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Summary 
 School policies can play an important role in determining the 

mode of travel students use to get to and from school.  Despite this 

role, little is known about the consistency and the content of school 

policies on active travel.  The purpose of this study is to examine all 

of the school policies in one county in New Jersey as well as 

identify the content of the policies.  All 165 public schools excluding 

pre-kindergarten, Head Start and vocational programs in Middlesex 

County, New Jersey were surveyed and participated in a nine 

question structured telephone interview to examine school policies 

on walking and bicycling.  Participants were generally school 

administrators, such as secretaries and principals.  Extensive field 

notes were taken during the interviews and entered into a 

standardized form.  Data were coded into categories based on 

interviewee response.  No policies on walking were reported.  

Seventy-two schools had policies on bicycling (44%), while 79 

schools had no formal policy (48%), however they had a practice 

that was neither official nor passed by an administrative body. 

Among the 151 schools, 88 of the schools support bicycling, with 

an additional ten supportive practices or policies, but with minimum 

grade restrictions, while 53 of the schools’ practices or policies 

were not supportive of cycling. The remaining 14 schools reported 

that they did not know their policy or could not report it (8%). 

Throughout Middlesex County, NJ, there is wide variation in school 

policies and practices regarding bicycling to and from school. 

Background 
The percentage of children ages 5-18 who walk or bicycle to 

school in the U.S. has declined over time (1). In 1969, 

approximately half of all schoolchildren used active travel, 

operationally defined as any form of human-powered travel such as 
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walking or bicycling, to get to or from school, and 87% of those 

living within one mile of school walked or bicycled. In 2001, just 

16% of schoolchildren used active modes of travel (1). One of the 

reasons for this decline is that some schools have established 

policies banning these active modes of travel, therefore students 

are driven or bused to and from school (2).  This study is the first 

attempt to systematically evaluate the school policies related to 

bicycling, based on data from one county, Middlesex County in 

New Jersey. 

Students derive many benefits from walking or cycling to and 

from school, such as improved health through physical activity, 

improved safety awareness, adoption of positive active travel 

behaviors, increased sense of independence, and contributions to 

the reduction in the environmental impact.(3). The Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National School Board 

Association (NSBA) and Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 

are just a few of the many national organizations that support and 

encourage walking and bicycling to school as an opportunity for 

children to include physical activity in their daily routine. In addition, 

Healthy People 2020, a plan to improve the health of all Americans, 

recommends  increasing the proportion of walking trips to school of 

one mile or less, and bicycling trips of two miles or less (4). There is 

strong evidence that physically active children are at a decreased 

risk of childhood obesity and related negative health consequences 

such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease, hypertension, stroke and 

several kinds of cancer (5). Despite this evidence, many children 

are not physically active on a regular basis (6). The prevalence of 

childhood obesity in U.S. children under the age of 19 has doubled 

in the past 30 years (7). More specifically, obesity in children aged 

6-11 has tripled nationally from 6.5% in 1979-1980 to 19.6% in 
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2007-2008 (8), and among adolescents aged 12-19 obesity 

increased from 5% to 18% during the same period (8). 

There are many reasons why walking and bicycling to school 

has declined. In a 2004 nationally representative CDC survey 

asking parents to identify barriers to active travel to and from 

school, parents most commonly cited distance to school, followed 

by traffic-related danger (2).School policy, prohibiting or limiting 

students from cycling or walking, was the fifth most often cited 

barrier, identified by 6% of the respondents (2). Although banning 

or prohibiting walking or bicycling is the most obvious school policy-

related barrier, other deterrent policies are also in place, such as 

restricting lower grades from participating, school unwillingness or 

inability to store bicycles and helmets, often due to lack of space, 

and delayed dismissal for walkers and cyclists until the buses and 

cars leave the school grounds (9).The variability of school policies 

on active travel is unknown, but  thoroughly examining the different 

school and school board policies within one county can gain a 

better and deeper understanding on the current policy conditions 

for bicycling to and from school.  

School and District Support for Walking and Bicycling 
Currently, studies on the creation of school policies and 

status of school policies on active travel are scant. However, a few 

studies have been conducted examining the level of school and 

district support for walking and bicycling, which demonstrate the 

effect school policies can have.  

