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Abstract 
 
Green Communities | Active & Safe Routes to School promotes safety, healthy physical activity, 
and environmentally sustainable transportation to and from school. ASRTS is hosted by the Green 
Communities Association, a national network of non-profit organizations that deliver innovative, 
practical environmental solutions to Canadian households and communities. See: www.gca.ca. 
 
Our program model, developed in Ontario, Canada starting in 1997, is achieving sustainability and 
generating culture shifts from driving to walking (www.saferoutestoschool.ca). An evaluation of 
our dissemination model is under way, available June 2005. 
 
In fall 2004, Green Communities | ASRTS launched an exciting new incentive program, the 
IWALK Club. The IWALK Club builds on the success of International Walk to School Day 
(IWALK) and incorporates the international theme by challenging schools to “walk around the 
world by walking to school.” 
 
The IWALK Club goals are to: 

1. Increase active travel to school  
2. Decrease the number of daily trips made to school by car 
3. Track students’ daily physical activity (kilometres walked, reductions in greenhouse gas 

emissions) 
 
Background 
 
Over 1,000 Ontario schools participated in the October 2004 IWALK. More than 500 have gone on 
to complete our Cross Canada Challenge (established in 2000), in which students walk across 
Canada by walking to school, collecting kilometres as they go. Schools situated in outer suburban 
and rural communities are able to participate through in-school Kilometre Clubs. Because resources 
are curriculum-linked, many schools use them in the classroom, ensuring that all students learn 
about important issues like global climate change, air quality, sustainable transportation and the 
need for daily physical activity. 
 
The IWALK Club 
Building on the success of our Cross Canada Challenge, the IWALK Club helps schools to make 
every day a walk-to-school day. Students are rewarded each time they walk (or bike, etc.) to school 
with a stamp in their IWALK Club card. Every tenth stamp is a Golden Sneaker sticker. Students 
who earn five Golden Sneaker stickers receive a certificate of appreciation and may be eligible for 
prizes determined by each school (e.g., extra recess, golden shoe awards, visits from local 
celebrities). 
 
The IWALK Club is sustainable and easily replicated. Adding a “walk around the world” 
challenge, with associated classroom resources, adds excitement. 
 
We have set up an IWALK Club page on our web site at (www.saferoutestochool.ca) where 
schools can learn more, register and download resources. Each school that registers receives a 
complete package of information, including student club member cards, Golden Sneaker stickers, a 
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beautiful poster map of the world with inspiring facts, and related classroom activities. French 
resources are available. 
 
Tracking Success 
 
Upon registration, baseline data is collected for each school. Two annual evaluations will be 
conducted (May 2005 and May 2006) to track increases in daily physical activity, greenhouse gas 
emissions avoided, and reductions in the number of vehicle trips to school. We will also track the 
ways in which schools implemented the program, and gather feedback on our resources and how 
they were used. 
 
We are sharing our IWALK Club experiences and resources with other safe routes to school 
programs around the world. 
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The IWALK Club – 277,500 kilometres and still walking! 
 
Green Communities Canada’s | IWALK Club is part of our Active & Safe Routes to School 
program. The following paper describes the rationale for the IWALK Club, how it is implemented 
and the results to date. 
 
About Green Communities | Active & Safe Routes to School 
 
Green Communities | Active & Safe Routes to School was initiated in Toronto in 1996 as a pilot 
project involving three public elementary schools: Maurice Cody, John Wanless and Howard. The 
program has grown steadily over the past nine years and today involves over 1,000 schools in 18 
communities across the province of Ontario. We work collaboratively with the Way to Go! School 
Program in British Columbia, sharing resources and programming ideas. 
 
Through our nine years of programming experience we know that children want to use active 
transportation for their trips to and from school. Parents want their children to have safe, healthy 
exercise. Municipalities want to reduce traffic during peak periods and improve air quality. Schools 
want children to arrive safely and ready to learn. And research is telling us that creating a culture of 
walking improves everyone’s health and well-being.  
 
Active and Safe Routes to School is a comprehensive program that taps into the latent demand for 
safe, walkable neighbourhoods. Kids, parents, teachers, principals, health units, traffic safety 
engineers, and police – in short, everyone who has participated in our program – is excited! 
 
Active & Safe Routes to School Program Goals: 
 

• Encourage healthier lifestyles; 
• Increase daily physical activity; 
• Reduce pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and traffic congestion; 
• Improve visibility and child safety on neighbourhood streets; and 
• Allow for greater independence, fun and freedom for children. 

 
The Need for Active & Safe Routes to School programs: 
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For many parents, driving their children to school seems like the safest, most convenient option. 
Yet our dependency on car travel can be correlated to decreased daily physical activity, declining 
air quality, and increased greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
Consider that: 

 Less than one-third of Canadian students currently walk or cycle to school.1 If this trend 
continues we may no longer have a generation that remembers walking to school. 

