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          3/5/2014 

Report of Student Survey about Transportation to and from School: 

Grace Dunn Middle School, Trenton  
 

From Mary Ann Scheirer, Scheirer Consulting 

& Vonda Johnson, Paragon ARE 

 

Executive Summary 

 

The methods that students use to travel to and from school can affect both their physical activity 

and their safety.  This report provides data results from a paper questionnaire completed by 543 

students in 31 homerooms at Dunn Middle School in mid-January, 2014.  Some key findings: 

 

 Riding in a car is the major travel method for going to school, for 54% of students,  

followed by 35% of students walking.  Fewer than 10% either take a bus or bicycle to 

school. These findings are similar to the data from a tally (hand raising) method of data 

collection conducted at Dunn School in October, 2013. 

 

 When asked about their preferred method of traveling to and from school, many more 

students would prefer to walk to school – 60% - than the 35% who currently walk.  Of 

those who currently ride in a car, more than half (54%) would prefer to walk.  Large 

numbers of those who currently ride a bus or bike to school would also prefer to walk. 

 

 Students were asked to choose among a number of reasons to explain their preferred 

choice for getting to school: “because I can go with friends” was checked most often (by 

41%).  This reason was followed by “ because I like to travel this way” by 32%, then 

“because I feel safer,” by 23%.  Students who preferred to walk to school were 

particularly likely to choose “go with friends”, while those preferring to ride in a car were 

more likely to check “because I feel safer. 

 

 The survey asked about the frequency of methods for getting home from school: about 1/3 

of students reported that they always walk or always ride in a car, another 1/3 reported 

they sometimes used those methods, and about 1/3 did not respond about those methods.  

Only about 12% either rode a bus or biked, and few used these methods home every day.  

 

 A large majority of students - 87% - reported that they usually feel safe or “very safe” 

when traveling to and from school; 14% responded they felt “very unsafe” or “sometimes 

unsafe.”  Feelings of safety were not related to the preferred method of getting to school 

(walking).  There were slight tendencies for students in a higher grade to feel less safe, 

and for those who walked or biked to sometimes feel unsafe.  Feelings of safety were not 

related to gender: neither girls nor boys expressed feeling more “unsafe.” 

 

 Many students added comments in an open-ended question; the great majority of these 

comments were positive about some aspect of travel for school, such as feelings of safety, 

liking their walk to school, and being with friends.   
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Report of Student Survey about Transportation to and from School: 

Grace Dunn Middle School, Trenton  
 

Introduction 

 

 The safety of students in getting to and from school is of major concern to parents, school 

administrators, and community officials, as well as to the students themselves.  In addition, 

students’ physical activity and thus their health status can be affected by walking or biking to and 

from school, rather than riding in a car or bus.  When thinking about school transportation, it is 

important to consider both safety concerns and the desirability of increased physical activity. 

 

 School administrators at Grace Dunn Middle School in Trenton, NJ  have recently been 

working on increasing the safety of routes to school for their students.  With recent changes in 

the geographic district lines for the school, they wanted fuller and more accurate information 

about transportation modes the students are using for going to and from school, as well as 

students’ feelings of safety on these trips. 

 

 The student survey reported here was a paper-and-pencil questionnaire administered in  

Dunn school homerooms in mid-January, 2014. It was conducted in the midst of a cold and 

snowy winter, which may have affected the responses about current transportation modes.  All 

students were asked to complete the survey, consisting primarily of fixed choice questions.  

Students from 31 of the 42 homerooms returned the survey.  Data entry and quantitative analyses 

were performed by Paragon Applied Research and Evaluation.  See Appendix A for more details 

about data entry and data processing. 

 

 Survey Results – Student Demographics 

 

 Questionnaires were returned by 543 students, of the 917 students enrolled at the school, 

for a  59%  response rate.  About equal numbers of males (48%) and females (46%) completed 

the survey (6% were missing information about gender).  The grade levels were also well 

distributed, with 26% from 6th grade, 36% from 7th grade, and 37% from 8th grade.  Equal 

proportions of girls and boys responded from each grade.  Students at Dunn Middle School are 

primarily from lower income neighborhoods in Trenton, with 87% listed as economically 

disadvantaged in the NJ School Performance Report.  

