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Why this Research Matters?

Growing up in cities
Personal agency and competency
Dyckman (1961), Carr and Lynch (1968), Lynch (1976), Ward (1978)

Traffic
(Un)Safe Routes to School
Boarnet et al. (2005), Wen et al. (2008)

Motorized travel
Walking to school as daily physical activity 
Baig et al. (2009), Martin et al. (2016)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The importance of growing up in cities is recognized by scholars, which look at the children’s social and cognitive developments, as well as to personal agency and competency. The experience of growing up in cities—here and abroad—and implications for planning and design of the built environment has been a focus of several well-known studies that date back to the sixties and seventies (see Parr 1967; Dyckman 1961; Carr and Lynch 1968; Lynch 1976; Ward 1978; Chawla 2002).Safety remains a primary concern on an international and domestic level, the SAFE KIDS Campaign of 2004 being a case in point. California was the first state to implement a state wide Safe Route to School program in 1999. In 2005 a federal program was established to support physical improvements. Increasing concerns on children obesity and growing dependence on motorized travel have drawn attention on school travel as an opportunity for daily activity. Most recent research shows that walking to school may not be sufficient physical activity.To make these measures effectives however, it is necessary to consider child’s-eye view of safe and walkable environment as the primary unity of analysis and intervention.



Children’s eye-view?
Walking to school in inner city neighborhoods?

(McMillan, 2005; Banerjee, Uhm & Bahl, 2014)



?

How does the perception of the ecology of the 
neighborhood (built environment & social milieu) 

affect children’s walking experience to school



• Where? 
5 Elementary Schools in City 
Heights, San Diego

• When?
Fall 2014 - Spring 2016

• Who? 
135 children
88 parents
5 researchers



Study Area
 Street Network School Area 

(sq.m.) 
Total  
Enroll. 

Ethnicities (%) 
(1) Hispanic 
(2) Asian 
(3) African/Am 

Free/ 
Reduced 
Meal 
(%) 

Central 

  

0.31 789 78% 
14% 
6% 

96% 

Euclid 

  

0.20 603 74% 
14% 
9% 

91% 

Hamilton 

  

0.50 547 70% 
13% 
14% 

84% 

Joyner 

  

0.43 699 79% 
9% 
9% 

80% 

Rosa Parks 

  

0.39 928 80% 
15% 
3% 

95% 
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Cognitive and perception 
maps / focus group 
discussion / photo 

evaluation / surveys / 
activity diary

Survey questionnaires Field Reconnaissance /
Geo-referencing 

CHILDREN

PARENTS RESEARCHERS

Methods



Introduction 
and Consenting

Visual 
Representation

Classroom session 1 - Children receive:
• Leaflet with explanations
• Parental consent form
• Parent survey questionnaire

Classroom session 2
• Cognitive maps: a) Neighborhood b) Route to school 
• Perception maps

Structured and 
Verbal 
Representation

Classroom session 3
• Children return parent survey questionnaire

(current travel mode, perception of environmental risks, preferences for travel mode)

• Complete children survey questionnaires 
(current travel mode, experience, perception, preferences for travel mode)

• Group discussion: photo Evaluation

• Researchers return to sites: assessment of built environment

External 
Evaluation 1 • Researchers take pictures of sites mentioned by children

External 
Evaluation 2

Presenter
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122 cognitive maps95 activity diaries123 children questionnaire



Preliminary Findings

1. Two distinct trips
• Walking to and walking from school are two different events

2. Acute awareness
• Children show an acute awareness of risks and dangers

3. Different perceptions
• Children most concerned with social dangers vs. parents with traffic safety



1. Trips

• N = 78
• Average route = 0.43 mile



1. Two distinct trips

To School From School
Walk 74 53% 80 58%
Car (incl. carpooling) 65 46% 56 40%
School Bus 1 1% 2 2%
Bike 0 0% 0 0%

Total 140 100% 138 100%

• 85% walk most days, including 45% every day
• Most children walk with at least one parent: 

54% to and 42% from school

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If not, walk alone or with a sibling



2. Acute Awareness
Place Street Community

N = 7 N = 60 N = 55

Total N = 122

• On average, children drew 23 “items”



2. Acute Awareness
Content Description Content Prevalence

(Number of Maps)
Frequency 

(%)
Urban context and form Streets 116 95%

Other houses/apts. 109 89%
Personal Cognitive Anchors My home 93 76%

School 90 74%
Streetscape/functional Fence/gate 59 48%

Retail stores 54 44%
Cars 50 41%

Landscape/Appearance Park/playground 44 36%
Trees 43 35%
Parking lot 42 34%
Shrubbery 40 33%
Signs 35 29%



271 places were identified
- 67% liked (mostly commercial)
- 23% disliked
- 10% unsafe

“I don’t like the parking lot 
because you might get ran 

over”

“Starbucks because there 
coffee or hot chocolate 

and camel frappino”

“I don’t like Vandyke 
Avenue because there is a 

lot of gang members”

“I don’t like because I see 
strangers hanging around 

there”
“I like that street because 
my fried lives there and it 

is a safe street”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When asked about their perceptions of places: children most frequently mentioned places they liked (67 percent), followed by disliked (23 percent),  and felt unsafe (10 percent).  Almost half of all liked places were commercial, with candy stores and local supermarkets often mentioned as “liked” places. More than half of all “dislikes” were elements of the social milieu on top of which were gangs, strangers, and graffiti.



“I don’t like because 
when I’m crossing there 
there is a lot of cars 
passing”

2. Acute Awareness Examples of disliked places

“I don’t like because I 
see strangers hanging 
around there”

“I don’t like Van Dyke 
Ave because there are a lot 
of gang members”



69%
Reported feeling UNSAFE
when walking to school



Different Perceptions
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Children’s Barriers:
Factors of the social milieu



Different Perceptions
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Parents’ Barriers:
Factors of the built environment



Policy Recommendations

1. Target trips to and from 
school differently

2. Address children’s concerns 
about gangs, drugs and crime



1. Two distinct 
trips

2. Acute 
awareness

3. Different 
perceptions

Progress and next Steps

Data 
Processing

Preliminary 
Results

Hypotheses 
Testing

1. Walking propensity
= f (parents’ walking 
behavior and 
demographics, factors of 
the built environment)

2. Milieu awareness
= f (walking propensity and 
walking experience)

3. Route/ mode choice
= f (milieu awareness, 
factors of the built 
environment, parental 
behavior and 
demographics)



Thank you!
Dr. Tridib Banerjee tbanerje@price.usc.edu
Deepak Bahl bahl@price.usc.edu
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