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Independent kids reap health benefits of walking to school

New research has found the overwhelming majority of Melbourne parents drive their kids to school with
parental fear and convenience holding kids back from walking to school independently.

The VicHealth, University of Melbourne, Australian Catholic University and RMIT research found more
than 70 per cent of parents who travel with their kids to school drop them off by car, even those living
less than 750 metres from their school.

The preliminary research findings revealed most parents drive their kids to school on the way to other
destinations, like work or the supermarket. Another key barrier for parents is fear, with a VicHealth
survey revealing over 40 per cent of parents cite stranger danger as the key reason they don't let their
kids walk to school.

The research showed kids who travelled independently of their parents were the most active with 80
per cent walking, riding or scooting to school rather than catching a bus or getting a lift with friends.

The release of the research coincides with the launch of VicHealth’s Walk to School program,

encouraging Victorian primary school kids to walk, ride and scoot to and from school to build healthy
habits for life.

Researcher Dr Alison Carver said the study highlighted the importance of supporting parents to allow
their kids to travel to school independently.

“Our research shows independent kids are more active kids. Kids who travel with their parents to school
are more likely to be driven and are less likely to walk, ride or scoot,” Dr Carver said.

“We know there are several factors behind this including, parents fitting the pick ups and drop offs into
their busy schedules, the distance to school and the walkability of their neighbourhood.

“We also know that many parents are scared to let their kids travel to school by themselves, which is
why programs like VicHealth’s Walk to School program is so important — it encourages kids to build their
skills to be able to walk to school safely and for parents to feel comfortable because lots of families are
doing it.”

VicHealth CEO Jerril Rechter said while it was natural for parents to be fearful, taking part in the Walk to
School program was a good first step towards supporting their kids to walk to school by themselves.

“Despite the fact that over 60 per cent of Victorian parents want their kids to be active on the way to
school, we know fear is a strong barrier stopping their kids from walking to school independently,” Ms
Rechter said.

“It’s really natural for parents to feel anxious about letting their kids walk to school and as parents
you’re in the best position to judge when your child is ready to walk to school independently.

“We've found that for many parents, taking part in programs like Walk to School is a great step towards
reducing their fears.

“The more families in your area walking to school the safer, and more fun, it’ll be for your kids.”
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Ms Rechter said with childhood obesity rates on the rise it was really critical that parents were
encouraged to help their kids get a bit more physical into their day.

“Less than a fifth of kids get enough daily physical activity to be healthy and it’s really having an impact
on their health, with a quarter of kids overweight or obese,” she said.

“Walking, riding or scooting to and from school every day — even if it’s only part of the way — helps kids
get some of the physical activity they need to be healthy.

“We encourage parents and carers to support their kids to take part in the Walk to School program —it’s
a great way to teach them the benefits of being active and see their confidence improve.”

VicHealth’s Walk to School program starts today and runs until the 2nd of November. Kids are
encouraged to walk, ride or scoot to and from school each day, with a number of great prizes up for
grabs for schools and individuals. To find out more visit www.walktoschool.vic.gov.au

Top tips for parents
e Set a good example by walking or cycling to local places, including school

e Remember if the walk to school is too far why not park a few blocks from the school and allow
your child to walk the rest of the way

e Observe your child’s behaviour and independence, and look for signs of readiness

e Help your child become familiar with the local neighbourhood and identify the safest routes
(e.g. where there are safe road crossings)

e Practice and reinforce the skills your child needs to travel safely, such as riding a bike and
knowing the road rules

e Slowly build independence by letting your child do things gradually. You could start by parking
the car a few blocks from school and allowing them to walk the rest by themselves

e Make a plan with your child about possible strategies for when things go wrong, such as getting
lost, if a stranger approaches them, or if they or their friend gets injured

e Agree on a plan with your child for the transition towards independence, and set milestones
and boundaries

e Encourge kids who have built independence to walk to school rather than driving them on the
way to work or other destinations

Key facts:

e 80% of Melbourne parents accompany their kids to school — 70% by car

e 40% of parents cite stranger danger as a key fear stopping them from letting their kids walk to
school. Other fears include traffic (26%) and kids getting lost (12%)

e More than 60% of Victorian parents want their child to walk to school more regularly

e Onlyone in five kids aged 5-17 years get the recommended one hour of physical activity every
day

o Childhood obesity levels are on the rise. By 2025, one in three children will be overweight or
obese
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