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OFF-RAMP – STUDENTS LEADING STUDENTS: REDUCING 
CAR-TRIPS TO SECONDARY SCHOOL 

Secondary schools as a demanding partner for sustainable transport, 
traffic safety and health. 
The educational community is a demanding partner for sustainable transportation because, 
within the school community, reducing car-trips to high schools is not in anyone’s job 
description. Municipalities are a demanding partner is reducing car-trips to high schools 
because, within the transportation department, working with high schools is not in anyone’s 
job description. And yet, both our schools and municipalities could benefit from a reduction in 
car traffic in and around schools. They would benefit from less traffic congestion, safer roads 
around schools, cleaner air from a reduction in tailpipe emissions and the improved health of 
more students walking and cycling to school. 
 
Bringing these partners together in the name of reducing car-trips to high schools seems 
reasonable because it is inherent in the goals and mission statements of both schools and 
civic government. Schools aim to enhance the health and intellectual vigour of their students. 
Municipalities, with respect to mobility management, aim to reduce congestion and enable 
their citizens to travel freely about their region.  
 
So, partnering student leaders and transportation planners can be a wonderful, difficult but 
ultimately successful process. This paper outlines the efforts of Better Environmentally Sound 
Transportation (B.E.S.T.), an independent environmental non-profit organization, to generate 
these partnerships in Vancouver, Canada. It describes the roles that these youth and adult 
partners have been asked to take on, the resources created in the off ramp program to aid 
this partnership and the attention to relationship-building that was necessary to implement the 
program. Lastly, we consider the relationship that an off ramp club establishes with the 
student body of their school. 

Relationship-Building With – and Among – Student Leaders 
I have never owned a car. My wife has never owned a car, and together with our 7 and 8 year 
old children, we live car-free in the core of a large North American city where car-ownership is 
the norm. Many people I meet cannot fathom this: their lives are too busy, so they say, to not 
have a car. I hadn’t anticipated the importance of this pervasive busy-ness, but it has been 
pivotal in shaping the off ramp program. It almost jeopardized one very essential – but slow 
step: relationship-building.  
 
In seeking partners to generate a program to reduce traffic congestion in and around 
secondary schools, a great urgency for efficiency was apparent. “We have no time for this,” 
principals and teachers said, “but if you show us what you’ve got, we’ll consider it.” Many 
schools had no time for this because standard practice was; acceptance of the growing 
number of vehicles arriving at the school, and engineering solutions (such as roadway 
mitigation and the installation of drop-off lanes). The fact that we approached our pilot schools 
intending to dissuade teenagers from driving to school seemed surprising to many, but 
became more credible when we explained that it would be ‘co-created’ with the students. 
“Well our students are very busy, but if you can recruit some to work with you, good luck.”  
 
From those early discussions I met with student environmental clubs, drafted timelines, 
hosted events and measured varying decreases in car-trips to our nine pilot schools during 
YouthWeek 2000. I had only been able to recognize what was missing when I could sense 
the strength and vitality of the ‘more social’ groups. Instinctively I knew that I was taking on a 
mentoring role with these teenagers, but I denied the importance of our ‘relationship-building’ 
initially because I had no idea of how to document (or quantify) it for my funders.  
 

Ironically, my most active school groups were not measuring results because they hadn’t yet 
been surveying their peers. They felt that they had preliminary work to do in establishing 
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themselves and their goals within the school before they could measure success. To them, 
surveying too soon would only yield depressing results and prohibit their longer-term 
accomplishments. This approach seemed a strong way to build capacity for mobility 
management within the school but did not satisfy my funding report deadlines. 
 
Developing healthy relationships with and among the student-led groups had not been an 
objective in our funding proposal, but it had become the fundamental, secret goal.  

Relationship-Building With – and Among – Transportation Planners 
Every year for decades, a succession of 15 year olds have turned 16 with practically no 
counter-point to the billions of dollars spent on road building, suburban auto-dependant 
development and car ads. Our small effort in the Vancouver area could not offer an effective 
alternative without a plan for expansion. To begin this, our most recent phase of off ramp 
involved the recruitment and training of a transportation planner from three British Columbia 
municipalities. The issues arising from the training and support of these three program co-
ordinators required a different form of relationship-building. 
 
