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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 1 Family Cycling

Cycling can be a fun recreational activity or means of transport for the 
entire family. There is equipment available for cycling with children of 
just about any age, from 1 year old and upward. Most children will enjoy 
cycling, as long as you keep the journeys to a reasonable length and 
provide interesting destinations or activities for the kids when you are 
stopped.

Bike North has prepared a series of ‘info sheets’ to outline the pros and 
cons of the various equipment available for cycling with children.  This fi rst 
sheet is intended to provide an overall introduction to family cycling.

Child seat (info sheet 2) Age 1-5
Trailer (info sheet 3) Age 1-5
Trailer Bike (sometimes referred to as a ‘tag-a-long’, info sheet 4) Age 4.5 - 11
Tandem (info sheet 5) Age 4.5 - Adult
Teaching Children to Ride (info sheet 6) Age 3+
Independent Cycling (info sheet 7) Age >10

The age at which children are old enough to learn to ride a bike depends very much on the child.  Bike 
North does not recommend independent cycling for children below the age of 10 on public roads. From 
10 onwards children are old enough to start learning the road rules and cycling skills on the road under 
adult supervision.

Is cycling with children safe? The answer to this is yes. If you are not a competent cyclist yourself, Bike 
North would recommend practicing to attain a level of cycling competency prior to cycling with a child 
in a seat or trailer.  When cycling with children it is most pleasant to search for and explore quiet streets 
close to your home. Busier streets, while no less safe for competent cyclists, tend to be less enjoyable for 
cycling.  Starting children early in cycling teaches them to ride safely, under parental supervision, prior 
to going out on their own.

When cycling, with younger children in particular, it is best to keep trips short so that the child in a seat or 
a trailer does not get bored. Try to have an objective for the trip such as going to the playground or another 
destination that will interest 
the child.  When children 
are participating such as 
on a trailer bike or tandem 
the possible length for the 
trip is determined by the 
interest / endurance of the 
child.

Like adults, children should 
always wear helmets while 
riding or being carried on a 
bike.  Some manufacturers 
make special small-sized 
helmets (such as the ‘Li’l 
Bell Shell’) for infants, 
and most manufacturers 
make helmets for older 
children.’
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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 2

Cycling can be a 
fun recreational 
activity or means 
of transport for 
the entire family. 
There is equipment 
available for 
cycling with 
children of just 
about any age, 

from 1 year old and upward. Most children will 
enjoy cycling, as long as you keep the journeys 
to a reasonable length and provide interesting 
destinations or activities for the kids when you are 
stopped. Child seats are a good option for many 
people wishing to cycle with children.

If you are not a competent cyclist yourself, Bike 
North would recommend practicing to attain a 
level of cycling competency prior to cycling with 
a child in a seat.

Child seats vary in price but you should be able 
to get one of reasonable quality for about $140 
(including rack).  The seat should be comfortably 
moulded, with a good, easily adjusted harness 
system.  The seat should include foot rests and 
restraints to prevent the child’s foot from becoming 
entangled in the rear wheel of the bike. Some seats 
also have a small amount of storage capacity built 
into the seat itself. This can be handy for storing 
tools, keys, money etc. Some seats incorporate a 
handlebar in front of the child. A slightly reclined 
position is possible on some seats allowing children 
to sleep more easily.

When buying a seat you should also consider how 
easy it is to remove the seat from the rear rack, for 
times when it is not needed. If you will be using the 
seat on more than one bike you should consider 
whether it is possible to purchase additional racks 
to go with the seat. Most seats come with there own 
purpose built rack. A few seats specify a particular 
type of rack for use with the seat. An important 
consideration is the functionality of the rack that 
comes with the seat (or is specifi ed for use with 
the seat) for fi tting panniers and load carrying at 
times when the seat is not being used.

Relative advantages of child seats compared to 
trailers:

• Considerably cheaper than a trailer.

• Lighter and faster than a trailer. It is possible 
for one adult to carry a bike with seat attached 
(not so for a trailer)

• More maneuverable than a trailer for getting 
through obstacles and dodging potholes.

• Easier to store and transport than a trailer.

