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Walking to school a good routine to get into
Just over a week ago, hundreds of Fall River school children did something they rarely do -- they walked to school! Though International Walk to School Day, October 6th, brought too much rain for a local version of the event, October 13th was a sunny day, perfect to encourage even the most reluctant student to try an alternative to getting to school by automobile.

Children walked designated routes to the Spencer Borden, Tansey and Viveiros schools and all students at the Greene and Letourneau Elementary Schools assembled in the school first and then walked as a group around the school building. Each group was accompanied by teachers, administrative staff and parents who had volunteered to help out. All-in-all, it was a wonderful morning, filled with lots of conversations and the good feeling one gets after a brisk morning walk. Upon returning, the children quickly settled into their classes, ready to learn.
Across America, it is estimated that only sixteen percent of children routinely either walk or bike to school. In 1969, that percentage was 42%, with most of the non-walkers traveling by school bus. Today, the vast percentage of non-bused students travel to school in automobiles driven by parents or other adults, witness the congestion of cars around each of the schools in Fall River at the beginning and end of each day. The idea of Walk to School Day is to get a large number of children to try walking at least once with the hope that at least some of them would consider walking at least some days of the week. 

There are plenty of great reasons to walk to school — less traffic around schools, safer streets with fewer cars on the road, and cleaner air — but one of the best is that children and parents will be healthier. Currently, only 26.8% of Fall River adults report getting the recommended thirty minutes of exercise a day, so walking to school with children would be a great way to build exercise into one's routine. Obesity rates among children have more than doubled in the past twenty years, according to the National Longitudinal Study of Youth. Physical activity recommendations for children include having a variety of activities each day, with some more intense and some less-so. Walking or bicycling to and from school is an ideal way to get some of that activity at no extra cost to the child or family.

Parents who walk or bike to school with their kids get even more than exercise. Walking together with children provides an excellent opportunity to talk without the distractions of television, computers, cell phones and iPods. "We have some of the best conversations when we walk," commented Anna Vitro who goes on walks with her Spencer Borden second-grader, Dominick. "We don't have any other time of the day when we're not distracted by something, so these walks are really special to us," she added.

Unfortunately, many parents who do not have the time available to walk with their children to school each day are reluctant to send them on their own. What most often discourages parent from sending their children to school on their own is the perception that they might not be safe. Everything from fears of accidents, to the potential for bullying or harassment, or even fears of abduction permeate the atmosphere whenever walking or bicycling is brought up.
"We live in an age when nearly every bad thing that happens to children is broadcast across the country," notes School Wellness Coordinator Marcia Picard. "While we don't want to ignore these events, the media tend to create the impression that terrible things are happening in every neighborhood practically every day," she adds. "What we want to emphasize is that there are some basic, common sense precautions that can make walking or bicycling to school as safe as it was thirty years ago when most children walked to school every day without incident."
The Massachusetts Safe Routes to School program offers safety training events for any school that wants to increase student awareness. Knowing how to safely cross the street or what to do in an emergency are all part of the training (skills that children should be taught whether they walk to school or not!). Bicycle safety courses can be taught at schools by the Fall River Police Department. The prevention of bullying is now going to be a significant part of the school curriculum, and measures to deal with it will be taught to all children and school employees during this school year. Some schools across the country now operate Safe Arrival Programs for children in the elementary and even junior high or middle school level. This means if your child doesn't show up at school by a certain time, you'll be notified. This safe arrival concept can also be used when your child is walking home from school.
Parents who want to get involved can organize "walking school busses" or walking groups along a designated route to school that pick up children at their houses along the way. Two adults can safely supervise a dozen or more children, and, if they organize well, can divide the responsibility so busy parents only have to walk one day a week. Some schools have even organized older children to monitor younger ones on designated routes. 

Shorter walking routes can be organized to alleviate automobile congestion and improve safety around schools who have large numbers of parents who drive children to school. A city park or large parking lot located a few blocks from each school can easily serve as a "kiss and walk" station where parents can drop off their children in a less congested area knowing that their children will be escorted the few remaining blocks to school by adult volunteers or teachers. 
If you're interested in finding out more about how you can assist your child's school in making it easier and safer to walk to school, contact School Wellness Coordinator Marcia Picard at mpicard@fallriverschools.org.
