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The DSR: An Active Transportation System for Kids

Our aspiration

Our why
Schools serve as neighbourhood hubs, not just for classroom learning, but for nurturing kids to 

become the best versions of themselves as they develop. We often think of the school day as 

being between the bells; however, if we want to capitalize on our large investment in education, 

our children should arrive at school healthy and ready to learn. 

Exercise is a critical part of the school day because it helps optimize Brain Health which 

includes cognitive, mental, social, and physical health. A child with a healthy brain is ready to 

learn, interact with others, and deal with stress. As walking and biking can help achieve this, we 

believe the school day begins as soon as a child starts their journey to school and ends when 

they arrive home.

To better understand the relationship between exercise and the brain, we have partnered with 

Dr. Jennifer Heisz, Director of McMaster University’s Neurofit Lab. The DSR reaches many 

connected issues (e.g., environment, brain health, disease prevention, education, 

transportation), which is why we seek out partnerships with experts that can help inform 

implementation.

What we know
Based on a sample of 17 HWCDSB elementary schools:

That 100% of students who live within 1.6km walking distance are using 

active transportation to get to and from school each day.

These barriers exist because children’s active transportation has 

not been planned, operationalized, or prioritized the same way 

that other modes of transportation have.

Until now…

52% of students live within 1.6km from school and are not eligible for bussing.

Only 39% of students use active transportation to get to school.

For these schools, there are 796 students (13%) who could be walking but are not.

There are many connected factors that influence a family’s modal choice. 

- Neighbourhood safety

- Family schedules and school bell times

- Unclear routes to school

- Inability of children to travel independently

- Perceived and actual distance from home to school



The DSR is an active transportation system for kids. For nearly all other modes 

of transportation, we have created systems that are designed to drive adoption 

of that mode (see examples below). The DSR applies this same concept to kids 

using active transportation to get to school by viewing students as ‘vehicles’ in 

their own system. 

All transportation systems can be organized into three categories:

1) Vehicles

2) Guideways

3) Operations

Vehicle
The vehicle is the mode of transportation used to take people and/or goods from 

point A to point B. In an active transportation system for kids, the vehicles are kids 

walking, biking, using a wheelchair, running (when late), or any other form of 

human-powered transportation, including electrically assisted devices.

Guideway
The guideway is the physical infrastructure of a transportation system. 

Transportation systems design their guideways according to the needs and 

desires of their vehicles. For instance, on a bus route, corners have a minimum 

turning radius to accommodate a bus’s wheelbase. Students walking to school 

require contiguous routes and infrastructure which we define as Student Streets.

Operations
The operations are the activities that help mobilize the vehicle to travel along the 

guideway. For the DSR, this includes processes for community engagement, 

marketing, website, training etc. to maximize the adoption of active transportation 

to/from school.

Other transportation systems:

What is it?



‘Student Streets’

A Student Street is a contiguous route to school that is safe, convenient, and desirable. 

Student Streets are the guideway of the DSR. The desired outcome of a Student Street is 

to maximize the number of students using active transportation along it daily. 

Students are inventive in how they travel, always taking the most convenient route for 

them. In many neighbourhoods, this can mean venturing away from the ‘roadway’ and 

using other facilities like parks, institutional land, commercial areas, alleyways, and 

neighbourhood cut-throughs (both official and unofficial). Students connect these 

different land uses with their routes to school. Student Streets are our way of ensuring 

that these routes are identified, preserved, and improved so that more students will use 

them to get to and from school. It is also a way of informing how we design new 

communities and retrofit existing communities to improve mobility for children and 

others.

Different locations along a Student Street call for different measures to enhance safety, 

convenience, and attractiveness such as:

- Complete Streets (when the Student Street parallels a roadway)

- School Streets (A street outside a school that is closed to automobile traffic during 

the morning and afternoon bell times)

- School zone designation

- Landscape architecture (when a Student Street enters a park or recreational trail)

Terminology

Route using roadway and parks

Route using roadway, recreational trail, and commercial area

Route using roadway, open land, and institutional land

Route using roadway and alleyway



‘Wayfinding’
Information systems that guide people through a physical environment and enhance their understanding of a space. For instance, some 

elementary schools in Hamilton have wayfinding signs which show how long it takes to get to school by walking or biking.

‘School Zone’
Traditionally, school zones are up to 150m from the school property line. We believe an area of 1.6km walking radius around a school should 

be designed as a ‘school zone’ so that 100% of kids can get to and from school safely from the moment they leave their home.

Terminology

‘Autonomy’
The degree to which a student can travel independently in their neighbourhood.

‘Health Infrastructure’
Infrastructure designed to cause an uptake in healthy behaviours, such as walking or biking to school. A Student Street is an example of 

Health Infrastructure.