• Child is physically closer to person riding the 
bike and communication can be easier with 
both the parent/rider and other cyclists making 
the cycling experience more enjoyable.

• Better view from the seat than trailer.

Relative Disadvantages of Child Seats Compared 
to Trailers:

• Reduced luggage capacity on the bike (this can 
be avoided by the use of front panniers which 
also provide better weight distribution, see 
photo).

• Greater impact on the bikes handling and 
stability.

• Only able to transport one child at a time.

• Child seats do not offer the rollover protection 
provided by a trailer. Trailers will remain 
upright if the bike goes down (although like all 
cycling, cycling with a child on a child seat is 
a relatively safe activity).

• The level of protection from the weather (sun, 
wind and rain) is not as good as that of a 
trailer.
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Child Seats

Typical child seat, front panniers used to enhance 
luggage carrying capacity.
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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 3

Cycling can be a 
fun recreational 
activity or means 
of transport 
for the entire 
family. There 
is equipment 
available for 
cycling with 
children of just 

about any age, from 1 year old and upward. Most 
children will enjoy cycling, as long as you keep 
the journeys to a reasonable length and provide 
interesting destinations or activities for the kids 
when you are stopped. A A child trailers is one of 
the options available to people wishing to cycle 
with children.

If you are not a competent cyclist yourself, Bike 
North would recommend practicing to attain a 
level of cycling competency prior to cycling with 
a child in a trailer.

Trailers vary in price but trailers of reasonable 
quality will be around $500-$800.  Some trailers 
are also available with optional front wheels and 
rear handlebar for use as a jogging stroller. Most 
trailers have space to accommodate two children 
and a typical load carrying capacity of 50 kg. 
Trailers are available for one child only and these 
are relatively lighter and narrower than those for 
two children. The typical empty weight of a trailer 
(for two children) is around 12 kg. Most modern 
trailers have the children sitting side by side and 
facing forward. Typically there is a reasonable 
space for storage behind the seat, accessible from 
the rear of the trailer. Good trailers have a drawbar 
which either attaches to, or near the rear axle of 
the bicycle. The attachment should be secure, fast 
and easy to attach or remove. The drawbar should 
allow relative rotation about three axes.

When purchasing a trailer, consider how easily it 
folds down for transporting and storage. The trailer 
should have a secure, easily adjusted and simple to 
use harnessing system for the number of children 
the trailer is designed for. Cheaper trailers tend 
to have smaller wheels, often of moulded plastic 
construction and fi tted on cantilevered axles. 
More expensive trailers tend to have spoked alloy 
wheels, of 20” diameter. These wheels often have 
an external support, running outside of the trailer.

Another important consideration is the level and 
fl exibility of the weather protection provided by the 
trailer. Good trailers allow adjustment of airfl ow 

to cater for different weather conditions. Typically 
the front of the trailer will have a roll down, plastic 
cover. Inside this there may be a mesh cover. In 
hot conditions the plastic cover can be rolled up 
to allow enhanced air fl ow. 

Relative advantages of trailers compared to child 
seats:

• The trailer, unlike the bike seat, has almost 
no effect on the bike handling. Apart from the 
obvious reduction in speed

• Much easier to store luggage with a trailer 
including children’s toys

• The trailer can carry two children at once.

• The trailer provides better protection from the 
weather than the seat.

• The trailer is safer than the seat due to its rollover 
protection and inherent stability (although 
cycling with a seat is also safe).

Relative disadvantages of trailers compared to 
child seats:

• Considerably more expensive.

• Heavier & slower to tow.

• Takes up more storage space at home.
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Child Trailers

A good quality trailer for two children.
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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 4

Cycling can be 
an enjoyable 
r e c r e a t i o n a l 
activity or means 
of transport for 
the entire family. 
Equipment is 
available for 
cycling with 
children of just 

about any age, from one year old upward. Most 
children will enjoy cycling, as long as you keep 
the journeys to a reasonable length and provide 
interesting destinations or activities for the kids 
when you are stopped. Trailer bikes an economical 
option available for people wishing to cycle with 
children aged from about 4 ½ years old to 10 years 
old.

