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EFFECTIVE INFORMATION PROVISION TO ENGAGE ACTIVE 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH SCHOOLS - A UK PERSPECTIVE 

Engaging in effective partnerships with school communities on responsible mobility begins 
with effective information provision. This information needs to be accessible, relevant and 
valued by its target audience, in order to empower change in perceptions and habitual 
behaviour. 
 
This paper outlines from practical experience what school communities value, what they want 
to know about, when they require this information and how these demands change over time. 
The differing needs within a school community (e.g. teachers, school management, pupils and 
parents), offer different opportunities for and various demands upon information providers. 
The paper assesses these various perspectives and provides an overview of the range of 
information modes available. Also covered is an evaluation of the effectiveness of these 
modes in reaching their target audience 
 
The paper refers the experiences of Sustrans’ Safe Routes to Schools Information Service, 
two reports, “Delivering changes in travel behaviour – lessons from health promotion” 
Fergusson, Davis & Skinner (1999) and “How to best promote alternative modes in the school 
environment”, Cleary Hughes Associates and TRL (2002), and concludes with a selection of 
“best practice” examples of information provision within the UK. 

1. Introduction 
Enabling school communities to actively take part in partnerships on sustainable travel begins 
with effective information provision. Many different factors can, however, influence what is 
“effective”. Within school communities there are a whole range of perspectives and in order to 
empower behaviour change, information needs to be accessible and relevant to them. This 
demands that different messages and methods of delivery are utilised to engage everyone. 
Blanket coverage with general information does not work; targeted, audience-specific 
information is far more effective.  
 
This paper aims to highlight the key lessons learnt from providing information to schools since 
1996 from Sustrans’ Safe Routes to School Information Service. Additionally, the paper draws 
upon other best practice case studies provided from several local authorities in the UK and the 
findings of two reports. These are; “Delivering changes in travel behaviour – lessons from 
health promotion” Fergusson, Davis & Skinner (1999) and “How to best promote alternative 
modes in the school environment”, Cleary Hughes Associates and TRL (2002). 

2. The Safe Routes to Schools Information Service – An Evolution of 
Information Provision 

Safe Routes to Schools (SRS) projects create an excellent vehicle to engage schools and the 
wider public in re-thinking travel behaviour. The Safe Routes to Schools Information Service 
was established in 1996 to disseminate findings from ten pilot projects instigated by Sustrans 
across the UK. Inspiring action through disseminating best practice remains the core rationale 
of the service. A variety of delivery methods have developed to achieve this. Currently this 
includes a website, information sheets, quarterly newsletter, publications, training seminars, 
conferences and a telephone/ email enquiry service.  
 
The majority of information is provided free of charge, being funded by charitable trusts, grant 
giving bodies and Sustrans supporters. As Figure 1 shows, the bulk of the information 
produced initially focused on introducing how the physical environment could be changed to 
improve conditions for walking and cycling, as well as highlighting the personal benefits for 
children’s health and well being and environmental gains in general . Sustrans has responded 
to changing demands over time, with an increasing amount of topic specific, “how to” 
information (e.g. developing a school travel plan, putting in secure cycle parking).  
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Figure 1: Break down of enquires by mode for the SRS Information Service 
 
% Enquiries (personal request to 

SRS Information team)  
November and December 1999 January and February 2002 

Mode Email 19% 55% 

 Phone 27% 43% 
 Letter/ Fax 35% 23% 
 Other 19% - 

Type Introductory material 70% 35% 
  “How To” material 13% 64% 
 Total no. of enquiries 26 89 

Note: A significant number of information seekers go to the SRS website and /or read SRS 
publications. E.g. average 800-1000 website visits per month. So far it has not been possible to 
“track” exactly what these seekers download or require information upon.  
 
The switch from letter/ fax to email enquiries to the SRS Information Service illustrates the 
growing influence of information communication technology (ICT) in school communities and 
other partners involved in mobility management. Websites may not yet be widely used by 
pupils and parents to search for information on sustainable travel to school, but this 
represents an important medium for information provision in the future, as access and 
familiarity develops (Cleary Hughes Associates/ TRL, 2002). 
 
