
Active Travel, Active Lives: A Public 

Health Perspective on School 

Commutes for Children
Chris Pfledderer, PhD

Assistant Professor

Health Promotion and Behavioral Sciences

Michael and Susan Dell Center for Healthy Living

UTHealth Houston, School of Public Health in Austin

Yuzi Zhang, PhD

Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Michael and Susan Dell Center for Healthy Living

UTHealth Houston, School of Public Health in Austin 

Active Travel to School



Healthy children in a healthy world.

STRATEGIC PLAN GOALS

We advance health and healthy living for children and families through cutting-edge research, 
innovative community-based programs, and dissemination of evidence-based practices.
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Active Travel, Active Lives: A Public 

Health Perspective on School 

Commutes for Children

1. National and global trends in commute mode to 

school

2. Socioecological influences on active 

commuting

3. Evidence from the Texas School Physical 

Activity and Nutrition (Texas SPAN) survey

4. Public health implications
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Evidence suggests children’s active 

travel beneficially associates with:

Physical Activity

Screentime

Physical Fitness

Obesity

Mental Health Outcomes
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Evidence also suggests children’s 

active travel tracks into adulthood

-and-

may beneficially associate with health 

outcomes in adulthood
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• What’s the current status of ACS among Texas children?

• Potential factors associated with school travel mode? 

⚬ Socio-demographic factors

⚬ Physical environment 

Active Commuting to School in Texas
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Texas School Physical Activity and Nutrition Survey 

(Texas SPAN)

• Texas SPAN is a statewide surveillance system.

⚬ Cross-sectional data collected using questionnaires at six time points.

⚬ Years 2000-2002, 2004-2005, 2009-2011, 2015-2016, 2019-2020, 2021-2023.

• Representative data at the Texas state level, Public Health Region (PHR), and at the Texas-Mexico 

border and non-border areas.

• Measure child health and related behaviors of school-aged children in 2nd, 4th, 8th, and 11th 

grades.

⚬ Monitor the prevalence of overweight and obesity.

⚬ Identify factors related to obesity, cardiovascular diseases, cancer, and diabetes, such as 

dietary behaviors and physical activity. 
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• Texas SPAN 2019–2020 was the 5th time the state-wide project was conducted. 

• This data collection period was interrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, resulting in a 

smaller sample than in previous years.

*Statewide and Texas-Mexico border/non-border sampling weights were able to be calculated.

This Study
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Predictors

• Demographic characteristics

⚬ Sex, race/ethnicity

• % economically disadvantaged students 

• % limited English proficiency students

• Community type:

⚬ Major urban, Urban, Rural

• Texas-Mexico border region status

Outcome

School travel mode

• Walk/bike, Bus (school or city bus), Car

*Walk/bike -- Active commuting mode

Variables of interest
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Study Participants

1,029,983

population representation

7,371 Texas students

from 4th, 8th, and 11th grades 

65 school districts 

177 schools

23% 

Texas-Mexico 

counties
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~49%

Study Participants

Mean age by grade

• 4th: 9 years

• 8th: 13 years

• 11th: 16 years

School Travel modeRace/ethnicity
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School Travel Mode by Grade

Declining prevalence as students age
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Factors Associated with Walk/Bike to School by Grade

• Boys were more likely to walk/bike to school (vs. by car) than girls, across all grades.

• African American students in 4th and 11th were more likely to commute by bus 

(vs. car) when compared to White & Other students.
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Factors Associated with Walk/Bike to School by Grade

• 4th graders living in urban communities were more likely to take buses (vs. by car) 

than those living in major urban communities.

• 8th graders living in urban communities were less likely to walk/bike to school (vs. by 

car) than those living in major urban communities.

• 11th graders living in a Texas-Mexico border county were more likely to walk/bike to 

school (vs. by car) than those living in a non-border county.
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• Most Texas school-aged children commute to school via inactive travel modes.

⚬ Car

Summary and Implications
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• Most Texas school-aged children commute to school via inactive travel modes.

⚬ Car

• Active commuting to school is 4.8%.

⚬ National data of 10.7%.

Summary and Implications
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• Most Texas school-aged children commute to school via inactive travel modes.

⚬ Car

• Active commuting to school is 4.8%.

⚬ National data of 10.7%.

• Higher prevalence of ACS in younger students.

⚬ Increased commute distances ⟶ decreased feasibility. 

Summary and Implications
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• Most Texas school-aged children commute to school via inactive travel modes.

⚬ Car

• Active commuting to school is 4.8%.

⚬ National data of 10.7%.

• Higher prevalence of ACS in younger students.

⚬ Increased commute distances ⟶ decreased feasibility. 

• Boys are consistently more likely to engage in ACS than girls.

⚬ Physical fitness and self-efficacy. 

⚬ Perceived safety and parental concern.

⚬ Differences in overall physical activity level.

Summary and Implications
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Environmental and geographic factors

• Urbanization

⚬ Housing density

⚬ Traffic congestion

⚬ Decreased walkability 

Summary and Implications
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Environmental and geographic factors

• Urbanization

⚬ Housing density

⚬ Traffic congestion

⚬ Decreased walkability 

• Walking and biking out of necessity or by choice

⚬ Lack of alternative transportation in border regions

⚬ Health concerns and disparities

Summary and Implications
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Summary and Implications

• Encourage ACS in young children and to promote these positive behaviors 

throughout life.

Active Travel to School

• Gender-based disparities in ACS are prominent.

• Programs and strategies to account for the negative effects of increased commute 

distances as children transition into intermediate schools.

• School-based programs and local policies are critical to promote ACS in addition to 

physical infrastructure improvement.  



Resources

• Texas Child Health Status Report & Texas Child Health Toolkits

⚬ Infographics and toolkits help you learn about and advocate for child health at 

home, at school, and in your community. 

⚬ Infographics are being updated with the latest 2021-2023 data! 

• Texas School Activity and Nutrition Survey (Texas SPAN) Project Information

• Interactive Website SPAN Data Explorer. 

⚬ The data explorer provides representative Texas data from SPAN from 2000 to 

2020.

Active Travel to School

https://sph.uth.edu/research/centers/dell/texas-child-health-status-report/
https://sph.uth.edu/research/centers/dell/texas-child-health-status-report/
https://sph.uth.edu/research/centers/dell/child-health-toolkits/
https://sph.uth.edu/research/centers/dell/project.htm?project=3037edaa-201e-492a-b42f-f0208ccf8b29
https://span-interactive.sph.uth.edu/


Active Travel to School

What works?



Active Travel to School

What works?

Walking School Bus

Partnering with programs 

such as Safe Routes to 

School

Can provide educational 
resources for children and their 

families

Implement programs such as 

Walking School Bus, Golden 
Sneakers, and others

Partner with local law 

enforcement to promote traffic 

safety

https://www.saferoutespartnership.org/safe-routes-school
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What works?

From: 

https://www.saferoutespartnership.org/sites/default/files/resource_files/Building%20Bl

ocks%20Toolkit.pdf
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From Toole Design. https://tooledesign.com/insights/2024/10/best-practices-for-safe-

routes-to-school/

Improving infrastructure!

(although this takes much more time and money)

Land-Use Mix

Local Accessibility

Traffic Calming

Connectivity

Aesthetics
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Thank you!

Questions?

mailto:christopher.d.pfledderer@uth.tmc.edu
mailto:yuzi.zhang@uth.tmc.edu


Thank you for attending! 

Please scan the QR code below to view more webinars from 
the Michael & Susan Dell Center for Healthy Living
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