 57 per cent of Canadian youth are so sedentary it is harmful to their health.2  
 More than a quarter of Canadian children and youth are overweight.3   
 In Canada 16,000 people die prematurely every year from poor air quality.4   
 Children are particularly susceptible to poor air quality as they breathe three times as much 

air as adults do per pound of body weight.5 
 Road crashes are the leading cause of death for Canadian youth.6 

 
Our Audience: 
 

• All Ontario elementary schools and middle schools (Kindergarten to Grade 8) – approx. 
4,000 schools in 106 school districts 

• High Schools – Sustainable Transportation Education Project (STEP). See 
www.saferoutestoschool.ca for Case Study of Phase 2 results. Phase 2 now underway in 
Toronto.  

 
For complete details of Green Communities | Active & Safe Routes to School visit our web site at 
www.saferoutestoschool.ca. 

 
 

 
The IWALK Club makes physical activity FUN!  

 

And it: 

 reduces car trips to the school  
 encourages walking and other active travel 
 reduces pollution and climate change emissions  
 promotes healthier lifestyle choices for students and their families  
 has a theme of walk around the world - all activity ideas are curriculum-linked  

 
The IWALK Club builds on the success of International Walk to School Week and 
Walking/Wheeling Wednesdays, and was inspired by Go for Gold, Buckinghamshire, UK (see 
details at www.iwalktoschool.org/award_ap_list.cfm), and other successful incentive-type 

                                                 
2

Go For Green, National Survey on Active Transportation, Environics, 1998. 
2Vail, S. The Physical Inactivity Epidemic: The preventative role of active school communities, 2001.   
3Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute, 2002. 
4www.davidsuzuki.org and Suzuki, D., Impacts, Health, Air Pollution,  Aug 24, 2001. Science Matters. 
5Health Canada; Outdoor Air and Your Health, March 1996. 
6 For the Safety of Canadian Children and Youth, Public Health Agency of Canada, 1995 
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programs. The IWALK Club was launched in Ontario in February 2005 and by the beginning of 
May 90 schools had registered. 
 
Here’s how the program works: 
 
Schools initiate IWALK Clubs in their school by registering 
through their local community or directly to the 
www.saferoutestoschool.ca/index.php?page=iwalkclub. 
IWALK Club members can be individual classes, grades or 
the entire school. Responses to the registration questions 
form a baseline measurement for each school. 
 
Every participating student receives an IWALK Club member card (shown above) and they are 
rewarded every time they travel actively to school with stamps and stickers in their card. The card 
has 50 spots for participation and every 10th activity is recognized with a Golden Sneaker sticker. 

 
Schools with large numbers of students who are bused to school are encouraged to initiate 
in-school walking clubs. 

 
Schools are encouraged to reward individual students or classes of students for their participation. 
Some examples of this recognition include: an extra recess, the ‘golden sneaker’ award (‘golden 
boot’ in winter), a class swim at the local recreation centre, a class pizza party, and other healthy 
activities. Some communities involved in local promotion also provide exciting incentives with a 
local flavour. 
 
To encourage participation of local community stakeholders, which helps to bring the program to a 
more sustainable level, we have offered our ‘local champions’ an honorarium of $1,000 towards the 
cost of local promotion. To date 14 communities have received the honoraria and are actively 
promoting the IWALK Club. 
 
IWALK Club Resources: 
 
In addition to the IWALK Club membership cards and golden sneaker stickers, we provide 
complementary resources for the classroom, as follows. These are provided to schools at no cost: 

 Walk Around the World poster containing 26 world walking facts. Here in Canada many 
schools have initiated Cross Canada challenges, using our Cross Canada Walking Poster so 
we wanted them to continue their journey. Schools track their kilometers traveled in the 
IWALK Club and match this up to destinations around the world. We suggest they start 
by visiting each of the 38 (and growing!) countries that participate in International Walk 
to School Week and go from there. 

 A CD, The Walking School Bus, by Canadian recording artist Charlotte Diamond. You 
can hear a clip from this CD at 
www.saferoutestoschool.ca/index.php?page=walkingschoolbus. 

 An invitation to take the David Suzuki Nature Challenge – visit www.davidsuzuki.org. 
 Classroom activity ideas that incorporate themes, such as: 

 Community design – measures distances from the school to popular public places 
 Postcard contest – tell someone about your community 
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 Gases in glasses – a greenhouse gas experiment 
 Find Freddie the Foot on the way to school (adapted from Poole, UK) 
 Safety activity to match street signs with their meaning 

 
IWALK Club Results: 
 
Contact info@saferoutestoschool.ca for a copy of the complete IWALK Club Evaluation Report. 
 
The IWALK Club is funded by Ontario’s Ministry for Health Promotion and Transport Canada’s 
Moving on Sustainable Transportation initiative through Canada’s One Tonne Challenge. We 
therefore track increases in daily physical activity and greenhouse gas emissions avoided through 
reduced vehicle trips to school. 
 
In late May/early June 2005 we conducted an evaluation of all registered schools. All 90 schools 
were emailed and faxed a copy of the IWALK Club evaluation form (copy attached) and urged to 
return them to Green Communities. The evaluation questionnaire was also available on our web 
site.  
 
