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“The best part of walking was in the hard rain. I walked with a friend and saw 
some worms and birds.” 

Miss LaMarca's Fifth Grade, walking with Morton Way Public School in Brampton, Ontario 
 
 
 

We walk to school because... 

“We can stop and say hello to a kitty or a pup and sing along with the birds”  

Junior Kindergarten student, Maurice Cody Public School, Toronto, Ontario 
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“The best part of the walk was that we got other people involved. We got some 
fresh air and were with our friends!” 

Zoe, Mr.Morris' Gr.5-8 class, walking with Caramat District School in Caramat, Ontario 
 
 
“We usually have almost 50 cars in the lot and today we only have 5!!!!  And only 
a handful dropped off children because of the rain. Way to go everyone!!!!” 
 
Principal of Pine Grove Public School, walking with Pine Grove Public School in St. Catharines, 
Ontario 
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Nearly 75% of Ontario elementary children surveyed would prefer to walk or cycle to school. 
This is a remarkable statement. Their desire for active transportation has thrived, despite the 
cultural trend towards driving children to school. 
 
During International Walk to School Day 2000 event, 6369 Ontario students completed a survey 
that explored questions regarding their usual travel mode, preferred travel mode, and experiences 
during their walk to school. All of the participating schools were enrolled in the event through 
Greenest City’s Active and Safe Routes to School program. 
 
A striking result from this survey is the large gap between the number of students who are 
currently cycling to school and those who would prefer to cycle. 3.5% of Ontario students 
surveyed ride their bicycle to school regularly. However, 26.8% would prefer this mode of 
transportation. 
 
Another significant area of interest relates to the comparison of children who were surveyed who 
stated that they currently use active modes of transportation (walking and cycling), 61.2%, 
compared to 72.2% who would prefer active transportation. 
 
The Walkability Study tells us that children would prefer to walk or cycle to school. This 
presents a challenge to parents, educators, transportation planners and government 
representatives at all levels. Children represent approximately 20% of our population and it is 
very encouraging that they still prefer active transportation. John Adams, of the Policy Studies 
Institute in London, England investigated the trip to school trends in Britain during the early 
1990s. He warns that we may soon have a generation in Britain that no longer remembers 
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walking to school. Canadian children have not yet followed that disturbing trend – though failing 
to remove barriers to walking and cycling could lead us in that direction.   
 
Government bodies are developing sustainable transportation strategies and emphasizing the 
need for public education and awareness. While reports have touched on strategies which will 
benefit children, four key points appear to have been neglected: 
 
1) the extensive impact of traffic on children, beyond basic air quality discussions; 
2) children’s aspirations regarding transportation choices; 
3) specific strategies that would benefit children and meet their mobility needs, as well as educating the 

general public regarding risks and costs of current transportation trends, sustainable transportation 
choices and building public support; 

4) opportunities to influence passenger travel related to the trip to school. 
 
The Ontario Walkability Study provides information regarding these omissions and may be 
helpful for provincial and municipal strategy plans regarding sustainable transportation. Too 
often, the mobility needs of children are absent from these discussions.  
 
This report provides survey results for the entire sample as well as a comparison of results for 12 
municipalities – Toronto, Perth, Oshawa, Markham, North York, Vaughan, Richmond Hill, 
Oakville, Etobicoke, Mississauga, St. Thomas, and Kitchener. 
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Introduction 
 
Reports from Transport Canada (1), the National Roundtable on the Environment and the 
Economy (2), the Centre for Sustainable Transportation (3), and many others, have outlined the 
pressing need to move towards more sustainable transportation. Outstanding groundwork has 
been accomplished with excellent recommendations offered. Moving from recommendations to 
action, and specifically influencing behaviour in the direction of sustainable transportation is 
critical. Passenger travel is a particular area of concern. 
 

Total demand for travel, as measured in passenger-kilometers (one 
passenger travelling one kilometers) reached 542 billion in 1997, an 
increase of four per cent in the last two years… urban travel accounts for 
60 per cent of the GHG emissions from passenger travel, because urban 
passenger travel produces twice the amount of GHG emissions per 
passenger-kilometer . (4) 

 
While many technology solutions are welcome, a sustainable transportation future will require 
more than simply transferring our auto-dependency to cleaner vehicles. Research regarding the 
impacts of cars on children suggests that reducing our car use is also an important goal (5). 
Otherwise, the sedentary lifestyle that children and youth have adopted, the number of traffic 
fatalities and injuries, restricted independent mobility and impoverishment of childhood 
experiences are likely to persist.  Therefore, our efforts towards technology-based solutions must 
be coupled with strategies to influence driver behaviour and encourage non-motorized 
transportation.  
 