 

 Arriving at School.  For the school start time of 8:20 a.m., nearly half the students (48%) 

checked that that usually arrive between 8:00 and 8:20.   Four percent arrive before 7:30 a.m., 

35% arrive between 7:30 and 8:00, and 12% admitted that they usually arrive after 8:20.   

Although the school is offering breakfast at school, the data below indicate that not many 

students are  consistently using this option.   

 

 Table 1 - How many days a week do you eat breakfast at school? 

  Never   40% 

  1-2 days a week 25% 

  3-4 days a week 17% 

  5 days a week  18% 
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Survey Results – Transportation To School 

 

 A single survey question asked “How do you usually get TO school in the morning?”  

Similar data had been collected with a tally method in October, 2013, when teachers simply 

asked students to raise their hands to indicate which of several transportation methods they had 

used for each of 3 days in the mornings, and expected to use in the afternoons.1   The data results 

from both types of data collection are shown in Figure 1 below.  As indicated, in both methods 

and time periods,  “Ride in a car” was most often selected,  followed by walking by 35-40% of 

students.  About ten percent ride a bus, and only one to two percent ride their bikes.  

 

 

 
 Note: N for Survey = 543;  N for Talley = 1655 “trips” in the mornings of 3 days in October, 2013 

 

 The data from the current survey showed that boys were slightly more likely to usually 

walk to school in the morning, 41% of boys versus 30% of girls.  The girls were in comparison, 

slightly more likely to usually ride in a car to school, 60% of girls versus 46% of the boys.   And 

the few who rode a bike were nearly all boys.  There were not major differences within students’ 

grade in their usual method of getting to school,  although those in 8th grade were slightly more 

likely to walk – 41%, than those in 6th grade, 32%, or 7th grade -  33%. 

 

 The method used to travel to school in the morning was also slightly (but statistically 

significantly) related to their frequency of eating breakfast at school:  the small number of 

students who rode a bus were more likely to eat breakfast at school (56% of them ate breakfast at 

school 3 to 5 times a week), whereas 37% of those who walked or biked to school had breakfast 

                                                 
1  These Tally Results were reported by Scheirer Consulting  to Trenton Healthy Kids Partnership, in a memo of 

November 8, 2013 summarizing the Grace Dunn Middle School Tally Data 

Figure 1 - Transportation Types for Going 
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at school more than 3 times a week, and only 29% of those who rode in a car had breakfast at 

school 3 to 5 times per week.   

 

 To inquire about students’ preferred mode, the survey also asked, “If you had the choice, 

how you would like to travel to and from school.”  The data shown in Figure 2 reveal that many 

more students would like to walk to school  -  60% - than currently do so – 35%.  Also, more 

than twice as many  - 8% - would ride a bike to school, if they had a choice.  And only about half 

as many preferred to ride in a car.  

 

 
 Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding or missing data. 

  

 We examined student preferences for getting to school in relation to their data about how 

they usually travel to school.  This analysis is shown in Figure 3.  It indicates, for example in the 

left group of bars, that of those who currently walk to school, 77% prefer to continue walking, 

with only 5% of them wanting to ride in a car.  However, of those who currently ride in a car, 

more than half (54%) would prefer to walk to school, and only 38% want to continue to ride in a 

car.  Figure 3 reveals that large proportions of students who do not currently walk to school 

would prefer to do so.   

 

 Students’ grade was not related to their preferred method for travel -  the majority of 

students in each grade would prefer to walk, followed in preference by riding in a car.  However, 

girls were slightly more likely (68%) to prefer walking to school than boys (57%),  while boys 

also preferred biking (15%) in comparison to only 1% of girls who would prefer to bike.  Girls 

were also slightly more likely to prefer riding in a car (26% of them), while only 18% of boys 

preferred riding in a car.   

 

Figure 2 - Student Actual Versus Preferred Choice for  
Transport To School 
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 Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding or missing data. 

