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The Safe Routes to School National Par tnership is a 

fast-growing network of nearly 500 organizations 

and professional groups working to set goals, share 

best practices, secure funding and inform agencies 

that implement Safe Routes to School programs. The 

Par tnership’s mission is to ser ve a diverse national 

community of organizations that advocates for and 

promotes the practice of safe bicycling and walking to 

and from schools throughout the United States. The 

Par tnership is hosted by the Bikes Belong Foundation, 

a 501(c)(3) nonprof it, which is a sister organization to 

the Bikes Belong Coalition. For more information, visit 

www.saferoutespartnership.org. 

This resource guide was made possible through invaluable contributions from a 
number of authors, reviewers and funders. The Safe Routes to School National 
Par tnership is grateful for their assistance. 

Authors: 
The Safe Routes to School National Par tnership and Bogli Consulting, Inc. 
collaborated to write this resource guide to ensure that it included perspectives from 
education, school health and Safe Routes to School. Authors include:
•	 Margo Pedroso, Deputy Director, Safe Routes to School National Par tnership
•	 Jessica Bogli, MS, Director, Bogli Consulting, Inc.
•	 Maesie Speer, Bogli Consulting, Inc.
•	 Scott Bricker, Por tland, Oregon
•	 Elizabeth K. Thorne, MPH Research Associate, Por tland State University

Reviewers:
A number of individuals graciously agreed to review an early draf t of this resource 
guide. Their input and suggestions were ex tremely useful in ensuring that the 
resource guide was accessible and engaging to education professionals and 
policymakers. Reviewers include:
•	 Trent E. Applegate, HSD, MPH; Chair, American School Health Association’s Injur y 

and Violence Prevention Council and Lecturer, Indiana University ’s Depar tment 
of Applied Health Science

•	 Kelly Beckwith, MPH; Project Director, American Association of School 
Administrators

•	 Brenda Z. Greene, MFA; Director of School Health Programs, National School 
Boards Association

•	 Susan Schoenberg, MS; National Association for Spor t and Physical Education
•	 Elizabeth M. Walker, MS; Project Director, National Association of State Boards 

of Education
•	 Risa Wilkerson, MA; Project Of f icer, Active Living by Design
•	 Susan Wooley, PhD, CHES; Executive Director, American School Health 

Association

Funders: 
This publication was made possible by grant number 5U38HM000459-02 from the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, through a contract with the American 
Public Health Association. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent the of f icial views of the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention or the American Public Health Association. 

T h i s  r e s o u r c e  g u i d e  w a s  i s s u e d  by  t h e  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  N a t i o n a l  Pa r t n e r s h i p

Acknowledgements

S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l



3

Ta b l e  o f  Co n t e n t s

Foreword............................................................................................................. 4

Introduction........................................................................................................ 5

Making the Case: Why Physical Activity Matters for Education 	
Policymakers and Professionals............................................................................. 6

The Role of Safe Routes to School in Student Physical Activity................................12

Steps to a Successful Safe Routes to School Program............................................. 20

Safe Routes to School Policies and Action Steps.....................................................24

	 Building Ef fective Par tnerships..................................................................... 26

	 Addressing Traf f ic Safety through Infrastructure and Enforcement.................. 36

	 Incorporating Safe Routes to School into School Wellness Policies................... 44

	 Teaching Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety......................................................... 50

	 �Ensuring that School Transpor tation Policies are Inclusive 	
of Walking and Bicycling.............................................................................. 60

	 Creating Neighborhood Schools and Joint Use Policies.................................... 68

Conclusion......................................................................................................... 78

Appendix: Glossar y of Terms and Acronyms.......................................................... 79



S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l

4

As Secretar y Duncan obser ved, children need  both  academics and physical activity to 
be healthy and successful. The research tells us that physical activity has a positive 
impact on academic achievement.

One way to build more physical activity into the lives of students is through Safe 
Routes to School, a program that is designed to make it safer for more children to 
walk and bicycle to school. Young people who walk and bicycle to school are more 
physically active and have lower body mass index scores than students who are bused 
or driven to school. 

While Safe Routes to School is a relatively new program, all 50 states have funding 
to help school systems and communities improve the environment for walking and 
bicycling. In addition to the benef its related to physical activity, Safe Routes to 
School can also help school systems struggling with safety, rising bus transpor tation 
costs and a lack of connection to the community. 

