Transportation behaviour of children to their primary schools

On behalf of Fietsberaad Traffic Test has studied the transportation behaviour of children to their primary schools and the factors that explain the various types of transportation choices. This was a nationally representative study with a dual purpose. First of all it was to provide an average representative image of transport behaviour of primary-school children for the entire country. Secondly it was to provide an insight into the parental motives for having their children travel to school by various means, accompanied or not.
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In the Netherlands there is a distinct lack of knowledge about the way children travel to their primary schools. Data from a single school or a group of schools are not very useful, since it may be expected that schools vary widely. The available national data are also insufficient, as a classification of transport modalities (train, tram, metro, bus, car, bicycle and walking) is used that does not address the issue how children travel to and from their primary schools. The standard classification, for instance, does not yield information about independent or accompanied travel, and who may provide the company. In the case of transportation by car, it is highly relevant to know how many children, from the same family or not, are driven to school at the same time: the seat occupancy figures. We also do not know which are the reasons for parents to accompany their child to school, or to refrain from doing so, and what determines the choice of transportation. In all, political and administrative statements on transportation behaviour of children to their primary school do not have a solid foundation at this point in time; further investigation is warranted.

Methods

In the Traffic Test investigation a questionnaire was distributed among 7500 households with young children, to gather information about the transport behaviour to and from primary schools by children aged 4 to 12. The questionnaire had three main parts. The first concerned parental characteristics such as age, education levels, work and availability of a car. The second part concentrated on school characteristics such as size and type. The last part examined the actual travel behaviour of the children and the reasons involved. Parents were asked to indicate for all days of a full school week how their children had travelled to school in the mornings and afternoons and whether this week was typical of the entire school year. In case this was not, they were asked how their children usually went to school.

Response

Of the 7500 questionnaires distributed, 1861 were returned: a 25% response rate. From the random sample data were removed about children younger than 4 and older than 12, children whose age was not provided, children attending special-needs schools and children for whom the type of school had not been provided. This resulted in data of 3136 children. The data from the questionnaire were supplemented with urbanisation data for the home address. The sample survey was then compared to data from the Central Statistical Office, to determine weighing factors to ensure the sample was representative as far as distribution of children over various age categories and distribution into urban and less urban areas in the Netherlands were concerned. This procedure allowed nationally representative statements to be made.

How children travel to their primary schools

Table 1 contains the total number of trips made for each travel modality on all daily periods. The percentages refer to all children whose weekly report is typical for the entire school year. This concerns 83% of all children in the sample.

Table 1. Ways to travel to school

	
	
	
	number of transfers in %

	independent walk
	
	alone

with one or more contemporaries

with a younger child
	9.4

5.4

2.4

	accompanied walk
	
	by (partner of) respondent

by older child/other adult
	16.8

2.7

	independent bike ride




	
	alone

with one or more contemporaries

with a younger child
	12.6

7.8

2.6

	accompanied bike ride



	own bicycle


carried along

	by (partner of) respondent

by older child/other adults

by (partner of) respondent

by older child or others
	18.6

1.7

5.0

0.3

	car




	by (partner of) respondent

by others



	alone

with 1 other child

with several children

alone

with 1 other child

with several children
	2.4

5.5

4.6

0.1

0.3

0.8

	other
	
	public transport

other
	0.3

0.6


Table 1 demonstrates that almost half of all transfers to school (49%) occurs by bicycle. Over one-third, 37% walks and 14% travels by car. Children that walk or ride a bicycle are accompanied in slightly more than half of all cases. See Figure 1

Figure 1. Percentage of children travelling to school accompanied or independently, by mode of transport (in %)
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Table 1 also demonstrates that children walking or cycling independently to school, usually do this 
on their own or accompanied by contemporaries. When they are accompanied, this is usually by one of their parents. This is also true for transport by car. If they travel to school by car, this is in the company of other children, in the majority of cases. See Table 2. The average number of children in a car is 2,2.

Table 2. Percentage of trips by car, with one or more children (in %)

1 child in car


18

several children in car
82

The average of 14% by car of all trips means for a school with 300 pupils that on average 42 children arrive by car. This does not imply 42 cars, but rather 19 cars at an average ‘child seat’ occupancy per car of at least 2.2. This holds for an average day. When it rains, the 19 will quickly grow towards 30. It is quite hard to arrange room for 30 cars at the same time at the same location.

Why independent or accompanied?

Whether children go to school accompanied or independently is closely correlated with characteristics of the child, parents or caretakers (the respondent) and the school. It will not be surprising to discover that young children are almost universally accompanied and older children hardly. See Figure 2.

Figure 2. Percentage of children travelling to school independently or accompanied, by age (4-12) (in %)
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The age of the child provides the explanation for 36% of the variance in whether or not they are accompanied to school. Other factors account for only a small (2-4) percentage of that variance. For instance, the age difference between respondent and child plays a role: the greater the difference, the more often the child will be accompanied. In addition the degree of urbanisation of the neighbourhood of the school and the neighbourhood where the child lives is a factor: the more urbanised, the more often children are accompanied. Finally the distance to school as estimated by the respondent plays a small, but significant part: the greater the distance the respondent estimates between school and home, the more often he or she will accompany the child. This last relation can not be demonstrated decisively between the actual distance to school and an accompanied or independent trip. Choices by the parents regarding accompanying their children obviously are more affected by their impression of the distance than the actual distance itself. To parents the most important reasons for accompanying their child to school are the youth of the child (too young for independent trips), the traffic dangers on the route to school and the fact that it is enjoyable to walk or cycle together. See Table 3

Table 3. Percentage of children where one of the arguments listed below was mentioned as explanation for (occasional) accompaniment to school (in %)

	reason
	% children

	too young to go on its own
	64

	the route to school is not safe
	38

	it is enjoyable to walk or cycle together
	32


If children go to school accompanied, the mode of transport bears a relation to the degree of urbanisation of the home and school neighbourhoods (in highly urbanised areas children are relatively often brought to school by car), to the method of transportation used by the mother to go to work (if she rides a bicycle, chances are the child will be accompanied by bicycle; if she travels by car, this increases the chance of the child being brought by car) and to the availability of a car (this increases the chance of the child being brought by car). Concerning the distance to school, no significant differences can be discerned between the modalities walking and cycling among children that are accompanied and children that travel on their own. In other words: children that walk or cycle accompanied, live on average at the same distances from school as those that travel on their own.

Why a certain modality?

The transport modality by which children travel (walking, bicycle or car) shows a significant correlation to the actual distance between home and school. See Table 4 and Figure 3

Table 4. Average (actual) distance from school (in metres), in relation to how children usually go to school

	transport modality

	average distance home-school

	walk
	 580 m

	bicycle
	1440 m

	car
	2550 m


Figure 3. Habitual transport modality in relation to distance from home to school, percentage of children
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Children that walk to school live significantly closer to school than children that cycle. Children that travel by car, live the greatest distance from the school. Those children are significantly younger as well. The most important reasons for parents to always drive their child by car are: school is too far away, the route to school is not traffic safe and the school is on the way to work. See Table 5.

Table 5. Arguments for always driving a child to school, percentage of children

	reason



	% children

	school is too far away
	53

	route to school is not traffic safe
	47

	school is on the way to work
	27


When children sometimes walk or cycle to school and sometimes are driven, this is usually because the car was most convenient since the trip could be combined with other activities or because of bad weather. See Table 6.

Table 6. Arguments for occasional transportation by car, as well as walk or cycle, percentage of children

	reason


	% children

	car sometimes more convenient/combination with successive other activities
	 54

	the weather was bad
	 49
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