Research has highlighted that community involvement and ownership are the key to 
successful SRS schemes and that best practice support is needed to build expertise in this 
field (e.g. DTLR seminars “Taking Action of School Journeys” and School Travel Advisory 
Group research, 1999, England). As such, Sustrans has developed its programme of 
information provision to support individuals, parents, teachers as “school champions” of 
sustainable school travel.  
 
An essential way to disseminate information to mobilise active partnerships with schools has 
been through events such as cycle tours, conferences and training seminars. Involving 
children and young people and incorporating a school visit are regarded as essential features 
of such events. Feedback confirms that these practical aspects of information dissemination 
are highly successful in stimulating and engaging schools, local authorities and others in 
mobility management.  
 
Important to this success has been ensuring the accessibility of such events to the whole 
school community. This means making events free or low cost, providing bursaries to cover 
teacher supply cover, travel and child care costs and programming events to fit into a school 
day or holding the event at weekends. The Cleary Hughes/ TRL (2002) report supports these 
conclusions.  

3. Schools - What do they need to know and value? 
From the experiences of the SRS Information Service, the following observations can be 
made.  
• Schools value information that is free, relevant and easily adaptable; making mobility 

management fun and inspirational.  
• Schools go through a progression in terms of information need. For example, new 

enquiries commonly ask about: 
- named contacts in the local authority responsible for traffic calming / enforcing parking 

restrictions / other topic specific issues. 
- what is Safe Route to Schools / walking bus  
- how to get the school / other parents / local authority interested 
- what are the benefits of walking / cycling to school 

• Schools that are already looking at promoting walking and cycling, often ask about:  
- funding for cycle storage and lockers 
- insurance and liability issues 
- similar schools willing to share information 
- linking mobility management issues into the National Curriculum 
- writing a school travel plan 
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• Schools want information for a variety of reasons and in a variety of forms. For example, 
facts and figures for newsletters and letters to parents; powerpoint presentations and 
videos for assemblies to pupils and governing body meetings. 

 
From these overall observations, it is perhaps useful to remember that the term “school 
community” hides a tremendous range of perspectives. Schools are cross-generational and 
often (but not always) have a wide mix of socio-economic classes, gender and ethnicity. 
Pupils, parents, teachers, school management and local residents all have their particular 
understanding, interests and insights and it is a challenging undertaking to produce 
information that can simultaneously capture everyone’s attention.  
 
The rational for tailoring information according to its target audience’s needs is probably 
already very clear. However it is worth reflecting upon a model taken from the health 
promotion sector. 

4. Targeting Information to be Effective - Modelling Stages to 
Behaviour Change 

The transtheoretical model (Prochaska, DiClemente & Norcross,1992), has been identified as 
a useful framework for identifying means of changing and maintaining different behaviours. 
(Fergusson, Davis & Skinner, 1999). Described in detail in Figure 2, the model identifies five 
stages to behaviour change. People do not necessarily follow a linear path through the stages 
but can move up or down (Prochaska, et al 1994a). 
 
Figure 2: Transtheoretical Model of Behaviour Change – Five Stages of Change, 
Prochaska, DiClemente & Norcross (1992), taken from Fergusson, Davis & Skinner, 
1999:12-15) 
 
Stages Description  Applied to Transport (Fergusson, Davis 

& Skinner 1999:26) 
Pre-contemplation No intention to change in foreseeable future 

Unaware/ under-aware of the problems  
Can be demoralised by prospect of change 

Critical phase often overlooked, difficult to 
reach 
Likely to react defensively to “blanket” 
messages to change behaviour 

Contemplation Seriously intend to change within next 6 
months but very aware of the difficulties to 
do so. Benefits and costs to change viewed 
as equal. 
On average people stay at this stable stage 
for 2 years  
“Chronic contemplators”-substitute thinking 
for action  

Often good short-term targets for change. 
But chronic contemplators need help to 
overcome barriers and to value benefits 

Preparation Intention to take action very high, usually 
drawn up a plan of action 
Perceive benefits of change greater than 
costs 
Still not at critical point to take action 
Not a stable stage – progression within 6 
months  