The Safe Routes to School National Par tnership is pleased to present Getting 
Students Active through Safe Routes to School: Policies and Action Steps for Education 
Policymakers and Professionals. Our intent is to equip more education policymakers 
and professionals with the knowledge and tools necessar y to implement and sustain 
successful Safe Routes to School programs and suppor tive policies. 

As you will read in the pages that follow, education policymakers, administrators 
and personnel at the state, school distric t and individual school levels are f inding 
creative and ef fective solutions that get more children walking and bicycling to 
school. We hope that you f ind these stories compelling and inspiring. 

We look for ward to hearing about your successes with Safe Routes to School 
programs, policies and action steps. 

Sincerely,

￼
Deb Hubsmith, Director
Safe Routes to School National Par tnership
www.saferoutespar tnership.org

“ I  w o u l d  a r g u e  i f  w e  w a n t  o u r  s t u d e n t s  t o  b e  m u c h  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l  a c a d e m i c a l l y,  t h e y  h a v e  t o  b e  a c t i v e .  T h e s e  t h i n g s  a r e n ’ t  i n  c o n f l i c t ; 
t h e y  r e i n f o r c e  e a c h  o t h e r…W e  h a v e  t o  h a v e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  o u r  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  t h e  e a r l i e s t  o f  a g e s  t o  b e  p h y s i c a l l y  a c t i v e  a n d  b u i l d  a 
h e a l t h y  l i f e s t y l e .”   ~  �A r n e  D u n c a n ,  U . S .  S e c r e t a r y  o f  E d u c a t i o n ,  s p e a k i n g  a t  t h e  A p r i l  9 ,  2 010  W h i t e  H o u s e  C h i l d h o o d  O b e s i t y  F o r u m

Foreword
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Education policymakers and professionals are charged with one of the most critical roles in our society—ensuring that all students 
have the oppor tunity to learn in an environment that is safe and that nur tures their intellectual, social and physical growth. 

In this task education policymakers and professionals are faced with constant obstacles, and must make seemingly impossible 
decisions on allocating an ever-shrinking pool of resources while ensuring that students are meeting the necessar y academic 
benchmarks. Moreover, schools today are on the front lines of the battle against the childhood obesity epidemic. More than one-third 
of children and teens—approximately 23 million young people—are over weight or obese, and physical inactivity is one of the major 
contributing factors.1 In fact, it is projected that if the current rates of childhood over weight and obesity continue, today’s children 
will be the f irst generation of Americans with a shor ter life expectancy than their parents.2

To some, schools may be viewed solely as places of education, where students come to learn. However, it is becoming exceedingly 
clear that schools are in a prime position to inf luence the health behaviors of children and adolescents, as no other institution has so 
much continuous and intensive contact with young people. The large majority of young people ages 5 to 17 are enrolled in schools 
and spend a signif icant par t of the day and much of the year there.3 Schools, too, have a stake in the health of their students, as an 
increasing amount of published research speaks to the positive relationship between health and academic achievement. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently released a review of the research looking at the relationship between 
school-based physical activity, physical education and academic per formance. The review spanned research conducted within the 
past 23 years, and covered a broad array of contex ts in which youth par ticipate in school-based physical activity. Of the 50 studies 
included in the review, just over half (50.5 percent) found a positive association between physical activity and academic achievement 
and only 1.5 percent of the studies found a negative relationship. The researchers concluded that there is substantial evidence that 
physical activity can help improve academic achievement and that implementing strategies to help students meet national physical 
activity recommendations may in fact improve student achievement and school per formance.4 

In addition to in-school oppor tunities for physical activity, such as physical education, recess and in-class activities, students can 
meet the physical activity recommendations through activities outside of the school day. Safe Routes to School (SRTS) helps students 
be more physically active by making walking and bicycling to and from school safe, convenient and fun. Safe Routes to School 
projects across the nation are working with diverse par tners to secure the funds and resources necessar y to get more students safely 
walking and bicycling to school. 

This resource guide is intended for education policymakers, administrators and personnel at the state, school distric t and individual 
school levels. It provides a detailed examination of the most up-to-date and relevant research linking physical activity and academic 
achievement, as well as the current rates of activity among school-aged youth. Safe Routes to School is presented as a viable option 
to not only help increase students’ physical activity levels, but also as a strategy to build community suppor t for schools, help 
make the school a safer and more pleasant environment, address rising transpor tation costs and respond to national school health 
initiatives. 