 

  The survey provided a number of reasons for students to explain their preferred modes 

for going to school, if they had a choice (they could choose more than one reason).  The percent 

of students choosing each reason is shown below: 

 

  Easier for parents:   17% 

  Because it’s healthier:   11%  

  Because I can go with friends: 41% 

  Because I like to travel this way: 32% 

  Because I feel safer:   23% 

  Other reason:      6% 

 

Not surprisingly for middle schoolers, students wanted to be with friends while traveling to 

school, chosen by 41%.  The “Other reasons” written in by students (could also be a multiple 

response) varied across many themes: only three students mentioned distance from school, four 

indicated they could be with their friends, a few mentioned they either liked walking or disliked 

walking.  No other major reasons surfaced in these open-ended responses. 

 

 Figure 4 shows that those who preferred each method of getting to school differed in the 

reasons given for their choice.  Those who preferred to walk to school most often checked  

“Because I can go with friends” -  58% of them.  Their second reason was “Because I like to 

travel this way,” chosen by 31% of those preferring to walk.  In contrast, those who preferred to 

ride in a car most often checked “Because I feel safer”- 50% of them checked that reason, 

Figure  3 - Preferred Modes of Travel to School, 
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followed by 37% choosing “I like to travel this way.”   Only the few that preferred to travel by 

bus most often chose “easier for parents -  by 35%.   (Note that the percents for each preferred 

travel can add to more than 100%, because students could check more than one reason.) 

 

 
 

 

Survey Results – Transportation From School 

 

 The survey questions were more detailed about the methods of travel from school, with a 

question about the frequency of travel for each of the four types of transportation.  As shown in 

Table 2 below, 62% of students responded that they sometimes walk home from school, but only 

38% said they walked every day.  (We infer that those who did not respond to the questions 

about each type did not use that type of transport.)  Similarly, 62% responded that they 

sometimes rode in a car to come home from school, and 34%  rode in a car everyday.  Only 

about 12% either rode a bike or took a bus, with few students doing this everyday.  These  

 

Table 2 -  Types of Transport from School, by Frequency  (N= 543) 

 

5 Days/ 
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% 
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Week 
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Week 
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Week 
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No 
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% 

 
Total 

Walk 38 6 6 12 37 99% 

Ride in Car 34 7 8 13 39 101% 

Bike 0 1 1 10 88 100% 

Bus 7 2 1 4 87 101% 

  Note: Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding. 

Figure 4 -  Reasons Given for Preferred Modes of Travel
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responses were also similar to the data from the tally count in October, when 52% of students 

indicated they planned to walk home from school, 35% indicated a family car, 10% responded a 

school bus or transit bus, and only 1% said they planned to bike home, over the three days of the 

tally count (1459 responses). 

 

 The differences in type of transportation for going to school and going home from school 

are likely to reflect the difference in question wording, where students could specify the 

frequency of each type for getting home from school.  Also, the January weather may have 

prevented students from “usually” walking to school, whereas they indicated that they sometimes 

do walk home, when asked about the more exact frequency.   

 

Survey Results – Safety and Accidents 

 

 The survey asked students to rate how safe they feel “on your travel to and from school,” 

with responses from “Very Safe” to “Very Unsafe.”   As shown in Figure 5, a large majority of 

students responded that they felt “Usually Safe” or “Very Safe” -  87%.  Only 14% of all 

students reported they felt either “Very” or “Sometimes Unsafe”.   

 

 Those who walked to school were slightly more likely to feel “sometimes unsafe” or 

“very unsafe” – 20% of the walkers, versus only 9 % of those who rode in a car.  The few who 

rode a bike also were more likely to feel “unsafe” – 38% (3 of 8 students total).   A student’s 

current feelings of safety did not strongly affect their preferences for traveling to school:  a 

strong majority of all students, even those who sometimes feel “Very unsafe” or “Sometimes 

unsafe” reported that they would prefer to walk to school. 

 

 
 Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding or missing data. 

 

Figure 5 -  Feelings of Safety During Travel to & From School -

 By Grade  (N = 537)
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 There was a slight tendency, shown in Figure 5, for those in the higher grades to feel 

unsafe: only 7% total of sixth graders checked “Unsafe”, whereas 12% of seventh graders did so, 

and 20 % of the eighth graders checked “Very” or “Sometimes Unsafe”.  These feelings of safety 

were not related to the student’s gender. 

