Consider Safety First in Bicycle Gifts

Sources: Cheryl Wyatt, National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Consumer Product Safety Commission 

When a bicycle is at the top of a child or grandchild's gift list, doing a little homework before you go shopping will ensure that you choose the right bike for the child(s age and abilities.

Be sure to select a bicycle to fit the child's size today, rather than one he or she will (grow into( later. A child can lose control and sustain injuries when riding an oversized bicycle.  It is the right size when the child can sit on the seat with feet flat on the ground, and the handlebar is no higher than shoulder level. A bicycle also should suit the rider(s ability and the type of riding he or she most frequently does.

For a beginner, choose a bicycle with coaster or foot brakes instead of the complicated hand breaks.  Also, look for rubber-treated pedals, metal ones with serrated rattrap edges or firmly attached toe clips. Avoid slippery plastic pedals.
Training wheels should be adjusted as the child(s riding skills improve. Work toward eliminating training wheels by teaching the child braking, balance and pedaling skills in this order.

Federal regulations require reflectors on the bicycle front and rear and on pedals and wheels. A bicycle with front and rear lights will improve the bicyclist(s nighttime visibility and help others see the rider. Young children should never ride at night. 

Before letting a child use a bicycle, thoroughly read the owner(s manual and be sure all bicycle parts are secure and properly working. You might want to go over the manual with the child.

Remember to include bicycle safety gear on your gift list and encourage its proper use so the child will not become part of bicycle injury or fatality statistics. About 500,000 bicycle-related injuries are treated in hospital emergency rooms annually and approximately 900 bicycle-related deaths occur in the United States each year.

To protect a child(s brain from injury, put a bicycle helmet at the top of the list.  A helmet should snugly fit and not obstruct the child(s field of vision. Use extra padding that comes with a helmet to ensure a proper fit; then gradually remove padding as the child(s head grows. The helmet should have strong, wide straps that snugly fasten under the chin.  Also, it should fit flat on the child(s head and be well-ventilated.

Choose a brightly-colored helmet that will be visible to everyone driving and riding on the road. For fun, children can decorate their helmets with reflective stickers.

When buying a helmet, look inside for a Consumer Product Safety Commission sticker, indicating the helmet meets tough CPSC standards, or a Snell sticker. The Snell Memorial Foundation is a non-profit organization that tests helmet safety and sets stringent standards.

A helmet should always be fastened when the child is riding a bicycle.

Other safety equipment includes padded gloves, wrist bands, and knee and elbow pads.

Since wearing proper clothing can help keep a child safe when riding a bicycle, consider giving clothes or accessories as part of the child(s safety gear. Neon, fluorescent or brightly-colored clothes will help other people see the child. Clothing should be close-fitting to keep it from getting caught in the moving parts of the bicycle.  Shoes should grip the bicycle pedals. Riding gloves will protect children(s hands.

If the child already owns a bicycle, you might give a gift of proper maintenance, especially if you(re mechanically gifted. Remember, a bicycle should be tuned at least once a year, more often if it(s regularly ridden.

To keep the chain and other metal parts from rusting, keep the bike indoors or beneath a shelter, especially on rainy days.

Replace all damaged or worn parts including tires, brake pads and cables, chain guards, chain links, spokes, screws and bolts, and handlebar grips. Remove dirt and grime from the chain and other moving parts and regularly oil them, being sure to keep oil off rubber.

  Adjust the handlebar for height as needed and tighten all bolts. Periodically inspect the frame, fork, spindles and other components for cracking. Be sure the wheels are straight and securely fastened. Check tire air pressure and inflate tires to the manufacturer(s recommended level.

A 4-H Youth Development member can choose "4-H Bicycle Adventures" as a project.  It is a good way to learn self-reliance and how to safely ride a bicycle.  

4-H is a community of young people across America learning leadership, citizenship and life skills.


Your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service also has more information about buying the right bicycle for a child and bicycle safety.


Educational programs of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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