Common challenges and obstacles faced by schools—such as transpor tation costs, safety and liability issues—are discussed, 
as well as ways Safe Routes to School programs can help to mitigate these issues. Safe Routes to School is discussed within the 
broader coordinated school health movement. A number of policies and action steps at the state, school distric t and school levels 
are suggested that can help successfully implement and institutionalize a Safe Routes to School program. Stories from communities 
across the nation provide “on the ground” examples of dif ferent ways Safe Routes to School programs can be implemented, and how 
communities work to address common barriers.

	 Introduction



	
	

Education professionals and policymakers are charged with one of the most critical 
roles of our society—ensuring that all students have the oppor tunity to learn in an 
environment that is safe and nur tures their intellectual, social and physical growth. 

In this task they are faced with constant obstacles, and must make seemingly 
impossible decisions; from the allocation of an ever-shrinking pool of resources to 
ensuring that students are meeting the necessar y academic benchmarks, which in 
turn sustain school funding. Moreover, schools today are on the front lines of the 
battle against the childhood obesity epidemic. More than one third of children and 
teens, approximately 23 million young people, are over weight or obese, and physical 
inactivity is one of the major contributing factors (Active Living Research, 2007). 
In fact, it is projected that if the current rates of childhood over weight and obesity 
continue, this will be the f irst generation of Americans with a shor ter life expectancy 
than their parents (Olshansky et al. 2005). While this statistic is staggering, it is a 
situation that can be amended through raised awareness, informed policies, and 
implementation of targeted programs and practices within school communities. 

In fact, schools are in a prime position to inf luence the health behaviors of children 
and adolescents. No other institution has as much continuous and intensive contact 
with young people. A majority of young people aged 5-17 years are enrolled in 
schools and spend a signif icant par t of the day, and much of the year there (Longley 
& Sneed, 2009). Schools too have a stake in the health of their students, as an 
increasing amount of published research speaks to the positive relationship between 
health and academic achievement.

In this resource guide, you will f ind a review of the most up-to-date research on the 
relationship between physical activity and academic achievement, as well as the 
current rates of activity among school-age youth. You will learn how Safe Routes to 
School (SRTS) is engaging schools and families to increase physical activity as par t of 
the trip to and from school. This guide presents SRTS within the larger coordinated 
school health movement, and of fers a number of policies and action steps at the 
state, school distric t and school levels to successfully implement and institutionalize 
a Safe Routes to School program in your community.

W hy  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y  M a t t e r s  f o r  E d u c a t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

Making the Case
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R e s o u r c e s

P h y s i c a l  A c t i v i t y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s :  
w w w. c d c . g o v/ p h y s i c a l a c t i v i t y

T h i s  i s  w h e r e  t h e  p u l l - o u t  q u o t e  w o u l d  b e  p l a c e d : 
C o l o r a d o  s t a t u t e  2 2 -32 -13 6  (2 0 0 5)  e n c o u r a g e s 
l o c a l  d i s t r i c t s  t o  a d o p t  a  p o l i c y  e n s u r i n g  t h a t  e v e r y 
s t u d e n t  h a s  a c c e s s  t o  d a i l y  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y .

	
	
	
	

The relationship between physical activity and academic achievement is receiving 
increased attention from educational policymakers, educators, researchers and 
public health authorities. For many, the connection between health and readiness 
to learn is instinctively clear. And, a growing body of research suggests a positive 
relationship between physical activity and indicators of academic achievement, such 
as grade point averages and scores on standardized tests. 
 
Findings from large, nationally representative studies show that physical activity has 
a positive impact on academic achievement in both young children5 and adolescents,6 
regardless of other factors such as age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity and prior 
achievement scores. These f indings are impor tant, as socioeconomic status is the 
most signif icant predictor of academic achievement. The California Depar tment 
of Education looked at the Stanford Achievement Test scores of nearly one million 
f if th, six th and seventh graders and found that as physical f itness increased, so too 
did test scores.7 Other researchers found that third and f if th graders who displayed 
higher levels of physical f itness were more likely to have higher standardized test 
scores in reading and mathematics regardless of socioeconomic status age, gender 
and school characteristics.8    
 