Across the Vancouver region, transportation demand management (TDM) plans are in 
various stages of implementation to reduce dependency on the single occupancy vehicle 
(SOV) and encourage walking and cycling for short local trips. But we did not find a 
municipality in the region actively addressing TDM measures with secondary schools. So, 
despite having TDM duties implicit in their job descriptions, these transportation planners 
wouldn’t have been amiss to decline our offer of involvement. They were already very busy, 
but did agree to take on the ‘extra’ task of working with secondary schools because of 
personal convictions. With practically no experience working with teenagers, being effective 
with this audience on a tight timeline was their greatest concern. 
 
Because the role of off ramp program co-ordinator was only a portion of their duties (5-10%) 
over a pilot phase of five months, they did not feel that they had the time to become involved 
in the development of the program – only the implementation of the final product in their 
community. The role that they required of me was guide: How do you approach a school? 
What do you say to the principal, a teacher, the students? How do you host a workshop full of 
teenagers? Will they listen? How will we know if they are listening? What activities will work? 
In short – “Guide us in establishing a relationship with our local high schools on transportation 
issues”. 
 
At this point, the key to expanding the off ramp program became very clear: enable 
relationships between transportation planners (whose job encompasses mobility 
management), and high school student leaders (whose sense of activism and empowerment 
is in aid of the environment). But first, the needs and roles of both of these partners had to be 
understood. 

The 3 T-Shirts of the ooooff rampff rampff rampff ramp Program Manager 
There were three general roles in aiding the high school student leaders and transportation 
planners: they are the three T-shirts that I had to wear. None of the following guidelines were 
very difficult, but remaining consistent was the key.  
 

role expected by the student leaders to mean… expected by the transportation planners to 
mean… 

support  display commitment – many programs start-
up at schools, the students needed to 
know that ‘I had the time’ to return to their 
meetings and events, and that I would 
follow through on promises made to them 
– that my commitment was to them as 
competent adults whose ideas and 
decisions I would genuinely support 

clear intention – the planners wanted explicit 
details of their roles, they wanted 
preliminary work to be done by me in 
recruiting schools and student leaders, 
and they wanted me to take the lead at 
the first student meetings and workshops 
– they were busy and wanted me to 
‘figure it out’ in advance  

   
facilitator let them make it cool – for the most part, I 

was invisible to the student body, the 
leaders were empowered to make most 
of the creative adaptations and decisions 

local decision-making – “your experience 
and skill are essential in implementing 
the program here in your community as 
you see fit” (also interpreted as “no, I am 
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– there is really no other way (a non-teen 
who claims to understand the rapidly 
evolving essences of ‘cool’ with that 
audience, doesn’t) 

not suggesting that my two-day visit has 
been enough for me to grasp the 
complexities/politics of your community’s 
character and needs”) 

   
catalyst we are not re-inventing the wheel – this is 

important work and there are a great deal 
of people already working on mobility 
management, we have a great deal of 
resources to offer and other off ramp 
school groups that we can put you in 
contact with – this program will help you 
get started with ideas that have already 
been tested that you can use, adapt and 
re-imagine 

you are not a guinea pig – we already know 
how to launch this program and we are 
ready to help you get started, now! – we 
have a training program designed to get 
you comfortable working with schools 
and youth – you will be able to ‘compare 
notes’ with other planners doing this 
work: your time will not be wasted-you 
will be on your way to long-term benefits 
for your community 

 
 

The Core of these Partnerships: the off rampoff rampoff rampoff ramp Program  
B.E.S.T.’s off ramp program trains and supports high school student leaders in developing 
ideas and strategies to encourage their peers to walk, cycle, skateboard, in-line skate, take 
transit and carpool to school. The program aims to change attitudes and circumstances so 
that secondary school students increasingly travel to and from school using sustainable forms 
of transportation.  
 