 

 Some comparative data about feelings of safety is available from a School Climate 

Survey from June, 2013 in Camden, NJ.  When asked “How safe do you feel outside around the 

school?” only a minority of Camden students checked “Mostly” or “Very safe:”  20% of middle 

school students (N=1,756) and 21% of high school students (N=1,105).  In comparison,  87% of 

the Dunn Middle School students reported they felt “Usually safe” or “Very safe” while traveling 

to and from school.2 

 

 Accidents.  Only 43 students (8%)  reported they had been involved in an accident while 

traveling to or from school.  Twenty of them provided further information, when asked in an 

open-ended question to explain more about the accident.  These responses were coded into the 

following categories about accidents: 

 

  In a vehicle that hit or was hit by another vehicle  -   5  responses 

  Was hit (or almost hit) by a vehicle, while a pedestrian  - 2  responses 

  In a fight or felt threatened by another person – 6 responses 

  Tripped or fell - 2 responses 

  Robbed -  3 responses 

  Other   - 2 responses 

 

The minority who had been involved in an accident were more likely to report that they felt 

“very” or “sometimes unsafe” on their travel to school -  45% of them, in contrast to only 11% of 

those not in an accident saying they felt “sometimes” or “very unsafe.” 

 

Survey Results - Themes from “Other Comments”  

 

 An open-ended question asked students to “write additional comments about your 

experiences or preferences traveling to and from school.”  This question was placed just after the 

questions about safety and accidents, which are likely to have triggered comments about those 

topics.  Many students did write in comments – 119 of the 543 respondents, 22% of the total.  

Their comments were entered into the data set verbatim, then coded into major themes.  Some 

observations about the themes from these comments follow: 

 

  The majority of comments were positive in tone: 86, or 72% of the 119 total who 

commented.  Students commented about their feelings of safety in a car, about liking their 

walk to school, and generally positive travel experience.  “Awesome, better than the whole 

school day.”  “Good fun hanging with my friends.” 

 

                                                 
2  Camden City School District School Climate Survey Results,  posted 11/1/2013 at 

http://www.camden.k12.nj.us/pdf/Camden%20City%20School%20District%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20

Results.pdf  .  Accessed 3/4/2014. 

http://www.camden.k12.nj.us/pdf/Camden%20City%20School%20District%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20Results.pdf
http://www.camden.k12.nj.us/pdf/Camden%20City%20School%20District%20School%20Climate%20Survey%20Results.pdf
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  A minority entered comments that were negative in tone, about what they did not like:   

20 of 119 were negative in tone (17% of the comments), including a few who did not like 

walking, descriptions of traffic problems, or episodes of fighting.  “I saw kids fist fight, 

get hurt on bikes, and get chased by dogs and cats.” 

 

 Nearly a third of the comments were about safety, with 16 students writing that they felt 

safer riding in a car: “I feel very safe riding in a car with my mom” and 13 making generic 

comments about feeling safe: “I feel so much safety and it’s a little fun.”  Only 7 students 

made comments about not feeling safe, for example when walking: “After school is not 

safe.”  It was not clear whether their comments about safety referred to potential traffic 

problems or fear of fighting or other interpersonal altercations.   

 

 Several students commented that being driven to school was better in bad weather, or was 

faster. 

 

  Many students commented about walking to school -  26 or 22%. The majority were 

positive about walking: “I like walking to school with my friends.  It’s fun.”  “It is safe 

when I walk home.”  Only five students did not like walking:  “I would like no more fights 

from my walk from school.” 

 

 Many students - 20 or 17% - made general positive comments, but did not state their 

travel method:  “It’s cool, I like it.”  “It’s fun with friends.”  “The view is nice.” 

 

 Seven students commented about fighting, “getting messed with” or “jumped.”  But very 

few mentioned they had actually been involved in a fight.   

 

 Nine students indicated they liked to travel with their friends, usually while walking:  “I 

like going to and from school with pals.” 

 

 Three students commented about problems with traffic in specific places: “The stop sign 

on the right side of the school is being ignored.”  “Cars don’t pay attention at AutoZone.”  

“To patrol 12 hours the school outside.” 