A study presented at the American Hear t Association’s 2010 Conference on Nutrition, 
Physical Activity and Metabolism examined the f itness levels, body mass index 
(BMI) and scores on standardized academic achievement tests of 725 West Virginia 
students in f if th grade and again in seventh grade. The researchers found that 
students who had the highest average scores on standardized tests in reading, math, 
science and social studies were f it at the star t and end of the study. The nex t highest 
achieving group in all four subjects was made up of students who were not f it in 
f if th grade but had become f it by seventh grade. The students whose f itness levels 
had declined between f if th and seventh grades were third in academic per formance. 
Students who were not physically f it in either the f if th or seventh grades had the 
lowest academic per formance.9 
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F i n d i n g s  f r o m  l a r g e ,  n a t i o n a l l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  s t u d i e s 
s h o w  t h a t  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  h a s  a  p o s i t i v e  i m p a c t 
o n  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e m e n t  i n  b o t h  y o u n g  c h i l d r e n 5 
a n d  a d o l e s c e n t s , 6  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  o t h e r  f a c t o r s  s u c h 
a s  a g e ,  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s ,  e t h n i c i t y  a n d  p r i o r 
a c h i e v e m e n t  s c o r e s .

R e s e a r c h  S h ows  a  Po s i t i ve  R e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t we e n  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y  a n d  Ac a d e m i c 
Ac h i eve m e n t
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Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  Fi n d i n g s  Co n n e c t i n g  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y  a n d 
Ac a d e m i c  Ac h i eve m e n t

•	 Researchers analyzed test results from more than 2.4 million Texas third through twelf th graders during the 
2007-2008 school year and found signif icant correlations between physical f itness achievement and better 
per formance on state standardized tests. Higher physical f itness was also associated with better attendance 
rates and fewer disciplinar y incidents involving drugs, alcohol, violence or truancy.13

•	 Students who per formed vigorous physical activity that met or exceeded the Healthy People 2010 guidelines 
achieved higher scores on standardized tests and higher grades in their core classes.14

•	 Af ter adjusting for socioeconomic status and gender, the percent of eighth graders at academic risk (repor t 
usually getting C’s, D’s or F’s) was signif icantly higher for those with insuf f icient exercise (35 percent at risk) 
versus those who had suf f icient exercise (22 percent).15

•	 Data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study found that girls who were enrolled in physical education for 
70 minutes or more per week had signif icantly higher scores in reading and mathematics than did girls who 
were enrolled in physical education for 35 or fewer minutes per week. There was no signif icant dif ference 
among boys.16

•	 Students who were more physically f it (as determined by number of f itness tests passed) were more likely to 
pass standardized tests in math and English. When controlling for gender, ethnicity, weight status, grade and 
socioeconomic status researchers found that:

	 �•  � The odds of passing the math standardized test increased by 38 percent for each 1-unit increase in the 
number of f itness tests passed; and

	 �•  � The odds of passing the English standardized tests increased by 24 percent for each 1-unit increase in the 
number of f itness tests passed.17

Physical activity is also ex tremely impor tant for the millions of students who are 
over weight and obese. Studies have shown that physical activity can be especially 
benef icial to the cognitive functioning of over weight children.10, 11 There is also 
evidence suggesting that over weight and obese students may struggle academically 
in school, compared to their non-over weight peers. For example, Shore and 
colleagues12 found signif icant dif ferences in academic achievement, attendance and 
discipline measures between over weight and non-over weight six th and seventh 
graders. Specif ically, the GPA of over weight students was 11 percent lower than 
that of non-over weight students. Compared with non-over weight peers, over weight 
students also had 25 percent more absences from school and were f ive times more 
likely to have six or more detentions.
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Researchers believe that the relationship between physical activity and academic 
achievement is both physical and psychological. Physical activity, specif ically aerobic 
exercise (such as bicycling, running and walking) increases oxygen and the amount 
of blood f lowing to the brain, and has been shown across a number of studies to 
have positive ef fects on concentration, planning, abstract thinking, self control, 
verbal and mathematical competencies.18 Single, shor t bouts of physical activity19 
and overall physical f itness20 have both been associated with cognitive functioning. 
In fact, the most widely cited benef it of a Nor th Carolina policy mandating at least 
30 minutes of physical activity per day for students in kindergar ten through eighth 
grades was an improvement in academic focus among students.21 
 
In addition to its positive physiological ef fects, physical activity has been found to 
benef it young people psychologically as well. Increased physical activity is related 
to higher levels of self-esteem and lower levels of anxiety and stress—each of 
which has been associated with enhanced academic per formance.22-24 Another study 
found that physical activity was associated with components of mental health 
(such as self-esteem, emotional well-being and future expectations) and, when the 
activity included parental involvement, the relationship was even stronger.25 In a 
related study, researchers found that among high school seniors, those who had 
higher levels of physical activity also repor ted having better relationships with their 
parents, lower rates of repor ted depression, higher grade point averages and less use 
of cigarettes, alcohol and drugs.26