Critical phase but often overlooked 
Can help to maintain changes in long term 

Action Behaviour change has occurred within 6 
months 
Most active but least stable stage with a 
high risk of relapse (c. 50%)  

Most visible phase but most difficult 
Mistake to see it as an end in itself 
Need maintenance of changes 

Maintenance From 6 months after change in behaviour 
initiated to when risk of relapse has ceased 
(c.5 years) 
Need adequate preparation time in order to 
build in resistance to relapse and 
overcoming arising problems / barriers  

Often overlooked 
Relapse likely when obstacles are 
encountered. 
Need ongoing support and advise to secure 
long-term change 

 
From considering the model’s application to travel behaviour, Fergusson, Davis & Skinner 
(1999) identified the following key points that have a useful application to providing information 
to engage schools. 
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- Doing the right thing at the right time is critical to behavioural change. 
- “Habit is an important determinant of travel mode choice” (p21).  
- Positive messages that avoid blame and undue emphasis on the problems is needed to 

empower individuals to change. 
- Empowering individuals involves recognising the influence of complex household and 

peer relationships. 
- Moving individuals through the stages of change is just as significant in the long term even 

if it does not result in immediate or apparent changes in behaviour. 
- As not everyone is ready to take action, it is important to provide suitable information and 

advice for the preparation and contemplation stages of change. 
 
The SRS information service works mostly within the contemplation, action and maintenance 
stages of change. Requesting and responding to SRS information or attending conferences 
for example, require people to be actively contemplating the possibilities of changing their or 
others’ school travel habits. The enquiry line provides an essential service with regard to 
maintaining action. With an average failure rate of 50% within the action phase, and the risk of 
relapse when unforeseen difficulties arise (e.g. volunteers stop coming forward for a walking 
bus), being able to offer advice and support on a one to one basis is crucial.  
 
Examples of support being provided by local authorities are numerous and include those who 
are paying for walking bus co-ordinators to manage and support walking bus schemes in their 
area (e.g. Staffordshire and Southend–On- Sea District Council). The provision of 80 specific 
School Travel Co-ordinator bursary posts in English local authorities, plus another 120 existing 
posts involved in school travel, have enabled these authorities to provide this essential point of 
contact and support for schools.  
 
Within Sustrans, the “School Champion” programme, part funded by the Community Fund, will 
run over the next three years. This aims to build on current levels of empowerment, with 
support to schools, parents and young people through a series of training events, new 
publications and school resources, an award scheme and youth conference.  
 
The transtheoretical model emphasises the need to recognise moving people through stages 
of change as being equally important as active mobilisation. This raises some difficult 
questions for evaluating how effective information is at engaging schools in active 
partnerships on responsible mobility. Carefully designed monitoring and evaluation 
programmes need to be implemented in order to fully recognise all these aspects.  
 
Finally, the Fergusson, Davis and Skinner report makes some interesting suggestions 
regarding possible interventions to promote changes in travel behaviour. In particular they 
comment on the potential for estate agents to provide new home owners a local “welcome 
pack”. This could include well-tailored information on public transport and other sustainable 
modes of travel available to reach services within the are. Transferring this idea to support 
pupils and parents moving from primary to secondary school, would help “capture” school 
communities at a time when they are most accessible to developing a sustainable travel habit.  
 
Keeping these ideas in mind, using the differences within the school community audience to 
engage action can be best illustrated with reference to a few “best practice” case studies. 

5. Best Practice Case Studies - Using the Right Message 

Using Text Messaging 
How to successfully promote a bike train event to launch interest in cycling to school was a 
key challenge to the School Travel Plan Co-ordinator, at Calderdale Metropolitan Borough 
Council. Capturing young people’s attention is notoriously difficult. Today’s children have a 
high level of consumer awareness, are proficient multi-media users and have grown up with 
sophisticated marketing. They can soon sense when they are being “sold” an idea and can be 
quickly put off.  
 
Given that most local authority promotion budgets are limited, traditional methods such as 
letters, leaflets and posters are the easiest to produce, but are they effective in engaging 
young people’s attention? 
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Talking to the teenage target audience provided the answers in this example - Use text 
message language to convey the information on a bright, distinctive poster around school.  
Photomontage imagery combining the faces of the school pupils was used to produce a big 
poster. Pupils were attracted to the poster not only because of the text message, but also to 
see if they could spot their face amongst those making up the image. The highly successful 
promotion event, involving over 100 cyclists, has generated considerable commitment at the 
school towards cycling, and two, previously reluctant schools in the area are now eager to be 
engaged in this manner.  