A grand prize draw was offered to schools for returning a completed questionnaire and who also 
demonstrated an improvement over their baseline. Three prizes were offered: 
 

1. School yard greening project in partnership with Evergreen (visit www.evergreen.com).  
2. Sports equipment for the gym and school yard. 
3. A 10 bike Bicycle Rack, with bicycle helmets for a school draw. 

 
30 schools responded to the questionnaire and a phone survey resulted in 10 more for a total of 40 
completed questionnaires or 44%. 
 
Here is what these completed questionnaires revealed: 
 

 16,654 students at 83 schools participated in the IWALK Club between February and May 
2005. 

 Together these students walked 277,539 kilometres. 
 That’s the equivalent of walking around the equator 7 times! 
 71% of participating students walked to school while 76% participated in IWALK Club 

activities organized in the school. 
 73% of participating schools reported significant increases in the number of students 

walking to school. 
 4,000 students walked 151,978 kilometres to and from school, avoiding the release of 27.7 

tonnes of greenhouse gases. 
 67% of participating schools involved their entire school population in the IWALK Club. 
 37% of schools set up “Walk a Block” zones around their schools. 
 37% utilized the Walk Around the World poster and 40% of schools conducted our “hands-

up” survey to track participation. 
 
Note that the number of participating students and total kilometers traveled was calculated from the 
number of completed student IWALK Club member cards that schools reported. Schools indicated 
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that the IWALK Club member cards are great motivators for students and they had great success in 
having students complete them. 
 

“The IWALK Club Cards have been VERY motivating.” Morton Way Public School, 
Brampton 

 
IWALK Club School Activities: 
 
Schools reported a range of in-school activities that complemented the IWALK Club. The variety 
and creativity of many of these activities is truly inspiring, especially when you consider that for 
most students participation in related IWALK Club activities was voluntary. Here are just a few of 
them: 

• School staff challenged their Grade 8 students in basketball. 
• Ultimate Frisbee Club. 
• 30 minute ‘river walk’. 
• Jogging club – one school’s grade 6, 7 and 8 classes jogged 4,319 kilometres!. 
• Turkey Trot. 
• Schools with disabled students organized supervised activities. 
• One school involved the entire community in their IWALK Club kick-off and another had 

participation from the neighbourhood church, old age home and the community centre. 
• Another school tied the IWALK Club to their city’s National Capital Race Weekend. 

Students walked or ran 5 km each week at any time during the school day. 
And, for us, the most moving example of community involvement was the school who linked 
the IWALK Club with their ‘Jacob Fundraiser’ for a student who has leukemia. Students were 
encouraged to decorate their sneakers and bring a loonie ($1 Cdn) or toonie ($2 Cdn), then 
participate in a morning walk. 

 
Barriers Uncovered: 
 
7 schools, or 8%, did not participate in the IWALK Club even though they registered for the 
initiative. These were the reasons given: 
• Shortly after our launch of the IWALK Club in February 2005, Ontario public elementary 

teachers initiated a work action, which impacted the ability of some schools to participate.  
• Some schools cited running out of time and getting more involved in other school initiatives. 
• Introducing the program in February was not a good time for some schools as they already had 

their walk to school programming in place and were unable to make changes to implement this 
new component.  

• All registered schools who responded (including those who were unable to implement the 
program this year) said they would use their IWALK Club resources to a greater extent next 
year. 

 
We conducted the evaluation a little too late in the school year. By the beginning of June schools 
are winding down for the year and are involved in end-of-school year activities. Next year we will 
conduct our evaluation earlier and we will include a telephone questionnaire of a sampling of 
schools to gain deeper insights. 
 
Conclusions: 
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The high rate of participation in the program so far indicates that our objectives to: 
√ Reduce car trips to the school 
√ Encourage walking and other active travel 
√ Reduce pollution and climate change emissions 
√ Promote healthier lifestyle choices for students and their families 

are being met and are having a positive impact on schools and their communities. 
 
The excitement generated by the concept of joining a club has been extremely motivating for 
schools and students. We are looking forward to expanding the program across Canada and around 
the world over the next two years. Green Communities will share our experiences and resources 
with other safe routes to school programs to help communities create safer routes for children to be 
able to walk or cycle to school and other local destinations. Contact us at 
info@saferoutestoschool.ca and look for an IWALK Club coming soon to a school near you! 
 
 
About Green Communities Canada 
Green Communities Canada is a national umbrella group for 42 community-based non-profit 
organizations that deliver innovative environmental programs and services, with a focus on 
household and community action. GCC member organizations work together to achieve 
environmental sustainability, including healthy ecosystems, sustainable resource use, and clean air, 
water and soil. Some of the programs conducted by member Green Communities include: 
• 125,000 home visits conducted with homeowners in Ontario, recently expanded to national 

delivery 
• 40,000 pesticide reduction kits (French and English) distributed nationally 
• 70,000 Well Aware Booklets distributed to rural well owners in Ontario 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.greencommunitiescanada.org 
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