M o s t  S c h o o l - Ag e d  Yo u t h  A r e  N o t  G e t t i n g  
t h e  R e c o m m e n d e d  A m o u n t  o f  Phys i c a l 
Ac t i v i t y

According to the 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, young people aged 
6 to 17 should par ticipate in at least 60 minutes of physical activity ever y day. It is 
also recommended that most of the 60 minutes be made up of aerobic activity of 
moderate or vigorous intensity, and that the activities should be age-appropriate, 
enjoyable and varied.27

 
However, it is clear that a majority of young people in the United States are not 
attaining the recommended amount of daily physical activity. According to the 
National Health and Nutrition Examination Sur vey 2003-2004 (NHANES), only 42 
percent of children aged 6 to 11 achieved the recommended amount of physical 
activity, as measured by an accelerometer. These f igures plummeted with age, as 
only 8 percent of youth aged 12 to 15 and 7.6 percent of youth aged 16 to 19 met the 

H ow  D o e s  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y  H e l p  S t u d e n t s  Ac h i eve  i n  S c h o o l?

T h e  m o s t  w i d e l y  c i t e d  b e n e f i t  o f  a  N o r t h  C a r o l i n a 
p o l i c y  m a n d a t i n g  a t  l e a s t  3 0  m i n u t e s  o f  p h y s i c a l 
a c t i v i t y  p e r  d a y  f o r  s t u d e n t s  i n  k i n d e r g a r t e n 
t h r o u g h  e i g h t h  g r a d e s  w a s  a n  i m p r o v e m e n t  i n 
a c a d e m i c  f o c u s  a m o n g  s t u d e n t s . 21
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recommendations for physical activity. The decline in physical activity was even more 
pronounced in girls, with 34.7 percent of girls aged 6 to 11 meeting the physical 
activity guidelines versus 3.4 percent of 12 to 15 year olds.28 

These f indings are echoed in the results from the 2007 Youth Risk Behavior 
Sur veillance Sur vey (YRBSS), which found that only 34.7 percent of ninth through 
twelf th grade students were meeting the physical activity recommendations. The 
percentage of students who met the guidelines decreased with age (from 38 percent 
for all ninth graders to 29.5 percent for all twelf th graders). Again, the decline 
among girls was more pronounced with 31.5 percent of ninth grade girls meeting the 
guideline versus only 20.6 percent of twelf th grade girls.29 Data from the 2009 YRBSS 
will be released in the summer of 2010. 
 
The ubiquity of physical inactivity is a major contributor to the obesity epidemic. 
According to 2007-2008 NHANES data, approximately 34.7 percent of youth aged 6 to 
19 are considered over weight (body mass index at or above the 85th percentile) while 
18.7 percent are considered obese (body mass index at or above the 95th percentile). 
These f igures have remained consistent over the past 10 years, and disparities among 
racial and ethnic groups still persist.30

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s

Physical ac tivity guidelines:

•	 Physical activity guidelines for Americans (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 	
http://www.cdc.gov/physicalac tivity 

•	 National guidelines for physical activity and physical education (National Association for Spor t and Physical 
Education): http://w ww.aahperd.org/naspe/standards/nationalguidelines/  

•	 Healthy People 2010 national health objectives (U.S. Depar tment of Health and Human Ser vices): 	
http://www.healthypeople.gov/

Research summaries on physical ac tivity and academics:

•	 The Association between School-Based Physical Activity, Including Physical Education, and Academic Performance 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): http://www.cdc.gov/healthy youth/
health_and_academics/pdf/pa-pe_paper.pdf 

•	 Active Education: Physical Education, Physical Activity and Academic Performance Research Brief  (Active Living 
Research): http://www.ac tivelivingresearch.org/files/Ac tive_Ed_Summer2009.pdf 

Ongoing health and physical ac tivity sur veys and studies:

•	 Youth Risk Behavior Sur veillance System (YRBSS) (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 	
http://www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth/yrbs/index.htm 

•	 National Health and Nutrition Examination Sur vey (NHANES) (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 
http://w ww.cdc.gov/nchs/nhanes.htm 
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Education professionals and policymakers are charged with one of the most critical 
roles of our society—ensuring that all students have the oppor tunity to learn in an 
environment that is safe and nur tures their intellectual, social and physical growth. 