As a matter of course, this program has been introduced directly to the schools, often 
beginning with a telephone call to the office. Within moments of speaking with the Office 
Administrator answering the phone, our goal (of reducing car-trips to schools) is understood, 
and is whole-heartedly supported. This person, upon a moment’s reflection, can connect us to 
the most appropriate teacher who might support this effort. Often this teacher leads the 
Environment Club, Global Issues Club, Bike Club or Student Council. In the unlikely event 
that none of these is available, it might simply be a teacher who rides their bike to school. 
Neither the School District nor the Principal offers a logical start to this effort because they are 
not the people with whom the relationship will develop.  
 
Student-led groups of 5 to 7 student leaders (and one contact teacher) implement the 
program in each participating school. These young activists have an important role in 
adapting the program and activities to fit the character and needs of their school community. 
Their efforts are guided and supported by a local off ramp program co-ordinator, typically a 
transportation planner, trained to facilitate the school groups in their municipality. 
 
A network of up to five nearby school groups partner together to share strengths, successes 
and the varied approaches taken in promoting sustainable transportation to teenagers. The 
groups share the task of hosting workshops for one another throughout the year. These fun 
and interactive gatherings provide an opportunity for group building, enhancing personal 
leadership skills, raising awareness and preparing for upcoming events.  
 
Events are planned to focus the action and activities of the off ramp groups in each school. A 
cookbook of successful activities contains updated comments from student leaders regarding 
procedure, timeline, promotional posters and photos of the action. For the current school 
year, the calendar of events is as follows; 

World Car-Free Day Thurs 20th Sept 2001 
IWalk (Int’l Walk to School Day) Tues 2nd Oct 2001 
Cycle in the Rain Day Thurs 28th Feb 2002 
Earth Day Mon 22nd April 2002 
Clean Air Day Wed 5th June 2002 
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Various activities are planned both for, and in anticipation of, these event days. There are four 
underlying themes to the activities and promotions that off ramp initiates; 

1. raising awareness – of climate change, environmental & transportation issues 
2. generating opportunities – through fun events that encourage students to use 

sustainable modes of transportation (i.e. ‘bring your bikes to school on Tuesday 
for a How Slow Can You Go bike race at lunchtime’) 

3. disabling barriers – through bike safety clinics, bike repair workshops, 
infrastructure improvements; pedestrian crossings, bike racks, bus shelters, etc. 

4. rewarding ‘good’ behaviour – to those students who walk, cycle, skateboard, 
in-line skate, take transit and carpool on unannounced prize days 

 
In the 1999-2001 pilot project that created off ramp, B.E.S.T. provided support to 
participating school groups in the way of training, materials and encouragement. As the lone 
program co-ordinator I made 121 site visits to the schools, co-ordinated special event days 
and facilitated 8 student workshops. An off ramp workbook was developed as a program 
manual for the student leaders. It includes background information regarding why we need to 
reduce car dependency, and a program of events and activities outlining how to implement 
this program. 

What Brings These Partners to off ramp: the Student Leaders 
Our student leaders do not receive course credit for their contributions. They are drawn to 
these efforts for more valuable benefits: leadership skills, personal empowerment, action to 
help the environment, camaraderie and fun social events. If a student no longer felt this 
worthwhile, they would stop attending meetings. No registration is required, and attendance 
serves no purpose in this collective. And yet, we have always been able to attract a number of 
‘busy’ students so full of energy and optimism that they consider joining a new club to help the 
environment. Our real challenge is to grow through the first few meetings retaining a half 
dozen committed and enthusiastic students. Without actually discussing it as such, we are 
coming to an agreement: they will offer us their time if we make it worth their while. 
 
