking to/from elementary school as the grade level increases 
up to and including fifth grade. Conversely, the percentage of children that 
traveled to/from school by car, although substantial, decreases with age among 
elementary school students. A greater proportion of middle school students 
travel to school by bus, with a corresponding decrease in walking or riding in the 
family vehicle. This shift is not surprising, given that middle schools tend to serve 
a broader, more regional population than do elementary schools. The sudden 
change in travel among middle school students may simply reflect the greater 
distance to school, but it could also represent maturation changes associated 
with the early adolescent years. Additional analysis, looking at data not 
available in the SRTS database, is needed to better understand the differences 
in school travel behaviors between elementary and middle school students and 
how or whether school siting influences travel decisions. 

Discussion

Safe Routes to School Travel Data:  Baseline Results



Prepared by the National Center for Safe Routes to School	 15

In a previous study, parents cited weather as 
a barrier to allowing their children to walk 

or bicycle to school (U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2004). Weather was 
also frequently identified by parents in the 
present analysis as a factor in the walk/bicycle 
decision. However, it was cited both by parents 
who allow their children to walk or bicycle to 
school and those who do not. The discrepancy 
could reflect regional/geographic variation 
in parental perception about weather, 
contemporary norms across the United States 
or simply individual perceptions.

The student travel tally data provide a 
somewhat clearer picture of association of 
weather on travel mode, indicating quite 
minor differences in travel to school on days 
with differing reported weather conditions. 
This would seem to suggest that local SRTS 
programs need not be overly concerned that 
inclement weather is a major barrier to getting 
children to walk or bicycle to school.

In view of the somewhat conflicting findings 
from the present analyses and those reported 
by CDC, future study is needed to examine 
if and how weather is associated with 
parental decisions about their child’s travel 
mode. To adequately address this matter it 
will be important to examine areas where 
weather differs markedly. “Weather” and its 
implications for walking or biking probably 
means something different to parents who 
live in Phoenix, Seattle, Minneapolis and 
Boston. 

A comparison of the mode share results 
from the parent questionnaires and student 
tallies (Figures 2 and 8) suggests that either 
approach is likely to provide similar findings. 
Despite the different methods of collecting 
data, and the source (parents or students), 
morning and afternoon mode choices 
across the measures were virtually identical. 
The greatest difference was between the 
percentages of students riding a school bus in 

the afternoon. But even here, the difference 
only amounted to three percent. Thus, the 
highly similar results from both data collection 
tools lend credibility to the data collection 
methodology and suggest at least a moderate 
degree of instrument reliability. 

The student travel tally has the advantage of 
being specific to the actual school trip for the 
days when counts are conducted, whereas 
the parent questionnaire, by asking the travel 
mode to/from school on most days, obtains a 
generalized summary of travel. This difference 
means the travel tally counts are likely more 
precise than the parent survey. Data collection 
using the tallies is more efficient than the parent 
questionnaire because it is administered to 
many students at once. However, the parent 
survey provides an opportunity to learn some 
of the issues that concern parents, whereas 
the travel tally merely describes travel mode. 
Overall, the student tally count and parent 
information are valuable and do not come from 
the same source. 

These initial results have several limitations 
to underscore. Given the large geographic 
scale of the data collection, the only feasible 
way to obtain the parent questionnaires and 
student tally information was to rely on local 
school and volunteers to administer the forms. 
The National Center provided detailed written 
instructions for each questionnaire, but no 
systematic training was offered to local data 
collectors. Additionally, the student travel 
counts and parent responses were based 
solely on self-reported information provided 
by the individual completing the form. 
Although self-reported data lend themselves 
to recall and socially desirable response biases 
(Cook and Campbell, 1979), the ability to 
inexpensively obtain data from schools across 
the United States outweighed this limitation.
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Although schools throughout the country 
have collected SRTS data, there is currently 

no national requirement for local schools to do 
so, or to submit data to the National Center. 
The schools represented in the analyses 
reported here did so either voluntarily or to 
comply with a requirement of their state SRTS 
program. Accordingly, the degree to which 
the findings reported here can be generalized 
to all schools, including those with SRTS 
programs but which have not submitted data, 
is unknown. However, many of the findings 
reported here are consistent with other 
national and local school travel studies. (U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2004, [online]) (McDonald, 2007)