In this task they are faced with constant obstacles, and must make seemingly 
impossible decisions; from the allocation of an ever-shrinking pool of resources to 
ensuring that students are meeting the necessar y academic benchmarks, which in 
turn sustain school funding. Moreover, schools today are on the front lines of the 
battle against the childhood obesity epidemic. More than one third of children and 
teens, approximately 23 million young people, are over weight or obese, and physical 
inactivity is one of the major contributing factors (Active Living Research, 2007). 
In fact, it is projected that if the current rates of childhood over weight and obesity 
continue, this will be the f irst generation of Americans with a shor ter life expectancy 
than their parents (Olshansky et al. 2005). While this statistic is staggering, it is a 
situation that can be amended through raised awareness, informed policies, and 
implementation of targeted programs and practices within school communities. 

In fact, schools are in a prime position to inf luence the health behaviors of children 
and adolescents. No other institution has as much continuous and intensive contact 
with young people. A majority of young people aged 5-17 years are enrolled in 
schools and spend a signif icant par t of the day, and much of the year there (Longley 
& Sneed, 2009). Schools too have a stake in the health of their students, as an 
increasing amount of published research speaks to the positive relationship between 
health and academic achievement.

In this resource guide, you will f ind a review of the most up-to-date research on the 
relationship between physical activity and academic achievement, as well as the 
current rates of activity among school-age youth. You will learn how Safe Routes to 
School (SRTS) is engaging schools and families to increase physical activity as par t of 
the trip to and from school. This guide presents SRTS within the larger coordinated 
school health movement, and of fers a number of policies and action steps at the 
state, school distric t and school levels to successfully implement and institutionalize 
a Safe Routes to School program in your community.

W hy  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y  M a t t e r s  f o r  E d u c a t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s
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P h y s i c a l  A c t i v i t y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s :  
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T h i s  i s  w h e r e  t h e  p u l l - o u t  q u o t e  w o u l d  b e  p l a c e d : 
C o l o r a d o  s t a t u t e  2 2 -32 -13 6  (2 0 0 5)  e n c o u r a g e s 
l o c a l  d i s t r i c t s  t o  a d o p t  a  p o l i c y  e n s u r i n g  t h a t  e v e r y 
s t u d e n t  h a s  a c c e s s  t o  d a i l y  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y .

	
	
	
	

The Role of Safe Routes to 
School in Student Physical 
Activity

S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l

12

Safe Routes to School is a national and international movement to create safe, 
convenient and fun oppor tunities for students to walk and bicycle to and from 
school. The initiative has been designed to reverse the decline in the numbers of 
young people walking and bicycling to schools. Safe Routes to School can also play 
a critical role in reversing the alarming nationwide trend toward childhood obesity 
and inactivity discussed in the prior section of this guide. In 2005, Congress created 
the federal Safe Routes to School program and, over a six-year period, has allocated 
nearly $800 million to the state depar tments of transpor tation in all 50 states and 
the Distric t of Columbia for implementation. Communities are using this funding 
to construct new bicycle routes, pathways and sidewalks, as well as to launch 
Safe Routes to School education, encouragement and enforcement campaigns in 
elementar y and middle schools. 

The most successful Safe Routes to School programs incorporate the “f ive E’s”: 
evaluation, education, encouragement, engineering and enforcement. Through 
this comprehensive approach, students learn how to safely walk and bicycle; 
infrastructure and enforcement changes provide a safer environment for walking and 
bicycling; and students and parents are encouraged to choose active transpor tation 
for their trips to and from school. These benef its can help increase physical activity 
levels outside school and build healthy habits that will hopefully last a lifetime.

T h e  “ Fi ve  E ’s ”  o f  a  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  P r o g ra m

T h e  U . S .  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  Tr a n s p o r t a t i o n  r e c o m m e n d s  t h a t  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  e f f o r t s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s 
i n c o r p o r a t e — d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y — f i v e  c o m p o n e n t s ,  o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  t h e  F i v e  E ’s ,  o u t l i n e d  b e l o w : 

E n g i n e e r i n g — C r e a t i n g  o p e r a t i o n a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  i m p r o v e m e n t s  t o  t h e  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  s u r r o u n d i n g  s c h o o l s 
t h a t  r e d u c e  s p e e d s  a n d  p o t e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t s  w i t h  m o t o r  v e h i c l e  t r a f f i c ,  a n d  e s t a b l i s h  s a f e r  a n d  f u l l y  a c c e s s i b l e 
c r o s s i n g s ,  w a l k w a y s ,  t r a i l s  a n d  b i k e w a y s . 

