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Executive Summary 
 
Since 2001, the Chicago Department of Transportation (CDOT) has 
promoted safe cycling and walking through two programs: the City 
of Chicago’s Bicycling Ambassadors and Safe Routes Ambassadors.  
In 2013, these two programs were combined from two seasonal 
programs into one year-round program.  The goals of the 
Ambassadors are safety, encouragement, and education for cyclists 
and pedestrians, reducing crashes and making Chicago a safer place 
for active transportation. 
 
The Ambassadors program is funded through two sources: CDOT 
and the Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT).  The 
combination of these agencies gives the program a perspective that 
ensures that people all over Chicago have access to this program.  
Ambassadors visit events and neighborhoods throughout the City of 
Chicago, including schools, parks, libraries, businesses, block parties, 
ward events, bike rides, farmers markets, festivals, lake front trail 
outreach and many others.  The Ambassadors also helped by acting 
as a street team during the launch of Divvy, Chicago’s bike share 
program.                  

Finally, the Ambassadors work with the Chicago Police Department 
(CPD) to enforce laws that provide a safer environment for cyclists 
and pedestrians.  
 
During the 2012-2013 school year, the Ambassadors outreach 
included: 
 

• 631 Public and Private Events 
• Direct contact with 70,000 plus people 
• 102 Targeted Enforcement events w/Bicycling 

Ambassadors 
• 178 School Events 
• 1,600 helmet fits 

 
Since the programs existed as separate entities in past years, there 
is no good comparison of numbers between years, but 2012-2013’s 
numbers nearly equaled that of 2011-2012, while operating with 
38% less staff hours.  As the combined program moves forward, it 
will continue to reach new and excited audiences with safety 
messaging and education. 
 
This report highlights the many kinds of outreach the Ambassadors 
perform: Schools, Day Camps, General Events and Targeted 
Enforcement.

http://www.chicagocompletestreets.org/
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School Outreach 

Despite the combination of the two Ambassador programs, the Safe 
Routes Ambassadors (SRAs) is still the name the program uses when 
doing outreach at schools.   

The Safe Routes Ambassadors are comprised of two to six education 
specialists per classroom who lead presentations for elementary 
and high school students on pedestrian and bicycle safety.  Safe 
Routes Ambassadors teach in-class presentations, outdoor 
workshops, and high school driver’s education presentations. 

In 2012-2013, the Safe Routes Ambassadors visited: 

• 85 Chicago elementary and high schools for in-class 
presentations, reaching more than 8,200 students and 530 
adults 

• 67 Chicago elementary schools for follow-up, on-foot 
workshops, reaching more than 5,600 students a second 
time 

• 16 Community events, reaching an additional 946 children 
and 1,018 adults 
 

In addition to leading presentations and workshops in schools, the 
Safe Routes Ambassadors also attend community events, parent 
meetings, teacher resource fairs and health fairs to reach a broader 
school and community audience.  

Elementary School Program Highlights: 

In the past, the Safe Routes program operated during the school 
year and its sister program, the Bicycling Ambassadors, operated in 

the summer months.  In FY 2012 the Safe Routes Ambassadors 
consisted of one full-time Program Manager and four seasonal 
employees.  In 2013 the SRA Program Manager position was 
eliminated, and two full-time Safe Routes Ambassadors fell under 
the direction of the Bicycling Ambassadors Program Manager.  
These two Ambassadors completed much of the scheduling and 
program development work from the CDOT office while 
simultaneously completing all school and community event 
programming from September 2012 through March 2013.  In late 
March 2013, six seasonal employees were hired to carry out SRA 
presentations in April, May, and early June, as well as for the 
Bicycling Ambassador season running May through September. 

In 2011-2012, the Safe Routes Ambassadors offered combined 
auditorium presentations to 1st and 2nd grade classrooms on 
pedestrian safety, and to 4th and 5th grade classrooms on bicycle 
safety.  In the past, the SRAs offered all programming – in-class and 
outdoor – to only individual 2nd and 5th grade classrooms.  This new 
method was an attempt to reach more students with safety 
messaging, with messaging reinforced from 1st to 2nd grade, and 4th 
to 5th grade.  However, presenting to multiple classrooms at once 
proved to be especially challenging with younger students, and was 
not conducive to learning the material presented.  For these 
reasons, in 2012-2013 the SRAs returned to primarily offering 
presentations to single classrooms, with only a few exceptions 
made on a case-by-case basis to accommodate challenging school 
schedules. 