Although the findings reported here represent 
data accumulated over a two-year period, 
much of the data came from local programs in 
their infancy. Therefore, the results described 
in this report can serve as baseline information 
for future aggregate analyses and potentially 
provide benchmarks for local SRTS programs. 
As the SRTS program closes its fifth fiscal year, 
it is anticipated that new local programs will 
begin collecting data, existing local programs 
will continue collecting data, and that both 
will be submitting such data to the National 
Center. In the meantime, the National Center 
will address some of the future research needs 
mentioned previously and focus on analyzing 
data from schools that have submitted parent 
questionnaires and student tallies from multiple 
time periods to examine changes in travel 
behaviors and attitudes.
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Appendices
Appendix A. Parent Survey (Survey also available in Spanish)
Go to www.saferoutesinfo.org/data/ to learn more about the 
National Center’s data collection process and to download 
the Parent Survey.
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Parent Survey About Walking and Biking to School
Dear Parent or Caregiver, 
Your child’s school wants to learn your thoughts about children walking and biking to school.  This survey will take about 5 - 10 minutes to 
complete. We ask that each family complete only one survey per school your children attend. If more than one child from a school brings a 
survey home, please fill out the survey for the child with the next birthday from today’s date.  

After you have completed this survey, send it back to the school with your child or give it to the teacher. Your responses will be kept 
confidential and neither your name nor your child’s name will be associated with any results. 
Thank you for participating in this survey! 

+ CAPITAL LETTERS ONLY – BLUE OR BLACK INK ONLY +
School Name:                   

                                        

1. What is the grade of the child who brought home this survey?    Grade (PK,K,1,2,3…)        

2. Is the child who brought home this survey male or female?   Male Female        

3. How many children do you have in Kindergarten through 8th grade?                 

4. What is the street intersection nearest your home? (Provide the names of two intersecting streets)                   

                 and                  

Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box.  
5. How far does your child live from school?                 

    Less than ¼ mile ½ mile up to 1 mile More than 2 miles           

    ¼ mile up to ½ mile 1 mile up to 2 miles Don’t know           

Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box. +
6. On most days, how does your child arrive and leave for school? (Select one choice per column, mark box with X)

    Arrive at school     Leave from school
 Walk  Walk 

 Bike  Bike 

 School Bus  School Bus 

Family vehicle (only children in your family) Family vehicle (only children in your family) 

Carpool (Children from other families) Carpool (Children from other families) 

Transit (city bus, subway, etc.) Transit (city bus, subway, etc.) 

Other (skateboard, scooter, inline skates, etc.) Other (skateboard, scooter, inline skates, etc.) 

+   Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box +
7. How long does it normally take your child to get to/from school? (Select one choice per column, mark box with X)

    Travel time to school     Travel time from school
Less than 5 minutes Less than 5 minutes

5 – 10 minutes 5 – 10 minutes

11 – 20 minutes 11 – 20 minutes

More than 20 minutes More than 20 minutes

Don’t know / Not sure Don’t know / Not sure

+  + 
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+  + 
8. Has your child asked you for permission to walk or bike to/from school in the last year? Yes  No 

9. At what grade would you allow your child to walk or bike to/from school without an adult? 

        (Select a grade between PK,K,1,2,3…) grade (or)  I would not feel comfortable at any grade 

  Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box  

10. What of the following issues affected your decision to 
allow, or not allow, your child to walk or bike to/from 
school? (Select ALL that apply)

11. Would you probably let your child walk or bike to/from 
school if this problem were changed or improved? (Select one 
choice per line, mark box with X)

