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I. Background Regarding Student Travel Tallies in New Jersey
In 2005, the Safe Routes to School (SRTS) program was launched as a federal initiative 
under the SAFETEA-LU transportation bill, providing more than $1 billion in funding through 
2012 for state infrastructure and non-infrastructure projects. The National Center for 
Safe Routes to School was established in 2006 as the program's Clearinghouse to offer 
technical assistance to local SRTS programs and coordinators. Part of the University of 
North Carolina Highway Safety Research Center, the National Center was funded by the 
U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration to support the Federal 
SRTS Program. Early in the program's implementation, the SRTS Clearinghouse developed 
a voluntary data collection system with input from states, providing standardized tools 
like the Student Arrival and Departure Travel Tally and Parent Survey to help programs 
gather baseline data and understand transportation trends.

From the start of the statewide SRTS program in New Jersey, the NJ Department 
of Transportation (NJDOT), the NJ Safe Routes Resource Center (NJ SRRC), and 
Transportation Management Associations (TMAs) have worked with schools, asking 
teachers to complete the Student Arrival and Departure Travel Tally during class to 
provide insights into what mode of transportation students used to get to and from 
school. Completing these tallies had been a requirement for the 2016 and 2018 grant 
rounds for schools in municipalities applying for Safe Routes to School infrastructure 
grants through NJDOT. However, this requirement was removed in 2020 at the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. New Jersey has relied on the National Center for Safe Routes 
to School (NCSRTS) data system to implement student travel tallies. This system provided 
a standardized paper tally sheet, which was then entered into the National Center 
data system for report generation. To maintain data integrity and to ensure NJDOT has 
access to all New Jersey data, the NJ SRRC received all tallies completed by TMAs and 
their partners; staff then entered the data into the national system.

After seventeen years in operation, the National Center data system was shut down 
in 2024. In its absence, users of the National Center data system have been left with 
decisions regarding future data evaluation for their SRTS programs, namely, should they 
try to recreate their own version of the National Center data system or explore new 
data collection methods?
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II. Challenges with Data Collection/Student Travel Tallies
We identified several challenges with using student travel tallies as a method to 
evaluate SRTS projects: (1) these place a burden on schools and teachers, particularly 
in disadvantaged communities; (2) data collection may not be the most accurate as 
teachers (and students) are not trained in survey methodology, (3) there is no actual 
evaluation after project completion, as the travel tallies are rarely done a second time, 
and (4) travel tallies themselves, which measure mode choice, may not be the best 
measure of improvements in safety.

Burden on teachers

Several decades of research show that teachers are generally burnt out and/or suffer 
from emotional exhaustion (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Chang, 2009; Hakanen et al., 2006; 
Kokkinos, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). The National Education Association reports 
that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated burnout. Many districts report shortages 
of classroom teachers. Administering Travel Tallies during limited class time adds an 
additional duty for classroom teachers who already face significant time constraints.

There have been efforts to collect mode choice data by other means, such as by 
tallies collected by parents (Evenson et al., 2008; McDonald et al., 2011) or by drone 
technology (Hodgson & Chang, 2023), but the issues with mode choice as an evaluation 
measure for SRTS programs persist

Incompleteness of travel tallies

Research focusing on the accuracy of student travel tallies is limited. Evenson et al. 
(2008) compared the reliability of student travel tallies by comparing parents' responses 
to those of students and found that 88% of responses were in agreement (Evenson et 
al., 2008). In a different study with the same methodology, between 87% and 91% of 
responses were in agreement (McDonald et al., 2011). The main caveat with these 
studies is that they only focus on completed responses. However, there is evidence that 
not all travel tallies are fully completed. Moreover, these studies compared tallies for 
elementary school students, not high school students, who may not accurately answer 
surveys (Fan et al., 2006).

We observed that some tally forms were incomplete. While some forms were missing 
data for either the arrival or departure of students, some forms did not provide the 
total number of students in the class. Some schools did not complete the tallies for 
a full week, as specified in the directions, and filled tally forms for only one day. This 
makes it challenging to identify the percentage of students using active travel modes. 
This results in incomplete or unreliable data, which affects the validity of the results 
and makes it difficult to assess whether an intervention led to modal change, let alone 
safety impacts.
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rode their bicycles or walked to school when they did not.

In addition, the student travel tallies do not allow for multi-modal trips – for instance, 
a student may walk a few minutes to get to their bus stop, or a student may walk to a 
friend’s house nearby but be picked up by their parent by car later on, or drive and be 
dropped off a block from school. There is no room for more complex trips in these tallies.

Finally, it was observed while collecting data for the SRTS program that many schools 
resubmitted old student travel tally forms from past years. The outdated forms from 
previous years make comparing and analyzing data impossible.