Email Marketing 
The Internet provided the pupils at Portobello School, Edinburgh, with their means of 
spreading the message of walking and cycling to school. Winners of the RAC Grass Routes 
Competition 2000 for their school travel plan, the school now has the secure bicycle storage to 
support cycling to school. The pupils decided upon, and subsequently designed and 
instigated, a humorous email campaign to spread the word. Responses have come in so far 
from Brazil, Croatia and Canada. The animated email can be sent from 
www.porty4theplanet.org.uk. 
 
From these two case studies, it is apparent that the right language, use of humour and 
involving the target audience reaches young people. Using appropriate language for an age 
group is so much easier when the age group themselves provide it. Recent findings by the 
study undertaken by Cleary Hughes Associates and TRL (2002), confirm these points and 
also highlights that humour, combined with succinct language, work as well for adult 
audiences.  

6. Appropriate Methods of Delivery 
Different methods of delivery are effective with different groups. Letters, leaflets, posters and 
newsletters are the traditional means a school has of communicating with its pupils and 
parents. Several UK local authorities produce school newsletters on sustainable travel and are 
seen as being an effective means of engaging and creating a network of schools in their area 
(e.g. Buckinghamshire and Kent County Councils). 
 
The Internet and CD Roms are gaining popularity within schools as the computer resources 
become available, but research has shown that parents are still unlikely to use the internet to 
search out information on sustainable travel (Cleary Hughes, TRL, 2002).  
 
Children and young people use the internet in a different way than is perhaps expected. In 
contrast to adults who see it primarily as an information tool, young people want to play games 
and chat on-line. Sites with an “educational “ feel are unlikely to be visited by children unless 
directed to do so. However, with the edict on English local authorities to promote “E-
government” means that internet based resources are likely to become an increasingly 
popular way to communicate with schools. 
 
The following examples provide a brief review of some of the methods of delivery that are 
working to engage schools in responsible mobility across the UK.  
 
••••    Sustrans’ Safe Routes to Schools Newsletter - estimated readership, 24,000 
- Distributed to 6101 contacts, including 1,674 schools and individuals, 5% overseas.  
- Features best practice progress, new initiatives and policy developments. 
- Produced quarterly, free and distributed to named contacts in schools, local authorities.  
- Newsletter evaluation in 2000 resulted in design and size changes, as well as editorial 

content to include trouble shooting and themed articles. 97% of respondents rated the 
newsletter good or very good.  

- Many overseas recipients comment on inspirational value of the publication, being crucial 
to influencing policy in their own countries (e.g. USA, France)  

- Editorial quality, good images, the use of colour adds to perceived value of the resource.  
- A future schools newsletter specially aimed at schools aims to address current clash of 

needs. 
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••••    Travelzone, City of York SRS Newsletter 
- Postcard insert competition for teachers to request newsletter and offer feedback on 

future content and win a bike and briefcase pannier. 
 
••••    Route 1, Photo magazine, Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council  
- Classroom resource designed in the style of a teen photo magazine 
- Aimed at primary and lower secondary school pupils 
- Three friends and cartoon guide explore five zones on their journey to school – safety, 

history, action (physical activity & health), power (energy issues) and wildlife 
- Humour, bright colours, sharp photographs, facts and “learning objectives” mixed in with 

quizzes and games. Key message is that walking or cycling to school is fun.  
 
••••    Wizard Ways, School Travel Plan Tool Kit, Devon County Council 
- Utilises current craze with magic and wizards (influence of “Harry Potter” books by J K 

Rowling).  
- Comic illustrations, simple and easy to understand text. 
- Part 1 is a six page “getting started” guide, with 8 easy steps bullet points.  
- Part 2 is a large poster on “Improving the School Journey”. Designed to act as a 

discussion stimulus in class or to aid a working group assess their own problems/ 
solutions for their school. 