In FY 2013, the total number of elementary schools visited 
increased to 83, up from 81 in the previous year.  Due in part to 
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staffing reductions and the renewed focus on single-classroom 
presentations, the total number of students educated in-class fell 
from the previous year.  However, in FY13 both the number and 
percentage of students educated a second time in outdoor 
workshops increased from the 2011-2012 school year. 

In FY 2013, the SRAs offered parent and community workshops to 
increase the value of the material taught in class.  The SRAs also 
continued to attend school and community events to distribute 
information about pedestrian and bicycle safety.  

The table to the right summarizes the activities of the Safe Routes 
Ambassadors in FY 2013 compared to the previous year, for 
elementary-based programming and community events.  

High-Risk Focus Schools: 

In early 2013, the Safe Routes Ambassadors began using 2011 crash 
data to identify schools in high-risk areas of Chicago.  Elementary 
schools were sorted by incidence of car/pedestrian and car/bicycle 
crashes in their neighborhoods, and program coordinators began 
reaching out to schools in high-risk areas to offer bicycle and safety 
programming.  The majority of these schools had not taken 
advantage of the SRA program in past years, and SRAs were 
successful in scheduling a number of them for first-time educational 
programming. 

Of the 85 schools visited in FY 2013, SRAs presented at 12 of the 100 
Chicago schools with the highest overall crash incidence rating in 
2011, and at 22 of the top 200 (23 when crashes were weighted for 
severity).  Over one quarter (27%) of all schools visited in FY 2013 

were located in high-risk areas for pedestrian and bicycle crashes, 
per 2011 data.  The Safe Routes Ambassadors program will continue 
to identify and reach out to schools in these areas in FY 2014, with 
the goal of increasing education services to those students and 
communities most in need. 

 

 

 2011-2012 2012-2013 

Elementary Schools 81 83 

Schools Visited Twice 62 67 

Percent Schools Revisited 77% 81% 

   

Students Educated 9545 7978 

Students Visited Twice 5573 5614 

Percent Students Revisited 58% 70% 

   

Community Events 28 16 

Children reached 595 946 

Adults/Parents reached 1580 1018 
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Teen Safety Campaign:  

In FY 2013, in order to focus on providing quality education to as 
many elementary-aged students as possible, the Safe Routes 
Ambassadors reduced the amount high school programming from 
that offered in FY 2012.  The SRAs presented to driver’s education 
classes at 2 Chicago high schools, reaching 10 classes and 262 
students.  A return to high school oriented education is planned for 
2013-2014, with a curriculum based in pedestrian and bicycling 
safety, and how that affects teens as new drivers. 

Program Evaluation: 

The Safe Routes Ambassadors conducted an Institutional Review 
Board-approved evaluation of the elementary school programming 
in the 2012-2013 school years.  SRAs administered pre- and post-
tests to students at 20 Chicago Public Elementary Schools to 
determine the effectiveness of the program’s safety presentations 
and outdoor workshops in teaching pedestrian and bicycle safety 
information and skills to Chicago’s students.  The evaluation also 
measured the difference in knowledge retention for students that 
participate in one presentation compared to both a presentation 
and a workshop. 

Both 2nd and 5th grade classrooms were tested on pedestrian and 
bicycle safety information before the in-class SRA presentation, and 
then again after it.  Second grade students showed an improvement 
in test scores of about 45% and 5th grade students showed an 
improvement of about 44%.  A separate group of 2nd graders was 
also tested before the in-class presentation, and again after the 

follow-up outdoor workshop.  These students also showed score 
improvements of about 45%.  These results indicate that the SRA 
programming is very successful in teaching the intended material in 
an in-class setting, and also that the combination of two visits 
effectively imparts enduring knowledge of safety.
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Day Camp and Youth Outreach 

Since 2005, the Ambassador program has worked with the Chicago 
Park District to educate youth at Chicago Park District Day Camps.  
The Park District hires teenagers who work with the Ambassadors as 
Junior Ambassadors.  The Junior Ambassadors work in teams, travel 
by bike to day camps all over the city and educate 6-12 year olds 
about safe cycling habits and the importance of wearing helmets. 