 

Survey Results – More Details about Traveling Home from School 

 

 The survey asked more detailed questions about types of transportation for going home 

from school.   This section reports the responses for those questions.   The majority of students  

(74%)  indicated they usually leave school at the time of school dismissal, while 26% said they 

leave school “after club/sports” or “after extended day activities.”  Only 13% said they stay after 

school for activities five days a week, with 20% staying after on one to four days/week, and 66% 

checking “never.”  The percent of students who stay after school did not differ by grade level, 

nor by gender. 

 

 Walk Home from School.  As indicated above, 63% of the respondents said they 

sometimes walk home from school, with 61% of those walking reporting that they walk every 

day.  About half the students responded about who they walked with: students most frequently 
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checked “friends” -  65% of those responding to this question; 29 % checked “by yourself”; and  

10% checked “family” (multiple answers were checked by some students).  The frequency of 

walking home from school was not related to a student’s feelings of safety (described above).  

That is, those students who walk home more often did not feel more unsafe, nor more safe, than 

students who walk home infrequently. 

 

 Riding Home in a Car.  As shown above, 61% of students reported that they sometimes 

ride home in a car, with just over half of those riding (55%)  indicating they do this every day, 

but 21% of them reported that they ride home less than once a week.  For 65% of those riding, 

the driver came “from home,” and another 31% of drivers came “from work.”  Twelve percent of 

the students responding indicated that another person rides home in the car, who does not live 

with the responding student.  Figure 6 shows the responses from those who checked reasons for 

riding home from school (multiple answers permitted).  About 55% of students responded to this 

question.  As shown, by far the most frequent reason was that riding in a car was “easier” for the 

student or parents (in spite of the fact that 2/3 of the drivers made a trip from home to pick up the 

student).  Among the explanations for “Other reason,” a major addition was about the weather:  

“Too cold or bad weather.”  “Sometimes because of the weather.”  

 

 
Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding or missing data. 

 

 Biking Home from School:  Only 12% of the students (N= 63) said they ever bike from 

school, and for most of these, they biked less than once a week.  No one responded that they bike 

home every day.  Only 50 students responded to “who do you bike with?” and they were rather 

evenly divided between “Friends,” “By yourself,” and ”Other.”  Only six students total entered a 

response to “Where do you lock up your bike during the day?”  Three of them stated they lock 

their bikes at the school.  Nine students reported they had their bike stolen from school, or while 

riding to or from school.  Six percent (35 students) indicated they would bike to school more 

Figure 6 - Reasons Checked for Riding in a Car Home from School 
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often if they had a safe place to lock the bike at school (but this question was answered by only 

63 students (12%)).  Too few students reported that they biked to school to examine its 

relationship to feelings of safety while biking. 

 

 School Bus or Public Bus.  A total of 72 students (13%) indicated they sometimes took a 

bus from school, about half of them every day.  Another quarter rode a bus less than once a 

week.  Three-quarters of all those who took a bus rode on a school bus, with the rest riding a NJ 

Transit bus.  Of 69 students that checked a reason for taking a bus from school, 43 of them 

(62%) indicated it is too far to walk.  Another 20 students (29%) checked Other reason, but there 

were no distinct themes among the “Other” responses. 

 

 

Survey Results – Geographic Information About Walking and Biking 

 

 The survey sections about walking and biking home from school included open-ended 

questions about what major streets the students walked or biked on.  The streets named by 

students were entered into the data file verbatim, then coded in relation to the map area for Dunn 

School, as shown in Figure 7 (see next page).    

 

 Thirty-five percent of respondents (189 students) wrote in the names of streets they 

walked on (55% of those who sometimes walk home).  The street most often named (by 70 

students) was S. Broad St (also route 206)  which cuts through the school’s district.  About 20 

students each named Liberty Street, Lalor Street, and Dayton Street.  Other streets were named 

by just a few students or a single student (not shown in Figure 7).  Only 5 students wrote in a 

street that they bike on (none biked on S. Broad street).   The complete list of streets and 

intersections named by students is available to Dunn School and the project stakeholders, if it 

would be useful.   
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Figure 7 - Major streets students cited walking and biking down 

in the Dunn School Travel Survey 

 
  

Legend    

 South Broad St (n=70)  Centre St (n=5)  Hancock St (n=2) 