There is a further consideration. Although technology which improves air quality and reduces 
greenhouse gases will mitigate some of the negative impacts on children, the acceptability of 
cleaner vehicles will likely reinforce auto-dependency. There is even evidence that past 
technological improvements have been offset by changed patterns of automobile use. 
 

Canada is facing continued growth in the number of vehicles, and each 
vehicle is being driven farther. Although energy efficiency in 
transportation is forecast to improve by 0.7 per cent per year between 2000 
and 2020, this is likely to be overwhelmed by the increased use and number 
of vehicles. Past improvements in vehicle fuel economy have also been 
eroded due to consumer preferences for vehicle performance and size, as 
well as regulated changes to improve air quality and safety, which add 
weight to the vehicle and reduce fuel efficiency. (Transportation and 
Climate Change: Options for Action) (6) 
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The Transportation and Climate Change: Options for Action paper (6) outlines a study that 
explored strategies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions from urban passenger travel in the 
three largest centres (Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal), six large centres and 16 small centres. 
The study looked at possible emissions reductions through increasing budgets for pedestrian and 
cycling infrastructure, enhancing transit options and telecommuting.   Incentives for 
discouraging single-occupant vehicle travel were also considered. The report concludes that no 
one single measure will reduce greenhouse gas emissions but an integrated approach will be 
most effective. The “Most Promising”  measures the report recommends involves tax-exempt 
transit benefits, telecommuting, driver education, transit fare smart-card and car sharing. The 
report states that these are  
 

actions that would increase public awareness and send signals to change 
travel behaviour, primarily in urban areas. Combined, these measure could 
reduce emissions by 3.7 Mt, or about 7 per cent of Canada’s Kyoto target in 
transportation, and generate a net benefit of $100/tonne. (7) 

 
The “Promising” measures recommended include many transit-related options, parking prices 
and incentives to encourage pedestrian and bicycle travel. 
 

The promising measures are a more aggressive effort to promote cost-
effective, quality alternatives to automobile use. The package combines 
strong incentives for alternatives such as transit and biking, while 
discouraging car use through charges on parking. Taken together, the 
promising measures would achieve an estimated GHG reduction of 10.1 
Mt, or 19 percent of the transportation target, at a cost of $49 per tonne. (8) 

 
Some provinces and municipalities are already making progress in these directions. Examples 
include, initiatives regarding clean vehicles, mandatory vehicle inspection and municipal plans 
that integrate principles of sustainable transportation. Some government departments have 
launched green commuting programs for their departments and are actively improving the fuel 
efficiency of their fleets. 
 
Expanding our efforts towards sustainable transportation requires greater public awareness and 
education. The Transportation and Climate Change Collaborative (9) proposed a number of 
education and awareness strategies. The National Round Table on the Environment and the 
Economy's "The Road to Sustainable Transportation in Canada: State of the Debate" (10) says 
the following: 
 

Increasing public awareness is the most significant step needed to lay the 
groundwork for effective action.  As part of a sustainable transportation 
strategy, public education is needed to: 
 

inform individuals of the risks and costs of current transportation 
trends; 
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educate individuals about steps they can take tocontribute to 
sustainable transportation; and 
 
build public support for the political actions that will be necessary for 
sustainable transportation.  

 
 
While all of these reports have touched on strategies which will benefit children in general, four 
key points have been neglected: 
 
1) the extensive impact of traffic on children, beyond basic air quality discussions; 
2) children’s aspirations regarding transportation choices; 
3) specific strategies that would benefit children and educate the general public regarding risks, 

sustainable transportation choices and building public support; 
4) opportunities to influence passenger travel related to the trip to school. 
 
The Ontario Walkability Study provides information regarding these omissions and may be 
helpful for provincial and municipal strategies regarding sustainable transportation. (See 
Appendix for “Impact of Traffic on Children”). 
 

During rush hour (peak period) 20-25% of person trips are travel to and from 
school in a typical community. A generation ago, most of these were walking 
or biking trips.  (Way to Go web site: www.waytogo.icbc.bc.ca) 

 
Canadians are fortunate to have an exceptional opportunity to implement strategies related to the 
trip to school through an increasingly popular school-based program: Active and Safe Routes to 
School (ASRTS).  In Canada the ASRTS program is managed at the national level by Go for 
Green and there are two successful autonomous programs in British Columbia and Ontario; the 
Way to Go! School Program and Greenest City’s ASRTS program. ASRTS is educating 
Canadian children, teachers, parents, health professionals, police, transport planners and the 
media about the benefits of active modes of transportation. The program is influencing the travel 
behaviour of children with all of the corresponding development benefits of walking and cycling. 
Adults who are involved in the program have been influenced to consider their travel behaviour 
beyond the trip to school. 
 
