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Abstract

As one of the objectives of the  Children´s city programme in Italy is the enhancement of children´s autonomus mobility, the research group of the CNR has begun to experiment with new methods that might allow to overcome some of the barriers in children´s patterns of free movement. The aim of the presentation is to discuss the method developed as part of a proposal called «Going alone to school”. The method comprises a collaboration with several local actors, children included, who are willing to analyse the environmental and social context in which children journey from home to school, to plan for its improvements, and to change the conditions so that children can go alone to school when they are 7 years old. Recent examples from two Italian towns indicate that it is possible to brake the resistance coming from families and to let children journey alone to school.

Introduction

Up to only a few years ago, the mobility of a 6-10 year old child was not much different from that of his parents. Today's an adult's mobility has increased considerably while that of children has been severely curtailed, largely because of the motor car (Parr, 1967). 

A growing number of children are being accompanied to school by an adult, usually by car. Fewer and fewer children are allowed to cross the street on their own, or go and play without being accompanied, ride a bicycle in public places, and so on (Hillman, 1993). Recent research on elementary school children's (6-11 year olds') autonomy of movement showed that only 12% go to school on their own, 18% are accompanied on foot and 70% are driven by car. Taking into consideration their parents' educational level, children's autonomy goes from 21% for less educated parents to 10% for the better educated. Considering their geographic area of residence, the number of children going to school on their own ranges from 8% in the North, to 12% in the Centre, and 31% in the South. The children thus pay the price for their parents' improved social and cultural conditions
.

The reduction in the children's autonomy of movement is a disturbing phenomenon also because a considerable body of research has indicated that the acquisition of environmental knowledge is influenced by experience (Hart, 1979; Spencer and Darvizeh, 1981; Cohen and Cohen, 1985; Torell, 1990). Some research carried out in Rome has shown that in children aged between 8 and 11, autonomy influences the children's representation of familiar itineraries and the way they represent the neighbourhood (Rissotto and Tonucci, 2002). 

Street crossings often represent actual cognitive barriers that prevent the children from taking possession of the city (Bonanomi, 1994). On the other hand, other spaces, such as courtyards, encourage socialization and play (Prezza et al., 2001).

Armstrong (1993), who investigated the effect of reduced autonomous mobility on the physical development of children found that 50% of girls and 30% of boys aged between 10 and 16 did not walk even as much as ten minutes a day. 

The way hazards are perceived affects autonomy and is different in children than in their parents. Unlike their children, parents consider traffic accidents as the most likely and serious events (Lee and Rowe, 1994). Ampofo-Boateng and Thompson (1991, 1993) emphasize that restrictions on autonomy are due more to the parents' fears than to any real inability of their children. The fear of children being attacked are blown out of proportion by the media which increase the perception of  the dangers lurking in the urban environment (Blakely, 1994 and Volpi 2001). 

The children live all their experiences under the watchful eye of adults who control, guide and instruct them. They are thus deprived of all opportunity of play requiring freedom and the chance to take risks and are thus doomed to long periods of solitude (Tonucci, 1995).

It may thus be claimed that such a strong reduction in children's autonomy seriously impairs their cognitive, physical and social development.

But the disappearance of the children from the city streets represents a serious handicap also for the city itself. If there are no children, old people or people with disabilities in the city streets, public spaces will rapidly be degraded to the level of traffic lanes and parking lots. The city loses its characteristic of a place of meeting and social intercourse of the citizens, as well as its social responsibility and solidarity. The air becomes polluted, noise increases, beauty is lost. People shut themselves up in their homes and the fear of crime increases.

Restoring the children's autonomy, bringing them back into the streets and squares is probably one of the surest ways of recovering the city and ensuring its sustainable development.

The Children's City

"The Children's City" project confronts the city administrators with a new philosophy for governing the city in which the child is selected as the prototype citizen. From a city of adults, of motor cars, to a city of children, in order to be certain that it is a city for all citizens. In the project the children are given their say, their needs are listened to and account is taken of their proposals. It is suggested that proper urban planning strategies are adopted and adults' behaviours changed in order to restore to the children the possibility of walking through the streets of their city on their own (Tonucci, 1996). Dozens of cities in Italy, Spain and Argentina have participated in this project. The CNR has set up a coordinating and support group for the cities which, also in collaboration with other research organizations, has launched programmes to study the changes occurring in the cities implementing the project.