Figure 1: Student Travel Tallies

Teachers are respon-
sible for filling out 
student travel tally 
forms. Students are 
asked to raise their 
hands to answer a 
question about what 
mode they travel 
by. However, it was 
observed that the 
forms contained 
inaccurate data 
in some cases. For 
example, in one of 
the cases, counts 
were not complet-
ed. The students who 
did not commute 
by bus were all put 
into the category of 
walk, including those 
whom their parents 
or caregivers drove. 
Students might not 
recall or describe 
their travel patterns 
adequately or give 
responses they be-
lieve to be more 
socially acceptable, 
such as saying they
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No post-project tallies

If the student travel tallies are correctly completed, they can provide a snapshot of 
mode choice, and when compared to parent tallies, they are relatively accurate 
(Evenson et al., 2008). However, student travel tallies are rarely conducted after the 
completion of the project, providing no post-project comparison. Even if collected after 
the completion of an SRTS project, such projects may take half a decade or more to 
complete so that the comparison will be for entirely different students, and many other 
factors may have affected mode choice decisions in the intervening years. For example, 
mode choice could be affected by residential and commercial development and 
road construction, leading to the impact of the SRTS project not being easily isolated. 
A new development may be built within walking distance, impacting the number of 
students walking or cycling to school; alternately, a new development may be built 
within a school district but a few miles away, adding students commuting to school by 
bus or car. Thus, whether valuable data can be obtained even if the post-project tally 
is completed is unclear. 

Mode choice may not be an indicator of safety 

SRTS infrastructure grants aim to make conditions safer for students walking and cycling. 
Parents and children will be more likely to walk or cycle to school if they perceive the built 
environment safer. Perceptions of safety are largely associated with how comfortable 
people feel walking or cycling, irrespective of actual risk. This is often associated with 
the speed of vehicles and whether there is sufficient buffer between the road and the 
sidewalk. The ability to safely cross a street is another component of perceived risks. 
Many school districts may have students who use active modes of travel because their 
families do not own a car, particularly in disadvantaged communities. These students 
may have no choice but to walk even if conditions are perceived to be less than ideal. 
Rural communities may have fewer students who can walk or cycle to school, even if 
the built environment is favorable due to distance. Thus, walking and cycling rates do 
not necessarily indicate that road conditions are safe.

III. An alternative measure to evaluate SRTS infrastructure
projects

Given the burden on schools and teachers, the incompleteness of data, the lack of post-
project data and whether it measures changes due to an SRTS project, and whether 
changes in active travel really measure safety improvements, we argue that coming up 
with a new method to continue student travel tallies would not be the most effective 
measure for evaluating SRTS projects in New Jersey. We contend that there are better 
measures to evaluate the effectiveness of SRTS infrastructure projects. Motor-vehicle 
speed is one of the significant factors in pedestrian and bicyclist fatalities and injuries 
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(Pal, 2022; Rodionova et al., 2021; Tjahjono et al., 2021; Hannah Younes et al., 2023). We 
propose that SRTS infrastructure projects be evaluated based on the extent to which 
the speeds of motor vehicles are reduced, especially in school zones. 

"Safer speeds" is one of the Safe System Approach (SSA) elements, focusing on reducing 
fatalities and serious injuries to zero. The SSA promotes safer speeds in all roadway 
environments and believes that addressing and managing speeding issues will improve 
safety. It has been established that high speeds contribute to deaths on the nation's 
roadways, especially for pedestrians and bicyclists. High speed and increased traffic 
volume are found to correlate with the comfort level of pedestrians (Kweon, Rosenblatt-
Naderi, Ellis, Shin, & Danies, 2021). Both these factors reduce the pedestrian's decision 
to walk or the willingness of the parent to allow their child to walk to school. The lower 
speeds, on the other hand, help to improve the safety, accessibility, and walkability 
perception of pedestrians as well as bike users. 

Studies show that with a reduction in speed on the neighborhood streets, there is an 
increase in walking and biking rates (McCabe, Schoneman, & Arcaya, 2013). The 
decline in speed is either achieved through traffic calming measures or regulatory 
changes. Traffic calming initiatives frequently target residential neighborhoods to make 
streets safer for walkers, bicyclists, and individuals with special needs, including children, 
older adults, and those with physical problems and disabilities (Hawaii Department of 
Transportation). By reducing traffic speeds and volumes, these initiatives increase street 
safety for all road users. The slower speeds also promote physical activity and improve 
quality of life. Streets with slower speeds increase the comfort level of pedestrians and 
bike users, and thus, with an increase in walking and biking rates, there is a reduction 
in obesity and other health-related problems in the community (McCabe, Schoneman, 
& Arcaya, 2013).

IV. Conclusion
There are significant challenges in relying on student arrival and departure travel tallies 
as a primary metric for evaluating Safe Routes to School projects. While these tallies 
offer a snapshot of mode choice, their limitations—including burdens on schools, lack 
of post-project data, and questionable reliability—underscore the need for more robust 
evaluation methods. As motor-vehicle speed strongly correlates with pedestrian and 
cyclist safety, shifting focus to speed reduction metrics within school zones presents a 
promising alternative. Additionally, the growing eligibility of high schools for SRTS funding 
calls for updated methodologies for adolescent autonomy and new transportation 
modes. By exploring these avenues, SRTS evaluations can more effectively measure 
safety improvements and support sustainable, evidence-based interventions that 
prioritize the well-being of vulnerable road users.



