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Physical activity cost of the school run: impact on schoolchildren of
being driven to school (EarlyBird 22)
Brad Metcalf, Linda Voss, Alison Jeffery, Jenny Perkins, Terry Wilkin

Physical activity is perceived as important to children’s health,
and concern has been expressed at the increasing use of motor-
ised transport to school—the “school run.”1 We have measured
the activity cost of the school run in young children in the Early-
Bird study.2

Participants, methods, and results
We analysed data from 154 boys and 121 girls in their first year
at 53 urban primary schools. The children wore uniaxial acceler-
ometers (Manufacturing Technology, Florida) during waking
hours for five consecutive schooldays and the weekend to meas-
ure physical activity.3 We considered activity during the journey
to and from school (8 to 9 am and 3 to 4 pm weekdays), school
time (9 am to 3 pm weekdays), non-school time (before 8 am and
after 4 pm weekdays), the total school week (weekdays), the
weekend, and the total week. We measured height, weight, and
body fat as the mean of five skinfolds. We found mode of trans-
port and school journey time by questionnaire and distance to
school with the RAC’s online route planner. We used the
National Statistics Socio-economic Classification to find
socioeconomic status. Our study had 80% power to detect a sig-
nificant difference (P < 0.05) of at least 12% in activity during the
journey to or from school and at least 8% in total weekly activity.

Twice as many children walked to school (185/275; 67%) as
were driven by car, with no significant gender bias (97/154 (63%)
boys; 88/121 (73%) girls; Pearson �2 test P = 0.12). The median

time taken to walk to school was 6 (interquartile range 5 to 10)
minutes and the median distance was 0.7 (0.4 to 1.2) km with
155/185 (84%) children walking less than a mile (1.6 km), com-
parable with the national figure of 82%.4

Mean activity recorded during the 10 journeys to and from
school was significantly higher during that period (0.75 units or
18% higher; P < 0.001) among those who walked than those who
travelled by car (table). However, total weekly activity was identi-
cal (difference 0.04 units or 0.1%; P = 0.97). Crucially, the
additional activity recorded by walkers during the school journey
was only 2% (0.75/37.6) of the children’s total weekly activity.

Although the proportion of walkers was highest in the lowest
socioeconomic group (C 65/82 (78%); B 49/78 (63%); A 71/115
(62%); P = 0.02), the pattern of results was unchanged when we
analysed each social group in turn (data not given). Analysis of
only moderate and high intensity activity gave consistent results.
The two groups did not differ significantly in either body mass
index (walk 16.1 kg/m2 v car 16.2 kg/m2; P = 0.88) or sum of
skinfolds (walk 4.10 cm v car 3.93 cm; P = 0.28).

Comment
Although children who walk to and from school record more
activity in the process, the difference has no impact on total
weekly activity. Those driven by car matched those who walked to
school in overall activity levels. These results apply to 5 year olds,
but the EarlyBird study is longitudinal and ideally designed to

Physical activity during a week comparing children who walked to school with those who travelled by car recorded by 275 children according to mode of
transport. Values are mean accelerometer count (×105) (standard deviation) unless stated otherwise

All children Boys Girls

Walk(n=185) Car(n=90) P value* Walk(n=97) Car(n=57) P value* Walk(n=88) Car(n=33) P value*

Age (years) 4.93 (0.26) 4.91 (0.26) 0.50 4.95 (0.27) 4.92 (0.25) 0.40 4.91 (0.26) 4.90 (0.27) 0.86

All intensities

School journey (8-9 am and 3-4pm) 4.90 (1.41) 4.15 (1.19) <0.001 4.92 (1.24) 4.30 (1.12) 0.003 4.88 (1.57) 3.88 (1.28) 0.001

School time (9 am-3 pm) 12.75 (3.13) 12.37 (3.23) 0.35 13.51 (3.35) 13.10 (3.04) 0.45 11.91 (2.64) 11.11 (3.20) 0.17

Non-school time (<8 am and >4pm weekdays) 9.07 (3.00) 9.75 (3.14) 0.08 9.14 (3.27) 9.95 (3.08) 0.14 8.98 (2.68) 9.41 (3.25) 0.47

Total school week (weekdays) 26.71 (5.64) 26.27 (5.31) 0.53 27.57 (6.04) 27.35 (4.88) 0.82 25.77 (5.03) 24.40 (5.58) 0.20

Weekend (Saturday and Sunday) 10.79 (2.92) 11.30 (3.04) 0.19 10.94 (2.99) 11.52 (3.09) 0.26 10.62 (2.84) 10.91 (2.95) 0.63

Total 37.56 (7.74) 37.60 (7.33) 0.97 38.44 (8.26) 38.87 (6.89) 0.74 36.56 (7.01) 35.34 (7.64) 0.41

Moderate and high intensities only†

School journey (8-9 am and 3-4 pm) 3.75 (1.42) 2.95 (1.18) <0.001 3.77 (1.24) 3.12 (1.13) 0.001 3.74 (1.61) 2.66 (1.23) 0.001

School time (9 am-3 pm) 9.05 (3.12) 8.70 (3.22) 0.38 9.87 (3.37) 9.46 (2.97) 0.45 8.16 (2.54) 7.39 (3.24) 0.17

Non-school time (<8 am and >4 pm weekdays) 6.69 (2.75) 7.25 (3.00) 0.12 6.81 (3.02) 7.55 (2.98) 0.14 6.55 (2.43) 6.74 (3.02) 0.72

Total school week (weekdays) 19.50 (5.54) 18.90 (5.36) 0.40 20.45 (5.98) 20.13 (4.93) 0.73 18.44 (4.82) 16.79 (5.48) 0.11

Weekend (Saturday and Sunday) 8.13 (2.94) 8.62 (3.05) 0.21 8.34 (3.05) 8.92 (3.14) 0.26 7.90 (2.80) 8.09 (2.86) 0.75

Total 27.65 (7.68) 27.55 (7.46) 0.91 28.70 (8.27) 29.05 (7.09) 0.80 26.46 (6.81) 24.88 (7.45) 0.28

*The P values are based on F statistics obtained from one way analysis of variance.
†Excluding low intensity activity where counts/min=<1000.
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compare findings once the children move from primary school
to secondary school.

Another study to have considered the impact of walking to
school on physical activity in children reported that boys (though
not girls) who walk to school are more active after school.5 How-
ever, measurement of after school activity included the walk
home, making the analysis difficult to interpret. Curiously, girls
who walked recorded no more physical activity in so doing than
those who were driven. The patterns of activity in the present
study were systematically the same for girls and boys, lending
further robustness to our findings.

Whether children walk to and from primary school makes no
difference to their total activity. This does not justify the adverse
publicity given to the school run nor the government’s
perception of the school run’s impact. There may be other ben-

efits from walking children to their neighbourhood school, but
physical activity does not appear to be one of them.
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What is already known on this topic

The proportion of children travelling to school by car in the
United Kingdom almost doubled from 16% in 1986 to 30%
in 1998

There is a popular perception that being driven to school
compromises physical activity

What this study adds

Being driven to school does not affect the overall physical
activity of 5 year olds
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