In 2007, the University of South Carolina Prevention 

Research Center conducted a School Travel Survey to ask district 

superintendents, school board chairs, and elementary and middle 

school principals in South Carolina about their attitudes and beliefs 

about walking to and from school (10). The survey asked questions 
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concerning school and district policies related to active travel and 

the communication of these policies. Results from the survey 

revealed that district officials were generally more supportive of 

walk to school efforts (58% are in favor) than principals. In addition, 

more middle school principals (43%) were in favor than elementary 

school principals (38%) (10). The study found that more middle 

schools had supportive walking and bicycling policies than 

elementary schools.  In addition, district officials and principals who 

reported having clear positions on active travel more commonly 

reported these positions verbally or through memos rather than 

through official written policies (10). The authors concluded that 

schools and districts should develop official written policies on 

active travel, preferably those of a supportive nature to increase 

rates of active travel.  The authors referred to opportunities for 

advocates to work with parents and school districts to promote 

active travel, while ensuring student safety is paramount (10).  

 

King, Rojas-Guyler and Sparks, also surveyed principals 

about their perceptions of students walking and bicycling to school 

(11). The purpose of the 2007 study was to identify the presence of 

restrictive policies, the frequency of active travel to and from 

school, and the perceptions of factors influencing students walking 

and bicycling to school, as observed by elementary and middle 

school principals. The study consisted of all public and private, 

elementary and middle schools in three counties in a Midwestern 

region. According to the study, principals largely underestimated 

the number of students walking or bicycling to school (11). In 

addition, principals at schools with higher walking and bicycling 

rates were significantly more likely to report that students should 

consider walking or bicycling if residing within one mile of the 

school, had significantly more enabling environments for bicycling, 
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and had significantly fewer barriers to bicycling (11). Based on 

these findings the authors recommended continuing to work with 

principals to increase physical activity through active travel.  They 

felt that principals are supportive of more walking and bicycling and 

should be members of the team, along with community and school 

health educators, to increase physical activity among students by 

walking or bicycling to school (11). However, work still needs to be 

done to further improve the presence of factors that encourage and 

support active travel, and one of the ways this can occur is through 

clear, supportive school policies. 

Methods 
This cross-sectional study developed and used a nine 

question structured survey to examine school policies on walking 

and bicycling in Middlesex County, New Jersey. Middlesex County 

is in central New Jersey and was selected for both its population 

diversity and diversity of land uses, as it encompasses urban, 

suburban and rural environments. Figure 1 presents the location of 

the county in the state.  The population is 58% white, 10% black, 

21% Asian and 18% Hispanic or Latino of any race (12).With a 

2010 population of almost 810,000 including over 160,000 children 

ages 5-19, it is the second most populous county in the state (12). 

The county is also densely populated with 2,622 people per square 

mile, making it the 21st most densely populated county in the 

country and fourth in the state (12). Of the 603 operating school 

districts in NJ in 2010, 24 are in Middlesex County and included in 

the study area (13). The county comprises 53 cities, towns and 

census designated places.  The median household income in 2010 

was $51,914 (14). 
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Figure 1.  Location of Middlesex County in New Jersey 
 

 

Data Collection 
 All 165 of the public schools in Middlesex County, New 

Jersey were contacted by telephone to obtain information on the 

presence and if relevant, types of current school policies for 

students walking or bicycling to and from school. Pre-kindergarten 

and  Head Start programs and the five vocational schools were 

excluded, as they often have students traveling from greater 

distances and may handle walking and cycling policies differently. 

The phone list for all schools in Middlesex County was compiled by 

Rutgers University’s Bloustein Survey Research Center using the 

New Jersey Department of Education's School Directory (which can 

be found at: http://education.state.nj.us/directory/). The Bloustein 

Survey Research Center downloaded and cleaned the data in 

December of 2009. 

The interview was performed with an individual from each 

school who was knowledgeable about school policies on walking 

and bicycling.  These interviewees were generally part of the school 

administration, such as secretaries and principals.  Schools that did 

http://education.state.nj.us/directory/
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not respond to the initial call were called up to ten times, until all of 

the schools had been reached. Interviews ranged from five to 

twenty minutes, and no schools or participants received a follow-up 

call once they were reached.  The interviews were conducted using 

a structured pre-tested interview guide. The interview guide had 

nine questions focusing on school policies on walking, bicycling and 

travel via other wheeled sports equipment eliciting both open-ended 

and closed-ended responses.  Questions were asked about policies 

on helmet use and bicycle racks and the communication and 

monitoring of these policies.  To increase the consistency of 

responses, two trained interviewers conducted interviews and 

Rutgers staff monitored the first three phone calls of each 

interviewer. All interviews were conducted in English and took place 

between October 2010 and May 2011.  Participation was voluntary 

and interviewees did not receive any compensation or 

reimbursement.  Since some interviewees directed the interviewer 

to a web page containing information about the school policy or 

practice, all school and school district web pages were searched as 

a follow-up procedure, and when available, the specific language 

used was documented. 