 Liberty St (n=28)  Chestnut Ave (n=5)  Home Ave (n=2) 

 Lalor St (n=22)  Smith St (n=5)  Jersey St (n=2) 

 Dayton St (n=18)  Cass St (n=3)  Lamberton St (n=2) 

 S. Clinton Ave (n=10)  Genesee St (n=3)  Rusling St (n=2) 

 Second St (n=7)  Beatty St (n=2)  Third St (n=2) 

 Grand St (n=6)  Division St (n=2)   

 Adeline St (n=6)  Hamilton Ave (n=2)   
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Discussion and Conclusions 

 

 The survey results from Dunn Middle School overall show that the students use a variety 

of methods of getting to and from school, the large majority either walking or riding in a car.  

Fewer use either bicycles or buses to travel to or from school. The data about frequency of ways 

of traveling home from school indicate that many students do not use the same method every 

day, but sometimes walk and sometimes get a ride. 

 

 The vast majority of students report that they feel safe on their travel for school – 87%.   

Those who walk or bike to school are slightly more likely to feel “unsafe,” but most students 

using these methods do express feelings of safety.  Students’ preferred method for traveling to 

school is not related to their feelings of safety.  We do not have data to explain the finding that 

students in a higher grade are slightly more likely to feel “unsafe.”  It might be that by 8th grade 

students are more aware of their surroundings, or that older students or their friends had 

experienced more potentially threatening occurrences.  The survey did not ask about reasons for 

feeling unsafe, although a few students made comments about fighting or harassment in the 

open-ended comments section, with a few also commenting about traffic safety.   

 

 The data about students’ preferred methods of traveling indicate that many more would 

prefer to walk – 60% - than usually do walk to school – 35% in the morning and 38% every  

afternoon.  The students who currently walk to school are satisfied with walking – 77% of them 

prefer walking to school.  In contrast, large proportions of those currently using the other 

methods of travel would prefer to walk: 54% of those currently riding in a car would prefer to 

walk, as well as 43% of the few who biked, and 44% of those taking a bus to school.  

 

 These findings suggests that the Healthy Kids Partnership, the city government, parents, 

and the school could take actions to enable more students to walk to and from school, especially 

when the weather improves.  The students indicate that they prefer to walk with friends – could 

the school help to arrange walking groups so that more students have friends to walk with?  Are 

there intersections that need crossing guards to permit safer crossing?  If harassment or fighting 

discourages students from walking, could parents or other community adults be recruited as 

“block watchers” to prevent harassment during students’ walks to school?  Do parents need to be 

encouraged to permit their children to walk to school?  The survey did not ask for information 

about why students do not walk to school, even though they prefer to do that, so the survey itself 

does not indicate what might be done to encourage more walking or biking.   

 

 In conclusion, this survey provides detailed information about traveling to and from 

school from the large proportion of students who responded at Dunn Middle School.  It could 

provide the basis for actions to enable more students to use their preferred, healthier methods of 

walking and biking to school without jeopardizing their safety.   
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Appendix A -  Notes on Data Entry and Cleaning 

 

Dunn School teachers monitored the administration of the survey questionnaires in their 

homerooms in mid-January.  Teachers could assist students who did not understand a question or 

needed help.  The entire set of surveys was then collected for data entry by Paragon Applied 

Research and Evaluation. 

 

Before data entry, all questionnaires were manually numbered so that responses recorded in the 

data file could be compared directly to the students’ completed questionnaires.  Two individuals 

entered the data into Excel using heads up data entry in which data were reviewed for 

inconsistencies at the time of entry.  Person one entered the data from page one and person two 

entered data from pages two and three of the questionnaire.  In addition, person two reviewed the 

data entry of person one for page one items for every twenty questionnaires entered by person 

one.  Answers to open-ended questions were entered verbatim.  The Excel file was imported into 

SPSS and all data were coded.  Basic descriptive statistical analyses were run to check for 

outliers.  Any outliers found were adjusted using the responses from the original completed 

questionnaire.   

 

Thirteen of the 543 students did not answer any questions on pages 2 and 3, about how they 

travel home from school.  The large majority responded to all parts of the questionnaire. 

 

 