‘Brain Health’ (definition from McMaster Neurofit Lab)

Brain health is a state of complete physical, mental, cognitive, and social wellbeing that depends on regular physical activity, a nutritious 

diet, adequate sleep, mental stimulation, social interaction, and stress management. When your brain is healthy, all its processes are fully 

functional, and you are in an optimal mental state. Using active transportation to get to school helps optimize a child’s brain for learning.



All of our vehicles are self-learning and carbon neutral

The parent/guardian 

performs all driving tasks 

(steering, acceleration, 

braking, etc.). 

The student features a single 

automated system (student 

controls their legs but decisions 

are made by the 

parent/guardian). Often an 

educational phase. “holding 

hands”. 

The student can perform most 

tasks without override. The 

parent/guardian still monitors all 

tasks and can take over at any 

time. Often an educational 

phase. “walking together”. 

The student can walk to school 

independently, but a crossing 

guard is required at unsafe 

locations. 

The student performs all 

driving tasks under all 

conditions. Student can 

venture away from normal 

route. 

The student performs all driving 

tasks with a specified start, 

end, and route. Students often 

travel with friends. Students 

cannot independently travel 

away from the specified route.

Driver 

Assistance
No 

Autonomy

Conditional 

Autonomy

Full 

Autonomy

High 

Autonomy
Partial 

Autonomy

Parent/guardian supervision is required The student can walk to school without parent/guardian

Vehicle Autonomy Scale

The vehicles of the DSR have varying levels of autonomy that depend on several factors such as age, perceived and actual safety, family habits, and cultural norms. The role of the DSR is to 

create the infrastructure and programs to address the needs and desires of all levels of student autonomy.



1)    Engagement

There is an element of engagement in every phase of the process. This phase refers to the initial engagement with 

a school community where we learn about the current transportation environment.

2)    Understanding

The quantitative, qualitative, and spatial data collected from the initial engagement with a school community 

undergoes analysis to further the understanding of the active transportation environment, bringing all stakeholders 

to a baseline level of understanding.

3)    Planning

Planning involves developing interventions that will lead to a desired behaviour change. In the planning phase, we 

answer the following questions:

What is our desired behaviour change? What conditions are currently leading us to a different outcome? How 

can we change the conditions to get us closer to our desired outcome?

4)    Implementation

Implementation is when we see the planned intervention come to life.

5)    Evaluation

Evaluation involves cycling back to the first phase, engagement, to determine if the intervention is effective at 

achieving the desired behaviour change identified in the planning phase. This will determine whether to stop, 

change, or scale the intervention.

Our aspiration is that 100% of students who live within 1.6km walking distance are using active 

transportation to get to and from school each day. This is a community effort, meaning we all have a role 

to play in the solution. To engage the community for change, we have a continuous cycle of 5 phases

Our Process



What we’re working on



2021-2022 school year engagement Operations - Engagement

With generous funding from the Patrick J. McNally Foundation, the DSR scaled engagement to an 

additional 15 elementary schools during the 2021-2022 school year. School populations were surveyed 

to learn about how students get to school (walk, bike, bus, drive), routes to be designated as Student 

Streets, specific barriers to active transportation, and opportunities to increase walking/biking to school. 

The infographic on the right provides a summary of responses.

The spring 2022 cohort consisted of primarily schools in Ward 10, as the DSR worked with Councillor

Pearson to identify common walk-to-school routes, infrastructural and behavioural barriers, and 

opportunities to increase active transportation across an entire ward.

Each school is provided with a school page on www.dailyschoolroute.org, which serves as the school’s 

information hub for active transportation. It details past, current, and upcoming projects, survey results 

infographics, common walking/biking routes, and more.

The 15 schools were engaged in two cohorts

Fall 2021 Spring 2022

St. Ann (Ancaster)

St. Bernadette

St. David

St. Joseph

St. Kateri Tekakwitha

St. Lawrence

St. Matthew

Canadian Martyrs

Eastdale

Immaculate Heart of Mary

Our Lady of Peace

South Meadow

St. Clare of Assisi

St. Gabriel

St. Francis Xavier

These schools have a combined student population of 6678.

http://www.dailyschoolroute.org/


A Student Street is a desirable place to for a student to be. This means adding elements along students’ routes to school that are welcoming, 

interesting, and fun. 

This year the DSR worked with 6 school communities to begin designating Student Streets on the landscape with wayfinding signs.

The process starts with engaging the community to identify the main routes to school. Then, those routes are walked with students and other 

community members to identify the best locations for wayfinding signs. The signs feature QR codes which direct the user to their DSR School 

Page for more information about active transportation.

Schools with signs currently installed:

- Immaculate Conception CES

- Regina Mundi CES

Next up: 

- South Meadow PS

- St. Martin of Tours CES

- St. Matthew CES

- St. Michael CES

Signage is just the beginning of the wayfinding project. In September, school communities will look to add more interactive elements to their 

Student Streets to cause a shift in behaviour towards active transportation.