During the summer of 2013, 12 Junior Ambassadors and four adult 
Ambassadors: 

• Visited 134 Day camps 
• Directly contacted 20,000 children and youth with bike 

safety messaging 
 

A unique aspect of the Junior Ambassadors is that they are one of 
the only peer-to-peer bike education programs in the United States.  
A small group of young people reaching so many of their peers 
indicates that this kind of education is invaluable.  
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Targeted Enforcement 

The Chicago Pedestrian and Bicycle Safety Initiative expanded its 
enforcement program this year to make the streets of Chicago safer 
for people who walk and bike.  Program activities included bicycle 
safety enforcement with police officers and the Bicycling 
Ambassadors, police-only crosswalk enforcement events, 
pedestrian safety missions, and targeted police district outreach.  In 
FY 2013 there were 146 enforcement events, 102 bike safety 
events, 42 crosswalk enforcement events and one pedestrian safety 
mission.  Targeted enforcement resulted in 2,435 citations for 
unsafe behaviors that impacted pedestrians and cyclists.  A result of 
our Chicago Police Department (CPD)-CDOT coordinating meetings, 
weekly targeted police outreach focused on high-traffic crash 
locations as provided by CDOT.  Combined, there were 3,380 
citations issued as a result of CDOT-CPD pedestrian and bicycle 
safety efforts. 
 
Crosswalk Enforcement 
 
To conduct successful crosswalk enforcement missions, the Chicago 
Police Department uses multiple mobile enforcement units and 
decoy pedestrians.  Officers who are positioned at each crosswalk 
observe and approach motorists that fail to yield to pedestrians.  
When an officer issues a ticket for “failure to stop” and witnesses 
the violation, it reduces the chance of the ticket being thrown out in 
court.  Squad car pursuit promotes officers’ personal safety and 
provides a strategy they can apply during regular traffic 
enforcement assignments.  Locations were chosen by CDOT based 
on high pedestrian crash data as well as special requests from 
aldermanic offices.  

 

 

 

 



8 

 

Bicycling Enforcement 

Together with police officers, the Bicycling Ambassadors educated 
over 18,000 Chicagoans on how to safely share the road.  In 
addition to the citations, 3,770 warnings were given by police to 
motorists and cyclists at events.  Bike safety events were held at 
peak commuting hours at the most high-crash and high-profile 
intersections selected by the Chicago Pedestrian and Bicycle Safety 
Initiative, police, and aldermen.  Locations were selected based on 
total crash rates at those intersections from the previous five years.  
Events were also staged at intersections with high numbers of 
motorist crashes with pedestrian and/or cyclists or and at 
intersections with high bicycle ridership.  Motorists and bicyclists 
were made aware of laws that protect the safety of pedestrian and 
bicyclists and the importance of upholding those laws.  Events 
focused on 12 behaviors that put bicyclists at risk:  
 

• Distracted driving 
• Speeding 
• Failure to stop for pedestrians in crosswalks 
• Failure to yield to pedestrians and bicyclists at controlled 

intersections  
• Failure to check for cyclists when opening car doors and 

before leaving parking spaces 
• Passing cyclists with less than 3 feet of clearance 
• Parking in bike lanes 
• Failure to obey traffic signs, signals and lane markings 
• Riding at night without a front headlight 
• Riding against traffic 
• Riding on the sidewalk  
• Distracted riding 
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Additional Enforcement-Focused Outreach 
At bike safety enforcement events, the Bicycling Ambassadors 
partnered with police to distribute 2,000 bicycle headlights to 
cyclists riding unlawfully with no headlight.  Lights were provided by 
the Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative.  Additional lights were donated 
by aldermen’s offices, chambers of commerce and Special Service 
Areas (SSAs) showing support for cycling in their wards.  The 
Bicycling Ambassadors also distributed 2,000 reflective ankle straps 
and arm bands to pedestrians and cyclists at these events. 
 
The enforcement program reached an additional 5 million people 
with safe road use information through high profile media events 
reported by the Chicago Sun-Times, Streetsblog Chicago, the 
Chicago Tribune, WBEZ and various other local and national blogs.
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General Education Outreach 

 
Each summer, the Ambassadors travel all over the city, speaking 
directly with Chicagoans about bicycling safely.  Traveling by bike, 
Ambassadors talk to people in all 50 wards and every police district. 
 
In 2013, Ambassadors had the opportunity to work directly with 
cyclists using the City’s Divvy bike share system.  For three weeks in 
late June and early July, Ambassadors stationed themselves at the 
busiest Divvy Stations, educating users on safe riding habits as they 
used the new bike share system. 
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