E d u c a t i o n —Te a c h i n g  c h i l d r e n  a b o u t  t h e  b r o a d  r a n g e  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  c h o i c e s ,  i n s t r u c t i n g  t h e m  i n  i m p o r t a n t 
l i f e l o n g  b i c y c l i n g  a n d  w a l k i n g  s a f e t y  s k i l l s  a n d  l a u n c h i n g  d r i v e r  s a f e t y  c a m p a i g n s  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  o f  s c h o o l s . 

E n f o r c e m e n t — P a r t n e r i n g  w i t h  l o c a l  l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t  t o  e n s u r e  t r a f f i c  l a w s  a r e  o b e y e d  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  o f 
s c h o o l s  ( t h i s  i n c l u d e s  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  s p e e d s ,  y i e l d i n g  t o  p e d e s t r i a n s  i n  c r o s s w a l k s  a n d  p r o p e r  w a l k i n g  a n d 
b i c y c l i n g  b e h a v i o r s)  a n d  i n i t i a t i n g  c o m m u n i t y  e n f o r c e m e n t  s u c h  a s  c r o s s i n g  g u a r d  p r o g r a m s . 

E n c o u r a g e m e n t — U s i n g  e v e n t s  a n d  a c t i v i t i e s  t o  p r o m o t e  w a l k i n g  a n d  b i c y c l i n g . 

E v a l u a t i o n — M o n i t o r i n g  a n d  d o c u m e n t i n g  o u t c o m e s  a n d  t r e n d s  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  d a t a ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e 
c o l l e c t i o n  o f  d a t a  b e f o r e  a n d  a f t e r  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n ( s) . 
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Ac t i ve  Tra n s p o r t a t i o n  a n d  Phys i c a l  Ac t i v i t y 
L eve l s 

Safe Routes to School initiatives are focused on making it safer for more children to walk 
and bicycle to school—which is directly correlated with physical activity levels. Youth 
who walk and bicycle to school are more physically active,31,32 have lower body mass index 
(BMI) scores33 and are more likely to meet physical activity guidelines than students who 
are bused or driven to school.34 According to a study conducted with fifth graders in South 
Carolina, students who walked to school five days a week had approximately twenty-four 
more minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per day than those who walked 
less than five days or traveled by car.35 Further, a 2004 survey of over 10,000 people in 
Atlanta, Georgia showed that each additional hour spent in a car per day was associated 
with a 6 percent increase in the odds of being obese, while each additional kilometer 
walked per day was associated with a 4.8 percent reduction in the odds of being obese.36 

Unfortunately, walking and bicycling to school has declined dramatically over the years. 
Forty years ago walking to school was the norm—nearly half (48 percent) of students 
ages 5 to 14 walked or bicycled to school in 1969. By 2009, that percentage had dropped to 
just 13 percent. Conversely, 12 percent of children ages 5 to 14 arrived at school by private 
automobile in 1969, and, by 2009, this number increased to 44 percent. When measuring 
trips to school of one mile or less, a distance considered easily walkable and bikeable for 
most students, 38 percent of f ive to 14-year old students reported usually walking and 
bicycling to school in 2009, compared to 88 percent of students in 1969.37

It is critical to increase levels of walking and bicycling to school to get children more 
active and healthy. In addition, Safe Routes to School programs can have other positive 
impacts on the school environment and the larger community. By working with a diverse 
stakeholder group, Safe Routes to School programs can draw resources such as staff 
time from outside sources and organizations. Also, Safe Routes to School can help secure 
financial support and grant funding from sources like the federal Safe Routes to School 
program, nonprofit organizations, foundations, government agencies and corporate 
sponsors. Finally, because infrastructure improvements around the school that improve 
safety for students walking and bicycling also create a safer walking environment for 
the entire neighborhood, Safe Routes to School can be a means of engaging community 
residents. Up to 39 percent of the land in large urban areas of the United States is within 
one-half mile of public schools.38