‘Wayfinding’

Information systems that guide people 

through a physical environment and 

enhance their understanding of a space.

Wayfinding Student Streets - Desirable

The City of Hamilton plays an important role in the wayfinding project by approving and installing signage. The 2021-2022 school year was a 

successful pilot year between the City and the DSR, as we worked to better understand and improve our coordination. We will be formalizing this 

partnership heading into the 2022-2023 school year.



A Student Street is a safe place for a student to use active transportation. Often, parents and students define safety with the mode of 

transportation that they use to get to school (e.g. “We drive to school because walking is not safe”). Students and parents tell us their active routes 

to school and the locations along them that are barriers to active transportation. This helps us understand how regular routes to school can be 

transformed into Student Streets with proper design. 

School safety reports completed: 20

Ward safety reports completed: 1 (ward 10)

Student walkabouts: 3

Safety as a behaviour change element Student Streets - Safe



Immaculate Conception CES is one of the original pilot schools of the DSR. Last school year, we worked closely with the school community to 

identify their main walking routes to school. This school year, among other activities, we explored an issue involving an ‘unofficial path’ connecting a 

university to a subdivision. It started with a note from a parent: 

“My son just started JK this year and we walk to school every day by going through Redeemer [University]. We cut through the unofficial pathway from Klein Circle. I am 

concerned that this access will be gone in the future when the area is developed. I live on Klein Circle and know that a lot of Immaculate Conception students take this route. 

A good number of Redeemer Students also use this route to get to Redeemer. I was wondering if you had any insight into future plans for this access.”

This helped us understand: A Student Street is the most convenient route to school, which may involve multiple land-uses.

It also led to us investigating further to learn that the access will be removed when the area is developed. This meant that 234 students no longer 

have a convenient walking route to school and must use different modes of transportation. It left us asking the question: 

Why are convenient walking routes for children so fragile?

Recommendations:

Develop a ‘Student Streets Master Plan’ that identifies, legitimizes, 

and preserves Student Streets as transportation routes.

Incorporate safe, direct routes to school within a 1.6km radius in new 

developments.

A Student Street transcends the ‘roadway’. 

Students are inventive in how they travel, taking 

the most direct route to school which often 

includes parks, alleys, institutional land (e.g. 

universities), and commercial areas. 

The Redeemer Path Project Student Streets - Convenient



Campaigns to celebrate current active travelers and to disrupt the habits of families who 

drive to school are a major part of shifting behaviour towards active transportation.

This year we worked with several school communities on activities that would cause an 

uptake in active transportation to and from school. These included:

- Weekly walk days

- ‘Sticker’ challenge (place a sticker on the board when you walk to school)

- Receive a ballot for a prize draw every time you walk to school

Encouraging active transportation Operations - Encouragement

In June 2022, St. Matthew CES piloted ‘Walking Wednesdays’, where students were encouraged to 

walk to school on Wednesdays during the month of June. On a typical day at St. Matthew, about 47% 

of students walk to school. On Wednesdays, 70% of students walked to school. Additionally, 13% of 

students said they walked to school for the first time on Walking Wednesday. 

Key Takeaway: Family habits play a big role in modal choice. For some, the walk to school is 'safe 

enough' but active travel is not a habit. Special events can help identify these potential adopters.

In June 2022, St. Michael CES students had an opportunity to enter a ballot for a prize draw every time 

they walked to school. In other words, the more they walked to school, the greater their chances of 

winning. Participation varied greatly between classes, ranging from 0%-70% class participation. 

Key Takeaway: Strategies for encouraging active transportation require whole community support 

and/or minimal steps for school administrators.



Next school year

Our next stop: Ward 1
This coming fall, we will begin engaging with all ward 1 elementary schools to learn about their Student Streets, 

barriers to active transportation, opportunities to increase active transportation, and modal splits. This will 

culminate with a ward-wide DSR review and reporting for individual schools.

Move to Grow
The Move to Grow campaign will incentivize students to use active transportation by rewarding them with a tree to 

plant in their school yard or on their Student Streets. The school will set a goal for active transportation trips. When 

a student arrives at a school, they will place a ‘leaf’ (not a real leaf) on a ‘tree’ (again, not a real tree). Once the tree

is full of leaves, that signifies the goal being reached and a tree can be planted!

Participating schools:

- St. Martin of Tours CES

- St. Michael CES

- St. Ann (Hamilton) CES

Wayfinding
As mentioned previously, wayfinding is our information system that helps guide and enhance our vehicles’ 

understanding of their Student Street. Next year, we will expand to other wayfinding elements designed to cause an 

uptake in active transportation like sidewalk pavement markings, activities using QR codes, and student artwork.

@DailySchoolRte

Contact: info@dailyschoolroute.org

Visit our website: https://www.dailyschoolroute.org

https://twitter.com/DailySchoolRte
https://www.dailyschoolroute.org/