Data Analysis 
Data analysis was conducted using extensive field notes 

during the interviews and then entered into a standardized form.  

Data were then coded into categories based on interviewee 

response to interview question one, “Does your school have a clear 

position or policy about students riding bicycles to and/or from 

school?”  The reply to this question was initially coded as a binary 

response, but as more data were collected more categories 

emerged, which are presented in Table 1. 
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“No school 
districts in the 
study area had 
policies about 
walking to 
school” 

 

Results 
No school districts in the study area had policies about 

walking to school and thus the following results are exclusively 

about bicycling policies and practices. However, in the few areas 

with 100% busing, the majority of school administrators claimed 

that walking is not permitted.  Broadly, bicycling policies tended to 

fall into two categories: official policy and unofficial practice.  The 

latter indicates that the school did have a rule about bicycling but it 

was not official or passed by an administrative body, such as a 

school board.  These practices were sometimes written or recorded 

but more often were reported verbally, which is consistent with the 

South Carolina Prevention Research Center School Travel Survey 

data (8). 

Of the 165 schools contacted, all were reached.  These 

consisted of 111 elementary schools, 32 middle schools, and 22 

high schools in the study.  Of the 165 schools, 8% did not know if 

they had a policy or were unwilling to give out that information.  

Over 43% had a policy, while 48% had no policy on bicycling to or 

from school.  For those schools that had a policy, three categories 

emerged: schools that permitted bicycling; schools that permitted 

bicycling but restricted children in lower grades from participating 

(called grade restrictions ); and schools that required explicit 

permission from the principal to bicycle.  For schools without a 

policy, two of the same categories of responses emerged: schools 

that permitted bicycling and schools that permitted bicycling with 

grade restrictions. A third category of schools that banned bicycling 

also emerged among these schools with practices and no policies. 

A detailed summary of the distribution of responses can be seen in 

Table 1 and by school type in Table 2. 
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Table 1.  School Responses on Bicycling Policy in Middlesex County, NJ 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Table 2.  School Responses on Bicycling Policy by School Type in 
Middlesex County, NJ 
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Table 3.Supportive and Non-Supportive Bicycling Policies and Practices in 
Middlesex County, NJ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

11 
 

 

Among the 151 schools that knew whether or not they had a 

policy, 88 of the schools had a policy or practice allowing bicycling, 

53 schools had policies or practices banning cycling and ten 

schools had policies or practices that allowed cycling with grade 

restrictions, prohibiting students in lower grades from participating.  

In classifying policies and practices as supportive, non-supportive, 

or supportive with grade restrictions, those schools containing only 

grades where bicycling was prohibited due to grade restrictions 

were coded as non-supportive and those schools that contained 

grades where bicycling was both prohibited and allowed due to the 

grade restriction were coded as supportive with grade restrictions.  

Thus, in the 43 schools with grade restrictions either by policy or 

practice reported in Table 1, 33 schools restricted all of the grades 

at particular schools, meaning that no one at that school was 

allowed to bicycle.  The middle schools where this occurred were 

from one school district that allows bicycling in 7th grade, although 

the middle schools comprise of 6th graders. The remaining ten 

schools allowed children in particular grades, such as fourth grade 

and above to cycle, while children in lower grades at the same 

school were prohibited. Table 3 presents the full results. 

Conclusion 
There is little to no consistency among schools in Middlesex 

County regarding bicycling policy content. The findings show a 

range of written or verbal policies from allowing bicycling, to 

permitting it for students in second to seventh grade, to banning 

bicycling. Some school representatives did not know if a policy was 

in place. Since this information was compiled through telephone 

interviews, the authors did not thoroughly examine specific 

geographic conditions surrounding the schools to determine the 

safety of the nearby environment for bicycling, which should be 
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done in future research. Investigation of geographic conditions was 

limited to a cursory look using Google Street View of selected 

school locations’ bicycling compatibility through on-line mapping. 

Preliminarily, there appears to be no agreement over safe 

navigability. There are no obvious differences in the built 

environment around schools that allow bicycling and those that 

prohibit this activity. This relationship should be examined 

thoroughly through detailed geographic analysis in future research.   