"Let's go to school on our own"

In order to attain this objective, it is proposed to the cities involved in the project to implement the "Let's go to school on our own" experiment in order to allow children from the age of six on to travel along the home-school itinerary without being accompanied by adults. The aim of the proposal is to create suitable conditions for the children to experience greater autonomy also in their afternoon experiences. This simple experiment, which was an absolutely normal experience for all children not more than thirty years ago, is today considered impossible by practically all Italian families. For this reason the "The Children's City" research group has worked out and is now testing a method based on the active involvement of the children, the schools, the neighbourhood and the city administration.

One possible approach 
Evaluation of the Town Hall's interest. This initiative involves several different sectors of the Administration and thus requires a common effort, across the board, guaranteed by the Mayor. 

Choice of school(s). It is advisable to begin with a limited, easily controllable, experiment. What is important is not to prolong the experimental stage unduly. Each year the number of schools involved should be increased in order rapidly to construct a new "normality": children going to school on their own.

The school's role. We have seen that the school can play a decisive role in the successful outcome of the initiatives. The school must be requested to embrace the project and include it among its activities as a programme of environmental and traffic  education.

The classes study the children's individual itineraries, compare them and examine the difficulties they contain. On the basis of an analysis of the itineraries for the whole school, meetings points are decided upon from which to proceed together. The children draw up a list of requests to present to the Town Hall regarding action to be taken to ensure safety.

In each school a Children's Committee is set up which monitors the experiment, controls its progress and endeavours to address the difficulties encountered.

The teachers form a working group that is supported by the "The Children's City" Laboratory which works out suitable methods for running the experiment. 

Survey of how children travel to school. In order to gauge the children's level of autonomy prior to beginning the experiment a simple questionnaire designed by the CNR group can be administered to children and parents. Administration of the questionnaire at the end of the first and subsequent years provides a measure of the effectiveness.

Town Hall's action. It is important to give the citizens the certainty that the city governors believe in the initiative and are prepared to invest in its success. The experiment must be supported by a series of favourable attitudes by the administrators, who must: give it public support; adopt behaviour consistent with it (political leaders and town hall should officers travel on foot or by bicycle); enforce pedestrian protection rules; implement structural changes favouring pedestrians and cyclists instead of always favouring motorists. 

Allies. The reconstruction of an environment of solidarity and cooperation is one of the objectives of the proposal and one of the most keenly felt needs in our cities today. The elderly can help the children over the more dangerous road crossings and tradesmen can offer their services as points of reference to provide any necessary help to children moving around on their own. 

The families. The experiment may be deemed successful when the families acknowledge that it is possible and acceptable for their children to go to school on their own. It is thus necessary to involve the families from the outset and, together with them, set up a working group to examine the necessary initiatives to take to make the itineraries safer and to overcome the resistance of the more reluctant families. 

Launching the initiative. At the conclusion of all the preparatory activities, the initiative is launched with a day of celebration. Generally a Spring day is chosen, and the event is attended by the mayor and city councillors who have followed the activity, together with the band, street entertainers, distribution of leaflets and decorations. The children present to the mayor their proposals to improve the safety of the district's streets. From that day on they go to school on their own, with their school friends.

Initiative fully operational. It is easy to obtain good results after one year of activity, but more difficult to maintain the results achieved: the educational pathway has to be renewed in the primary classes; increasingly involving and demanding programmes must be developed together with the children and families from the other classes. One idea is to propose a "Pedestrian's Licence" and then that of the Cyclist. Children could be involved in the activity of enforcing the respect of their rights as pedestrians and cyclists.

The results

In the early experiments run in 1994 a steep rise was observed in the number of children going to school on their own after the start-up of the initiative, followed by a slow decline. The percentage autonomy rose from an initial 12% to 30%, but it proved impossible to increase it further (Baraldi et al., 2000). It was deemed that the school and the Town Hall could play a decisive role in the success of the initiative. Indeed, in the latest experiments undertaken, with the strong involvement of the school and a greater commitment by the Town Hall, the percentage autonomy rose from the initial 12% to over 50% at the end of the first year. In the second year the percentage has remained constant in spite of the departure of the (more autonomous) fifth grades and the arrival of the (less autonomous) new first grades and of Winter. If the school were to undertake this initiative as a teaching activity and of the Town Hall were committed to taking the necessary action requested by the children and their families, very positive results could be achieved.
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