If you are not a competent cyclist yourself, Bike 
North recommends practising to attain a level of 
cycling competency prior to cycling with a child 
on a trailer bike.

Trailer bikes, also known as tag-alongs, have become 
widely available from local bicycle shops in Sydney, 
and typically cost $300-$500. Folding versions 
are much easier to transport in the boot of a car.  
Versions with gears (usually 6) are recommended 
if you anticipate riding with older children in hilly 
terrain.

Trailer bikes 
usually attach 
via an articulated 
hitch to the back of 
an adults road or 
mountain bike, and 
have pedals for the 
child to drive their 
wheel. Alternatively the better models attach to a 
special hinge post mounted directly over the rear 
axle, which gives better handling. With a trailer 
bike, the child’s pedalling is independent of the 
adult.  They can pedal when they want, and stop 
when they want. Trailer bikes have quick release 
systems enabling easy detachment.

It may take the adult a few rides to get used to the 
feeling of riding with a trailer bike.  A feeling of 
instability and some wobbles are normal in the 
fi rst ride, but after a few rides, most people feel 
quite “at home”, and suffi ciently stable with a 
trailer bike.   

The trailer bike is generally greatly enjoyed by 
children from the outset. By age 6 the child’s 

contribution can be very signifi cant, pedaling most 
of the time, and sprinting to help up hills. Whilst 
not as fast as the adult on a solo bike, trailer bikes 
still travel at a good pace. They can be used for 
rides of up to 100km in a day if desired, although 
most will prefer shorter rides.  

Trailer bikes have a few degrees of loose play at 
the hitch – some are better than others, but play 
increases with use. One with too much loose play 
is harder to balance, so don’t buy one that fl ops a 
lot from side to side when new.  It helps to keep 
the seat-post attachment nice and tight.

Relative advantages of trailer bikes compared to 
tandems:

• Considerably Cheaper

• Child can freewheel and rest when tired on a 
trailer bike.

• Child is further back, so gets a better view

• Child learns to operate gears

• Easier to transport by car, and to store at 
home.

• More versatile - easy to convert to solo bike 
whenever desired, and back again

Relative disadvantages of trailer-bikes compared 
to tandems:

• Slower and less stable.

• Child may not pedal when they should/could

• Maximum age of child for trailer bike around 
10, whilst tandems are usable for teenagers

• Small adult bikes may require removal of rear 
rack.

• Less protected from rain than on a tandem

• Communication not as good as on tandem, due 
to greater separation
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Trailer Bikes
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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 5

Cycling can be 
an enjoyable 
r e c r e a t i o n a l 
activity or means 
of transport for 
the entire family. 
Equipment is 
available for 
cycling with 
children of just 

about any age, from 1 year old upward. Most 
children will enjoy cycling, as long as you keep 
the journeys to a reasonable length and provide 
interesting destinations or activities for the kids 
when you are stopped. Tandems are one of the 
options available to people wishing to cycle with 
children aged from about 5 years old.

If you are not a competent cyclist yourself, Bike 
North recommends practicing to attain a level of 
cycling competency prior to cycling with a child 
on a tandem.

Tandems allow two people of unequal physical 
ability to cycle together.  As with an adult couple 
of differing ability, tandems allow an adult and a 
child to ride together.  And not only does a tandem 
help match differences in cycling ability, it also 
allows you to chat while you ride.

Just as there are many types of solo bike, there 
are many types of tandem.  The most common 
tandems are ‘uprights’ using full-sized wheels and 
either mountainå bike style (i.e. fl at) handlebars, 
or dropped bars. Another type of ‘upright’ tandem 
uses small wheels (BMX-sized), allowing more 
adjustment for leg length.  There are also recumbent 
tandems, and tandems combining a recumbent 
fi rst position with an upright rear.  On upright 
tandems the front and rear crank sets are coupled 
together so that they turn together; the both riders 
must pedal in unison.

On upright tandems the front rider controls 
steering, gears and brakes.  Since this requires 
some strength, the front part of the frame is usually 
sized for a larger person, and the rear for a smaller 
one.  The front rider is known as the Captain, and 
the rear one as the Stoker.  

