Teaching safety in the Big Apple

Mary Frances Dunham

This article was excerpted from
Bicycle Forum, Bikecentennial’s jour-
nal of bicycle advocacy, where it
appeared in Issue Number 21. To sub-
scribe to the Forum, send $14.95 for
four quarterly issues to Bicycle
Forum, P.O. Box 8308-BR, Missoula,
MT 59807. For faster service call
(406) 721-1776, and order your sub-
scription with your VISA, Mastercard,
or American Express charge card.

New York City, in spite of its large
cycling population, fails to provide
bicycle safety instruction for its
school-age children. The city’s chil-
dren grow up generation after genera-
tion acquiring the cycling habits that
are often blamed for New York's bicy-
cle-related accidents.

Anxious to correct this situation, I
designed a bicycle education program
specifically for New York City chil-
dren. In the spring of 1988 I showed it
to various government agencies and
community centers. The Manhattan
division of the Girl Scout Council of
Greater New York was the agency that
offered the earliest opportunity for
implementation.

While designing the program I re-
read the literature on bicycle education
that I had collected over a period of
several years, including important arti-
cles from issues of this magazine
(Bicycle Forum). 1 also visited one of
the rodeos that a creative police officer
conducts on Long Island, using a spe-
cially-equipped van to carry instruc-
tors and equipment from one commu-
nity to another.

From this preparation I gleaned
many useful ideas, especially sugges-
tions for teaching aids and how to set
up a rodeo. However, no one program
seemed quite suitable for New York’s
city children.

The rodeos and training lessons
that I read about were based mainly on
suburban conditions. In the suburbs,
parking lots and quiet streets seem to
be available for cycling practice, but
in New York open spaces are scarce;
on-street cycling practice for young
children is out of the question.

In suburban communities young
children can travel by car to a training
site with their bikes in tow or they can
cycle to a site on sidewalks; city chil-
dren generally travel by bus (no bikes
allowed) or have difficulty walking

with their bikes if the site is many
blocks away. The cycling instructor,
therefore, must provide bicycles and
must have an assistant to supervise the
children while they wait their turn.
On-bike sessions must include off-
bike activities for these children.

I found that I needed to shift the
topic priorities of the programs
described in the literature in order to
cover the hazards most frequently met
by New York cyclists. For instance,
how to cycle out of driveways figured
heavily in the literature, but in New
York how to edge around double-
parked trucks or how to weave around
starting-and-stopping buses are skills
that need special attention.

Hand signalling is expected in sub-
urban traffic, but in the tightly packed
traffic of New York, cyclists need to
keep both hands on the handlebars,
generally indicating their directions by
eye contact with surrounding drivers
and by cycling predictably according
to the general flow of the traffic.

As well as teaching children
cycling skills, a bicycle education pro-
gram for New York children should, I
felt, show how bicycles fit into the
rich network of the city’s many trans-
portation systems. I planned off-bike
activities that would give children
experience in observing the city as an
active hub of the world. I hoped that
New York children would respect
bicycles in this context as versatile
and economical vehicles for travel as
well as local transportation.

Directed by the Girl Scout Council,
my “Wheels” program, as the agency
called it, became the focal component
of a 2 1/2-week day camp in my area.
It was attended by eight girls. Their
ages ranged from 7 to 14 years and
their ethnic and social backgrounds
reflected the diversity of the city at
large. Only two girls owned bikes, but
all of them knew how to ride.

I was able to try out most of the
activities that I hoped would be fun as
well as instructive. I conducted five
twice-weekly sessions of on-bike
training based on bicycle rodeo rou-
tines. These sessions were held in a
basketball practice court. One after-
noon was spent in a park where the
girls had a chance to practice downhill
control and where they could ride
freely on smooth and open roads.

The on-bike sessions were accom-

panied by off-bike sit-down sessions
that included a variety of activities
related to transportation topics. A chi-
ropractor who is also a bicycle racer
gave a vividly illustrated talk on what
different accidents can do to the
human body and why helmets are
advisable. A former bicycle repairman
demonstrated how to patch a punc-
tured tire. I taught some map reading
and map making with exercises in
using a compass and in drawing grids.

We made three field trips: a visit to
Roosevelt Island with its aerial
tramway, a ride on the Staten Island
Ferry across New York's busy harbor,
and a visit to the NYC Department of
Transportation Police Training Acade-
my. There the staff presented an
engaging afternoon of short films,
talks by different officers and a
demonstration of traffic directing.

The last session of the program was
devoted to a show held in a communi-
ty center’s entrance plaza. Our audi-
ence consisted of mothers, several
heads of community agencies, and a
number of interested passersby. Each
girl performed in a five-challenge
rodeo. The girls also staged a skit fea-
turing bicycleés and sang an amusing
“rap” they composed about bicycle
safety precautions. They presented
posters they had made to show the
activities of the program. They all
received Girl Scout bicycling badges.

It was difficult to judge how much
the girls had learned by the end of
such a mixed program, but they
seemed to have enjoyed the activities,
the games—and final performance
probably the most. They needed much
more on-bike practice than we had the
space or time for in order to master the
cycling skills basic to safe cycling.
They left the program, however,
understanding more clearly than when
they began that using their heads was
as important as physical prowess for
accident-free and smooth cycling.

By comparison to city-wide bicycle
education programs started, for exam-
ple, in Miami and Los Angeles, the
“Wheels” effort seems limited and
insignificant. Nevertheless, it was a
first step in New York City where con-
ditions are particularly adverse to giv-
ing on-bike instruction. Now, at least,
one program has been tested on home
ground to which other New York
agencies can turn for guidance. v
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BikeReport is published 9 times yearly by Bikecentennial, Inc., a nonprofit service organiza-
tion for recreational touring bicyclists. Since its incorporation in 1974, Bikecentennial has
developed and mapped a nationwide network of bicycle touring routes and has produced a vari-
ety of publications and services for bicyclists, including: The Cyclists’ Yellow Pages, a complete
trip planning resource; The Cyclosource Catalog, a collection of books, maps, and specialty
products; and a Trips Program that offers a wide variety of organized tours ranging from 6 to 90
days in length.

Individual membership costs $22 yearly, and includes a subscription to BikeReport, The
Cyclists’ Yellow Pages, and discounts on Bikecentennial maps and products. Bikecentennial is
also a leader in advocacy and educational programs for bicyclists, and publishes Bicycle Forum,
a national magazine for bicycling professionals and advocates. A yearly subscription to Bicycle
Forum is available from Bikecentennial for $14.95 and includes four quarterly issues.

Bikecentennial headquarters are located at 113 W. Main, Missoula, MT 59802. The sub-
scription address for BikeReport and Bicycle Forum is P.O. Box 8308, Missoula, MT 59807.
For membership information call (406) 721-1776; for sales orders, call (406) 721-8719. Free-
lance contributions to BikeReport are welcomed, and may be addressed to the Editor at either
address above. The entire contents of BikeReport are copyrighted by Bikecentennial, Inc., and
may not be reproduced in any manner, either in whole or in part, without written permission
from Bikecentennial. All rights reserved.
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