 

Communication 
Schools that followed official school district policies 

commonly directed the interviewer to the official policy, which was 

often located on the school district website or in a parent or student 

handbook.  Interviewees reporting unofficial school practices were 

less likely to direct the interviewer to written documentation and the 

information rarely appeared on school or district websites. 

Communication issues that arose during the course of the 

research are threefold.  First, and most commonly, the interviewer 

was transferred to several staff members before finding an 

interviewee who was knowledgeable about school policies or 

practices, indicating that at many schools this information was not 

widely known by the staff.  This response could leave an individual 

or parent frustrated or confused when seeking information. Second, 

some individual schools adhere to district policies, while other 

schools have written their own policy, thereby rendering the district 

policy misleading.  Third, administrative turnover can lead to 

confusion, particularly in cases where principal permission is 

required for bicycling. Unofficial practice could change every time a 

new principal is hired. During one phone call, the interviewer was 

transferred several times between a substitute principal and new 

administrative staff and never received definitive information on the 
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issue of bicycling to school.  These communication issues could 

lead parents who might be otherwise willing to allow their child to 

bicycle to choose another mode of travel.  Creating clear written 

policies and ensuring that staff, parents and students are informed 

could avoid these problems. 

Despite the variation among school bicycle policies, some 

common language was used for similar policies.  For example, 

policies that permit bicycling commonly addressed the location that 

the bicycle is to be stored and the fact that the school assumes no 

responsibility for these items. For schools that permit bicycling with 

grade restrictions, the grade that bicycling becomes a permitted 

mode of travel varies widely in Middlesex County from second to 

seventh grade without justification of the reason for the grade 

selection.  Furthermore, in several cases, even when the policy did 

not prohibit bicycling, some policies used relatively negative 

language to describe cycling, such as: “Because of the clear and 

present danger of accidents in traffic inherent in bicycle riding, it 

shall be the policy of the Board to prohibit the use of bicycles by 

students to travel to and from those schools so listed by the 

principal” (15). This policy’s use of negative language, stating the 

“clear and present danger” of cycling, communicates concern to 

parents considering a travel mode choice for their child.  

Additionally, the policy language is confusing.  The Board of 

Education assigns the decision regarding bicycling to each school 

principal, which is both difficult to understand due to the language 

and structure of the policy, and may also change with 

administration turnover.  Furthermore, delegating the decision to 

school principals rather than the School Board does not provide for 

public input. 
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Limitations 
Although all schools in Middlesex County, NJ were 

contacted and responded to the interview, the job title of the 

interviewee varied by school from the principal to the principal’s 

secretary and in a few schools, the school nurse.  Although this 

variation somewhat limits the comparability of responses, the 

interviewer called each school and asked for a staff member who 

was knowledgeable about school policies on active travel.  The 

strength of this method is that it is reflective of the experience of a 

parent or guardian seeking information about school policy or 

practice.  Therefore, despite the variability in the interviewees, this 

method was considered most useful for examining the relationship 

between the policy or practice and its communication.  

Communication is a critical component, particularly since parents 

most often determine the mode of travel to and from school. Lastly, 

since information was gathered through telephone interviews, the 

effect of specific geographic conditions, traffic, or the built 

environment on individual school policies or practices could not be 

investigated. 

Changing District Policies 
The findings from this study, both on the presence of policies 

and the variability in their content, suggest that there may be 

opportunities for practitioners and parents  to question or change 

school policies and practices on this issue and perhaps 

successfully advocate for supportive written policies modeled after 

schools districts.  Although supportive school district policies may 

increase the number of children walking and bicycling in some 

communities, they are only one small part of a program geared 

towards improving childhood physical activity rates and the possible 

achievement of the Healthy People 2020 goal set for higher rates of 
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walking and bicycling to school.  Thus, these policies should be 

examined, but also considered in coordination with other efforts, 

policies and events that promote safe, active travel to ensure an 

integrated approach. 

Resources 

• Why Should a School District Adopt Policies on Walking and 
Biking? 
http://policy.rutgers.edu/vtc/srts/toolbox/School_Walk_Bike_
Policy%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf 

• A Model Walking Program 
http://policy.rutgers.edu/vtc/srts/toolbox/Model%20Walking%
20Policy.pdf 

• A Model Biking Program 
http://policy.rutgers.edu/vtc/srts/toolbox/Model%20Bicycle%2
0Policy.pdf 

• Backing Off Bike Bans 
http://changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/Backing-
Off_Bike-Bans_FINAL_20130715_0.pdf 
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