My child already walks or bikes to/from school 

 Distance…………………………………………………….…………………………………………  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Convenience of driving………………………………………………………………………….  Yes  No  Not Sure    

Time…………………………………………………….……………………………………………..  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Child’s before or after-school activities…………………………………………………….  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Speed of traffic along route……………………………………………………………………  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Amount of traffic along route…………………………………………………………………  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Adults to walk or bike with…………………………………………………………………….  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Sidewalks or pathways…………………………………………………………………………..  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Safety of intersections and crossings………………………………………………………  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Crossing guards…………………………………………………………………………………….  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Violence or crime………………………………………………………………………………….  Yes  No  Not Sure    

 Weather or climate………………………………………………………………………………..  Yes  No  Not Sure    

+   Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box  
12. In your opinion, how much does your child’s school encourage or discourage walking and biking to/from school? 

Strongly Encourages Encourages Neither Discourages Strongly Discourages

13. How much fun is walking or biking to/from school for your child? 

Very Fun Fun Neutral Boring Very Boring

14. How healthy is walking or biking to/from school for your child? 

Very Healthy Healthy Neutral Unhealthy Very Unhealthy

+ Place a clear ‘X’ inside box. If you make a mistake, fill the entire box, and then mark the correct box +
15. What is the highest grade or year of school you completed?  

Grades 1 through 8 (Elementary) College 1 to 3 years (Some college or technical school)

Grades 9 through 11 (Some high school) College 4 years or more (College graduate) 

Grade 12 or GED (High school graduate) Prefer not to answer 

16. Please provide any additional comments below. 
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Appendix B. Student Arrival and Departure Travel Tally
Go to www.saferoutesinfo.org/data/ to learn more about the 
National Center’s data collection process and to download the 
Student Travel Tally.
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Safe Routes to School Students Arrival and Departure 
Tally Sheet 

+   CAPITAL LETTERS ONLY – BLUE OR BLACK INK ONLY +
School Name: Teacher’s First Name: Teacher’s Last Name:   

                                       

Grade: (PK,K,1,2,3...)   Monday’s Date (Week count was conducted)  Number of Students Enrolled in Class: 

                                        

 0 2      M M  D D  Y Y Y Y    1 5                  

• Please conduct these counts on two of the following three days Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. 
  (Three days would provide better data if counted)
• Please do not conduct these counts on Mondays or Fridays. 
• Before asking your students to raise their hands, please read through all possible answer choices so they will know their choices. Each  
  Student may only answer once. 
• Ask your students as a group the question “How did you arrive at school today?”
• Then, reread each answer choice and record the number of students that raised their hands for each. Place just one character or 
  number in each box. 
• Follow the same procedure for the question “How do you plan to leave for home after school?” 
• You can conduct the counts once per day but during the count please ask students both the school arrival and departure questions. 
• Please conduct this count regardless of weather conditions (i.e., ask these questions on rainy days, too). 

Step 1. 
Fill in the weather conditions and 
number of students in each class

 Step 2.
 AM – “How did you arrive at school today?” Record the number of hands for each answer. 
 PM – “How do you plan to leave for home after school?” Record the number of hands for 
           each answer.

Weather Student
Tally Walk Bike School Bus Family

Vehicle Carpool Transit Other 

Key S= sunny 
R= rainy 
O=overcast 
SN=snow 

Number in 
class when 
count made 

- - - 
Only with 

Children from 
your family

Riding with 
children from 
other families 

City bus, 
subway, etc.

Skate-board, 
scooter, etc.

Sample AM  S N  2 0   2   3   8   3      3   1

Sample PM   R  1 9   3   3   8   1   2   2    

Tues. AM                            

Tues. PM                            

Wed. AM                            

Wed. PM                            

Thurs. AM                            

Thurs. PM                            

Please list any disruptions to these counts or any unusual travel conditions to/from the school on the days of the tally.

+ +