In the Vancouver area, transportation-related issues of air quality and road congestion 
overwhelmingly top the list of residents’ concerns – so the program’s goals are immediately 
understood. With that start, an off ramp club begins by explaining to the student leaders the 
following values guiding the partnership that they are being invited into; 
 

1. camaraderie  
(personal 
commitment) 

it is a priority that each student feel welcome & included; our ‘tasks’ 
are not our sole reason for working together (i.e. sometimes we will 
gather for ‘social’ reasons; bike film night, meeting at an ice cream 
parlour, group bike ride) 
 

2. decision-making  
(defining goals & 
objectives) 

the student-led group retains the creative license to select & adapt 
the strategies, and therefore re-asses/refine the program goals & 
objectives for their school community 
 

3. empowerment  
(enhancing skills & 
abilities) 

the roles within the group are not static – each student has the 
opportunity to gain leadership skills by managing at least one 
group task; each person should be able to clearly recognize 
their contributions to the group  
 

4. action  
(next steps) 

action plans are clear about what we are trying to accomplish: what 
the steps are, who is leading the task, when things are to be done, 
and who can be relied on for help when we get ‘too busy’ 

 
The above guidelines necessitated that we re-design our introductory meeting with a new 
group of students. Initially, recruiting student leaders amounted to fitting in what we could 
under the teacher and students’ busy schedule: a brief lunch-time meeting in the contact 
teacher’s classroom. Not only was this too short to develop any rapport with the students, but 
virtually no time was available to sufficiently explain what the students were being asked to 
consider, and the empowerment that they would have in its implementation. Also, some of the 
students came in small groups with their friends, while other individuals were drawn in due to 
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environmental concerns. It was apparent that these individuals would not return to these club 
meetings unless they felt included rather quickly.  
 
This frantic introduction belied our intention of building a relationship with the students: being 
governed by others’ busy-ness was not working. So the answer came from a favourite 
quotation that has been more help than any other in developing this program. 
How is the problem the solution? Starhawk 

Paradoxically, proposing a longer initial meeting solved the problem of people’s busy-ness. It 
was apparent in most cases that the level of environmental awareness and conviction that the 
students arrived with was sufficient, and that little of our precious ‘first impression’ time 
needed to be spent on discussing transportation issues. A two-hour Start-Up Workshop was 
designed with a full two-thirds of that time devoted to activities concentrating on a variety of 
group dynamics. The goal and objectives are as follows; 

Overall Purpose of the Start-Up Workshop 
- to recruit student leaders that will take an active role in the launch of a new off ramp club at 

their school 

Instructional Objectives for the Start-Up Workshop 
By the end of this two-hour workshop, the student participants should be able to; 

- feel included and welcome within this group of students 
- describe at least four (two environmental & two social) reasons for reducing car-trips 

to school 
- describe at least four activities (one from each of the four categories) that have taken 

place at other schools 
- understand the goals and objectives of the off ramp program 
- identify at least one new communication skill that they have learned 
- describe at least one fun activity that they could visualize taking place at their school 

 
The evaluation at the end of this workshop has a strong emphasis on the students’ comfort 
level and ongoing interest in being a part of this group. The responses often cite it being ‘fun’, 
‘informative’ and ‘friendly’. This is a very easy and enjoyable workshop to facilitate. It 
establishes a key intention of developing a respectful relationship between, and among, adult 
and youths. This is something that teenagers have not come to expect. 

What Brings These Partners to off ramp: the Transportation Planners 
The three transportation planners who have recently completed training as off ramp program 
co-ordinators added these duties to an already full plate. All of them listed their hopes of long 
term improvements in mobility management as the deciding factor. As with the student 
leaders, there was no binding agreement that they had to enter into. 
 
Recruiting the program co-ordinators began by establishing the credibility of the off ramp 
program with their managers: i.e. “Is this a worthwhile diversion of my busy staff person’s 
time?” Free training and ongoing support, (to do work that they were already responsible for), 
did not guarantee acceptance. A very clear and specific allocation of duties was required in 
the partnership between program co-ordinator (them) and program manager (me). Most 
important was the assurance that I would bail them out if it began to take too much of their 
time. (None of the three municipalities were prepared to contribute funds to the program – 
other than the salary of their employee being trained.) 
 