Because of the high initial cost, many couples 
choose a tandem sized to suit themselves, then 
adapt the rear position to a child by adding ‘kiddy-

cranks’.  This child 
stoker conversion 
consists of an 
additional crankset 
clamped to the seat 
tube of the rear seat, 
with an additional 
chain running down 
to the second crank 
set.  As the child’s 
legs grow the seat 
is adjusted upward, 
until the child’s legs 
are long enough to 

remove the additional crankset and drop the seat 
to a lower setting.

As with other types of bike, tandems vary in price 
according to quality, starting at around $1,200, 
plus the price of the child stoker conversion and 
any other accessories.  Because they are somewhat 
more complex, and produced in smaller numbers, 
expect to pay at least twice the price of a similarly 
equipped solo bike.

Relative advantages of tandems compared to 
trailer bikes:

• Faster and more stable.

• Child learns to pedal (can freewheel on a trailer 
bike).

• Child is closer, so can communicate better

• Child protected from rain by adult’s 
slipstream.

Relative disadvantages of tandems compared to 
trailer bikes:

• Considerably more expensive.

• Inconvenient to transport by car.

• Child doesn’t learn to operate gears.

• Can’t convert to solo bike.
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Family Cycling Series, Sheet 6

Cycling is one of 
the great joys of 
life. It is important 
that an adult 
(usually a parent) 
take the time to 
teach a child how 
to ride in a safe, 
caring, patient 
and encouraging 

environment. Remember to let the child learn at 
his/her own natural pace. Pushing too hard can 
take all the fun of the experience!

Age - a child will usually be ready to ride when he/
she can master basic balancing. On average, this 
will be about 6 to 7 years of age but the normal 
range is between 4 and 9 years.

Tricycles, scooters, and bikes with training wheels 
- cycling involves the basic skills of balancing, 
pedaling, steering, and braking. On tricycles, 
children learn how to pedal and steer. On scooters 
they learn how to steer, and balance and brake 
while on their feet. On bikes with training wheels, 
children learn how to pedal, steer and brake. 
However, a kid who has not used a trike, scooter 
or bike with training wheels can still learn how to 
ride a bike - it might just take a little longer.

The traditional, and perhaps, best, way to teach a 
child is outlined below:

• Make sure the child is wearing a bike helmet 
and that the helmet is properly adjusted - in 
Australia, all commercially-sold helmets have 
to meet the relevant safety standards. (AS/NZS 
2063)

• Adjust the saddle so that the child can reach 
the ground easily with his/her feet.

• Go somewhere quiet with no traffi c.

• Have the child stand astride the bike. If the child 
does not know, show him/her how to steer and 
brake, steadily. Then have the child sit in the 
saddle and walk/scoot the bike around to get a 
bit of a feel for balancing, steering, and braking. 
If you wish, you can take the pedals off to make 
it easier for the child. Let the child continue 
doing this until he/she feels comfortable and 
appears ready for a new step.

• With the pedals back on, show the child how to 
“push off” on the bike by moving the left pedal 
to the 10 o’clock position or the right pedal 
to the 2 o’clock position. Then have the child 

push off a few times with you holding on to the 
back of the saddle to keep the child upright, 
and walking/running along. Some people fi nd 
that holding onto the child’s shoulders, rather 
than the back of the saddle, works better. Assure 
the child that you will hold them up and tell 
him/her to just concentrate on steering and 
pedaling. Keep encouraging the child and tell 
him/her how well they are going.

• When the child is comfortable pushing off, 
steering and pedaling with you holding on, 
take him/her to a gentle slope and have him/her 
ride or coast down a few times, with you still 
holding on and running behind. At this point, 
also teach the child to brake in a nice and 
steady way while keeping the bike straight.

• When the child shows signs of being able to 
ride and balance on their own, you can try 
letting go. Be sure to warn the child beforehand 
that you will be letting go for a little while and 
make sure that they are comfortable with the 
idea. If so, tell the child when you do let go 
and, after letting go, continue to run along with 
them, ready to catch them if they fall. Continue 
to run along with the child, ready to catch him/
her until the child can ride on his/her own.

Bike orth
inc

Learning to Ride