Greenest City’s extensive experience with a community-based approach to children’s mobility 
has identified a number of barriers that prevent children from walking or cycling to school. Dr. 
O’Brien, Canadian Pacific Post-Doctoral Fellow in Sustainable Transportation at the York 
Centre for Applied Sustainability (York University) has also recognized that children’s 
aspirations and mobility needs are rarely addressed in policy documents and strategies regarding 
sustainable transportation and climate change.   
 
As part of the International Walk to School Day 2000, and with the support of the Ministry of the 
Environment for Ontario, Greenest City and the York Centre for Applied Sustainability  (YCAS) 
developed a Walkability Survey for Ontario’s elementary school children. The intent of the 
survey was to: 
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�� Gather province-wide data on the walkability of communities; 
�� Establish dominant travel modes used to get to school;  
�� Student preference for mode of travel to school; 
�� Identify the spatial distribution of participating schools across the province;   
�� Help to build the case for community action on making communities more “walkable”; 

particularly for children and to decrease related automobile use for short trips; 
�� Assess the nature of the local environment to include, but not be limited to: 

- Type of surfaces used (paved vs. unpaved) 
- Land use and land type of area traversed in journey to school; 
- Intermediate destinations or activities; 
- Room to walk safely and ease of crossing streets (pedestrian infrastructure); 
- Behaviour of drivers. 

�� Compile a database to help facilitate future risk assessments around child exposure to 
potential environmental threats. 
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Method 

 
Greenest City and YCAS developed a Walkability Survey that modeled the Partnership for a 
Walkable America’s “Walkability Checklist” and a similar study carried out in California in 
1999 by the Center for Health Training. (See Appendix for Walkability Survey).  Surveys were 
included in the registration materials of every school in Ontario who registered for International 
Walk to School Day. Many schools supported this project through copying and distributing the 
surveys. Students were asked to complete the surveys during their trip to school on October 4, 
2000 (International Walk to School Day 2000).  Primary-aged students completed the survey 
with the assistance of an adult. 
 
More than 400 Ontario schools participated in International Walk to School Day 2000 and over 
78 schools completed the Walkability Survey for a total of 6369 valid surveys. All of the surveys 
were analysed and results were summarized for the entire sample, by census division and also for 
each participating school. 
 
Limitations and Biases of Data 
 
Every survey that deals with non-motorized travel behaviour in Canada is bound to be affected 
by the time of year the survey is taken. The Ontario survey took place in October. Certainly, the 
results would be different in mid-January when the number of walkers and cyclists drops and 
other hazards come in to play, such as sidewalks blocked by snow.  Also, participants came from 
schools that were registered in the International Walk to School Day event and thus reflect a 
population that may be more inclined to choose active transportation modes than the general 
student population.  Finally, the surveys were completed by students themselves. Primary 
students were assisted by the adults who walked with them or by their teachers. Analysing the 
data by grade level was beyond the scope of this study but may yield interesting patterns 
according to age. 
 
Despite these limitations, the Walkability Survey provides highly significant information. 
Government bodies are developing sustainable transportation strategies and emphasizing the 
need for public education and awareness.  Too often, the mobility needs of children are absent 
from these discussions. The Walkability Survey gives a voice to the aspirations and mobility 
needs of children and conveys some of their experiences on their route to school. If we can make 
these routes safer, we can then encourage more families to use active modes. 
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Results 
 
 
Results have been analysed across the entire sample for Ontario (6369 surveys).  However, most 
participating schools are clustered near Toronto where Greenest City originally focussed its 
ASRTS program. 2000 marked the first year that Greenest City expanded throughout the 
province. 
 
Aggregate Results  
 
Questions #1 and #2 asked for postal codes and school names. The results below begin with 
question #3. 
 
 
Question #3a What grade are you in? 
 
Grades 1-4 were the dominant age groups which participated. 
 
Question #3b Are you a girl or a boy? 
 
53.3 % of the participants were girls and 46.7 % were boys. 
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Question #4 How do you usually get to school? 
 
61.2 percent of participating students stated that they usually walk or cycle to school. 57.7%  
told us that they walk with friends, a parent/adult or by themselves. 3.5% ride bicycles regularly. 
27.5% said that they are driven by an adult.  
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Question #5 If you had any choice, how would you most like to get to school each day? 
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72.2% of students survey said that they would prefer to walk or cycle to school. This breaks 
down to 45.4 % who would prefer to walk and 26.8% who would prefer to ride a bicycle. 
For the children who would prefer cycling, 43% are girls and 57% are boys. 
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