 
••••    Young TransNet - www.youngtransnet.org.uk 
- Aims to enable young people to use IT and the Internet to research transport issues. 
- Provides on-line travel survey and analysis, referendums, games and links. 
- Classroom resource for primary and secondary schools. 
- Site design and content influenced strongly by young people. 
- Specific portals for local authorities allowing for locality specific information, referendums, 

news. Five UK local authorities currently use the website to gather travel data and engage 
schools.  

 
••••    Safer Routes to School CD Rom, SolutionQuest.  
- Interactive classroom resource for primary and lower secondary school pupils 
- Stimulating games and tools that deliver clear road safety and sustainable travel 

messages in a fun and appealing way. 
- Being distributed widely in Wales and through Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council 
 
••••    Visual events - Walking Bus, Walk to School Week, “WOW”– Walk on Wednesdays  
- Visual events have a proven success in stimulating pupil and parent interest in mobility 

management activities.  
- Word of mouth and “pester power” are powerful motivators to change. 
- 12,000 schools, 2.5 million children and parents took part in last autumn’s “Walk to School 

Week” 2001, as promoted by the Pedestrian Association and TravelWise 
 
The effectiveness of information in engaging active partnerships with schools has been the 
focus of a recent study for the School Travel Advisory Group in England, undertaken by 
consultants Cleary Hughes Associates and TRL. A brief summary of some of their key 
findings are outlined below as a final sector of this paper. 

7. An Evaluation of Effectiveness – “How to Best Promote Alternative 
Modes in the School Environment”, Cleary Hughes / TRL, 2002 

This study can be examined in detail at the Department of Transport, London & Regions 
(DTLR) school travel website. Some of the key findings are: 
 
• Two broad markets for information exist with different information needs. The former is a 

far larger group than the latter. 
 “Unconverted” group, requiring “attitude” orientated information i.e. why people 
 should change their travel behaviour. 
 “Converted” group, needs “activity" orientated information, i.e. how to do things, e.g. 
 set up a walking bus or car share scheme. 
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• Schools need to be able to personalise information for letters and newsletter which are 
most effective at engaging parents. 

• Pupils respond best when a captive audience, i.e. at school in lessons or assemblies or at 
home from parents or television.  

• Information needs to be fun, entertaining and captivating, using contemporary images and 
colour. Information also needs to be succinct, avoiding tightly spaced print. 

• Television, radio and role models with high media profiles are very influential with pupils 
• Personal benefits rather than wider benefits to society such as “improving the 

environment” engages the majority of people. 
• Information distribution should tie in with the beginning of the new school year and 

coincide with promotional events. 
• Changing school is a prime time to engage pupils and parents in responsible mobility, 

School travel habits are established at an early age. 

8. Limitations 
It is clear from both research and the SRS Information Service that information alone does not 
produce action or engage school communities in mobility management activities. Practical 
changes to tackle the real and perceived dangers in walking or cycling to school, i.e. through 
the development of safe routes, is also needed. Cycle and pedestrian training and the 
provision of secure cycle storage are also important.  
 
The Cleary Hughes /TRL Study identified a clear need in the UK to develop more 
comprehensive and rigorous means of gauging the effectiveness of information and other 
initiatives to promote responsible mobility.  

9. Summary 
“Kids need to be empowered to change. They need to be told powerfully that they can 
change and be given the facilities to do it. Our actions must reflect this not just our 
words.” Mary Farrar, School Travel Plan Co-ordinator, Calderdale MBC, UK 
 
Accepting that not everybody is interested in the same things is an essential prequiste in 
effective information provision. This may seem obvious, but with resource pressures on 
providers, sometimes such a review is needed to prevent the easier to implement, blanket 
coverage of issues. 
 
Young people are the transport users of the future and need to remain a key focus of mobility 
management activity. Engaging children has to stem from more than a provision of words and 
simplistic reasons. Peer pressure has a strong influence, perhaps not just on young people, 
and in order to effectively counter the strong car culture signals within mainstream society, 
responsible mobility needs to provide equally strong and attractive images. Given their impact 
and status, cultivating information transmitters in popular culture such as TV soap-dramas and 
celebrities is perhaps a valid way forward. 
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