7

V.  References
2016 Seattle Student Travel Survey Report. City of Seattle. (2018). https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/
Departments/SDOT/SRTS/2016%20Student%20Travel%20Survey%20Report.pdf

BikeWalkKC. (2017). Safe Routes to School Report Kansas City, Missouri. Kansas City Public Schools Healthcare 
Foundation of Greater Kansas City. http://bikewalkkc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/170331-Safe-
Routes-to-School-Report-reduced.pdf

Forsyth, A., Hearst, M., Oakes, M. J., & Schmitz, K. H. (2008). Design and Destinations: Factors Influencing 
Walking and Total Physical Activity. Urban Studies.

Garder, P. E. (2004). The impact of speed and other variables on pedestrian safety in Maine. Accident 
Analysis & Prevention, 533-542.

Hawaii Department of Transportation. (n.d.). Pedestrian-Friendly Streets. https://hidot.hawaii.gov/
highways/files/2013/07/Pedest-Tbox-Toolbox_2-Pedestrian-Friendly-Streets.pdf

Hodgson, C., & Chang, K. (2023). Using drone technology to collect school transportation data. Travel 
Behaviour and Society, 31, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tbs.2022.10.011

Ji, X., Guan, H., Lu, M., Chen, F., & Qin, W. (2022). International Research Progress in School Travel and 
Behavior: A Literature Review and Bibliometric Analysis. Sustainability, 14(14), 8857. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su14148857

Kim, J.-K., Kim, S., Ulfarsson, G. F., & Porrello, L. A. (2007). Bicyclist injury severities in bicycle–motor vehicle 
accidents. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 238-251.

Kontou, E., McDonald, N. C., Brookshire, K., Pullen-Seufert, N. C., & LaJeunesse, S. (2019). U.S. active 
school travel in 2017: Prevalence and correlates. Preventive medicine reports, 17, 101024. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2019.101024

Kweon, B.-S., Rosenblatt-Naderi, J., Ellis, C. D., Shin, W.-H., & Danies, B. H. (2021). The Effects of Pedestrian 
Environments on Walking Behaviors and Perception of Pedestrian Safety. Sustainability, 13(16).

Landis, B. W., Vattikuti, V. R., Ottenberg, R. M., McLeod, D. S., & Guttenplan, M. (2000). Modeling the 
Roadside Walking Environment: Pedestrian Level of Service. Transportation Research Record.

McCabe, K., Schoneman, K., & Arcaya, M. (2013). Community Speed Reduction And Public Health: 
A Technical Report. https://hria.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/TechReport_131209.pdf : Health 
Resources in Action.



8

Moudon, A. V., Shi, X. (2021). Longitudinal Analyses of Washington State Student Travel Surveys. Pacific 
Northwest Transportation Consortium (PacTrans). https://digital.lib.washington.edu/researchworks/
bitstream/handle/1773/47818/Moudon%20PacTrans%20Wash%20Student%20Travel%20Surveys.
pdf?sequence=1

National Center for Safe Routes to School (2011). How Children Get to School: School Travel Patterns from 
1969 to 2009. https://www.pedbikeinfo.org/pdf/NHTS_school_travel_report_2011_0.pdf

National Center for Safe Routes to School. (n.d.). Parent survey about walking and biking to school. 
Retrieved from https://saferoutesdata.org/downloads/Parent_Survey_English.pdf

New Jersey Safe Routes to School. (2021). Conducting travel tallies. Retrieved from https://www.
saferoutesnj.org/conducting-travel-tallies/

Noland, R. B., Park, H., Von Hagen, L. A., & Chatman, D. G. (2014). A mode choice analysis of school 
trips in New Jersey. Journal of Transport and Land Use, 7(2), 111–133. https://doi.org/10.5198/jtlu.v7i2.444

Pasanen, E. (1990). Driving Speeds And Pedestrian Safety.

Raimi+associates. (2020). San Francisco Safe Routes to School 2019-2020 Evaluation Highlights. SFMTA. 
https://www.sfsaferoutes.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/SFSRTS-Evaluation-Highlights_072320_FINAL.
pdf

San Mateo County Safe Routes to School: 2016-2017 Annual Report. San Mateo County Office of Education 
(2017). https://www.smcoe.org/assets/files/For%20Schools_FIL/Safe%20and%20Supportive%20Schools_FIL/
Safe%20Routes%20to%20Schools_FIL/SRTS_Annual_Report_2016-17.pdf

Speed Limit Changes Have Big Impacts. (2023, April 28). Retrieved from National Association of City 
Transportation Officials: https://nacto.org/publication/city-limits/the-need/speed-limit-changes-have-
big-impacts/

Tefft, B. C. (2013). Impact speed and a pedestrian's risk of severe injury or death. Accident Analysis & 
Prevention, 871-878.

USDOT (2015). Creating Healthier Generations: A Look at the 10 Years of the Federal Safe Routes to School 
Program. National Center for Safe Routes to School. https://www.pedbikeinfo.org/pdf/SRTSfederal_
CreatingHealthierGenerations.pdf