A series of two training workshops were developed to bring this group together. The first was 
to establish an in-depth understanding of the program so that they could communicate it to 
colleagues, teachers and students. The second was to prepare them for facilitating meetings 
and workshops with high school students. Both workshops involved an afternoon session, 
hosted by a Youth Advocacy Organization, relating to youth dynamics, group building and 
Youth Voice.  
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The objectives of this training are as follows: 
Program Co-ordinator Workshop #1: Understanding the off ramp Program 
By the end of this day’s workshop, it is expected that you will; 

a ~ be able to confidently describe the off ramp program to teachers, students and 
principals in your community, particularly… 

• program goals & objectives 
• answering Frequently Asked Questions 
• event days 
• the four categories of student-led activities 

b ~ have a greater understanding of how to facilitate meetings or workshops with a 
youth audience, particularly… 

• becoming familiar with a variety of basic learning tools 
• identifying what it means to respect Youth Voice and various forms of 

communication 
• describing some of the essential concepts in facilitating a meeting 

for, or with, youth 
c ~ become better acquainted with the rest of this off ramp team 

Program Co-ordinator Workshop #2: Facilitating off ramp Student Leader Workshops 
By the end of this day’s workshop, it is expected that you will; 

d ~ have the tools to prepare and facilitate an off ramp student workshop… 
• invites, memos, poster, agenda and evaluation 
• checklists 
• ice-breakers, energizers & group building activities 
• why they’re there – action planning & tasks that people want to do 

e ~ have a greater understanding of how to facilitate meetings or workshops with a 
youth audience, particularly… 

• becoming familiar with youth-groups process 
• identifying group conflict as learning opportunity 

f ~ become better acquainted with the rest of this off ramp team 
 
The evaluations at the end of the workshops concentrated on the items that were most clear 
or still unclear and identifying gaps that they felt unprepared for.  
 
In the short term, the relationship that these transportation planners had the time to generate 
with their high schools was thin. But with three B.C. municipalities having taken steps to 
explicitly incorporate secondary school vehicle trip-reduction into their mandate, the ground 
has been set for such relationships to strengthen in the pilot communities, and around the 
province. As the credibility of the working relationship between teenager and transportation 
planner strengthens, fresh ideas and strategies will become a part of the community’s mobility 
management. This broader perspective will benefit transportation planners as they promote 
TDM with other audiences. But only when the municipalities recognize the value in 
contributing to student-led TDM initiatives such as off ramp, will the student groups have the 
support to reach their ultimate target: the other students. 

Peer Leadership 
In closing, that one last relationship must be addressed: student leaders encouraging their 
peers to increasingly choose sustainable forms of transportation. Like any school group, our 
off ramp clubs wish to come across as ‘a cool bunch of teens’. They want to be seen as a 
dynamic, even quirky group with a surprising array of activities. For the most part, their 
attention is not directed at guilt or shame towards those driving to school, but rather on 
overturning social biases against walking, cycling, skateboarding, in-line skating, taking transit 
and carpooling.  
 
Reducing car trips to school is an essential environmental action, but changing the travel 
habits of teenagers requires social, cultural, and economic motivators. At times, I see the 
goals of many off ramp groups as social tactics to debunk the stigma of ‘being car-less’. The 
relationship that they are aiming for is inclusion: “I can feel ‘normal’ if I ride my bike now that 
so much stuff about cycling to school has been going on." 
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Some of our most successful activities have come from unforeseen connections. This past 
February, days before the Chinese New Year, one off ramp club gathered on a Sunday to 
make fortune cookies with transportation-related fortunes inside: You look good with helmet 
hair. – Your legs are beautiful.-Do you do a lot of biking? – Inside your car you have no 
outstanding traits. – Help me I’m trapped in a hellish cookie factory, if only I could get out for a 
bike ride. – This cookie is less poisonous than car exhaust. – Great joy awaits you should you 
carpool with friends. 
 
The cookies were a huge hit, and once again the public profile of this off ramp club was 
strengthened. We do not know the direct affect that the fortune cookies had on the number of 
car-trips to school that week, or in subsequent weeks. And to some people (funders?) this un-
measurable might be considered a flaw. But consider: a group of teenagers gathered together 
to create and distribute cookies with witty sayings that once again, raised the topic of 
sustainable transportation amongst other teenagers in their school. This is a good sign for the 
future of mobility management – where a great deal of fun is being had in the process. 
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