Yo u t h  w h o  w a l k   a n d  b i c y c l e  t o  s c h o o l  a r e 
m o r e  p h y s i c a l l y  a c t i v e , 31 , 3 2  h a v e  l o w e r  b o d y 
m a s s  i n d e x  ( B M I )  s c o r e s 3 3  a n d  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y 
t o  m e e t  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  g u i d e l i n e s  t h a n 
s t u d e n t s  w h o  a r e  b u s e d  o r  d r i v e n  t o  s c h o o l . 3 4
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Mitigating increasing transportation costs:  Cities and states spend 14.7 billion 
dollars annually to get students to and from school, which constitutes 5 percent of a 
typical school distric t budget.39 School busing costs have increased dramatically in 
the last four decades for a number of reasons, including the rising cost of fuel and 
the longer distances students are bused. Schools are increasingly sited in outlying 
areas that are outside of walking and bicycling range. Many distric ts are also using 
“hazard busing” to transpor t students shor t distances because of unsafe roadway 
conditions. Hazard busing is far more commonly used by newer schools as opposed to 
older “neighborhood schools.” In fact, a South Carolina study found that schools built 
af ter 1971 were three times more likely to engage in hazard busing.4 0 Safe Routes to 
School programs work to alleviate the f inancial burden of hazard busing practices 
by par tnering with municipalities to improve the walking and bicycling environment 
near the school. See pages 60-67 for more information.

Greater connec tion with parents, law enforcement, local government and 
community: Successful Safe Routes to School programs are implemented and 
sustained by forging strong relationships between school systems and parents, law 
enforcement, transpor tation engineers, city planners, local government elected 
of f icials and the community at-large. In fact, one benef it of a walking school 
bus program (a group of students walking to school with one or more adults) 
was increased social connections built between schools, parents and students 
during the project.41 Schools can also benef it from closer relationships with law 
enforcement and local government, as they provide an oppor tunity for the school to 
leverage community resources, build key stakeholder buy-in and facilitate a deeper 
connection with community members. Increasing the community’s connectedness 
to the school may be critical to ensuring the needs of the school are prioritized and 
suppor ted by community leaders, elected of f icials and voters. Read pages 26-35 for 
more information on forging and maintaining impor tant par tnerships to star t and 
sustain a successful Safe Routes to School program. 

Safer, cleaner arrival and dismissal experiences:  The signif icant increase 
in the number of parents who drop their children of f at school has made arrival 
and dismissal times dangerous and stressful when the proper infrastructure and 
enforcement strategies are lacking. Vehicles entering and exiting the school area 
can cause a major safety hazard for the students who do walk and bicycle to school. 
In addition, idling cars during student drop-of f and pick-up times are a signif icant 
contributor to air pollution near schools. Vehicle emissions are a major trigger for 
asthma, one of the leading causes of school absenteeism related to chronic disease. 
In 2003, an estimated 12.8 million school days were missed due to asthma among 
the more than 4 million students who repor ted at least one asthma attack in the 

O t h e r  B e n e f i t s  o f  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l

S c h o o l s  c a n  b e n e f i t  f r o m  c l o s e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h 
l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t  a n d  l o c a l  g o v e r n m e n t ,  a s  t h e y 
p r o v i d e  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  t h e  s c h o o l  t o  l e v e r a g e 
c o m m u n i t y  r e s o u r c e s ,  b u i l d  k e y  s t a k e h o l d e r 
b u y - i n  a n d  f a c i l i t a t e  a  d e e p e r  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h 
c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s .
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S o l u t i o n s  t o  Co m m o n  Co n c e r n s  w h e n  I m p l e m e n t i n g  
a  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  P r o g ra m

	
Concerns are common when star ting a Safe Routes to School program in a school. Here are a few perceived barriers, as well as 
suggested solutions and where to go for more information.

Burden on staf f time and school f inances—Successful Safe Routes to School programs are able to overcome this obstacle 
by leveraging existing resources through par tnerships within the community. As Safe Routes to School programs become 
institutionalized, staf f and teachers can successfully integrate Safe Routes to School into their educational program and job 
duties. Safe Routes to School programs can also be a vehicle to bring in grant funding and outside exper tise or personnel from 
the federal Safe Routes to School program, nonprof its, foundations and corporations. See pages 26-35 for more information on 
building par tnerships to implement and sustain Safe Routes to School programs. 	

Testing and curriculum standards—Research shows that children who receive regular physical activity score better on 
tests and have higher cognition. In addition, Safe Routes to School classroom activities, par ticularly those focused on bicycle 
and pedestrian safety, can be tailored to meet curriculum standards and benchmarks. Turn to pages 50-59 for examples on how 
bicycle and pedestrian safety can be built into health and physical education classes. 

Liability concerns—Fear of liability can cause schools to withhold suppor t for Safe Routes to School programs. But such 
liability fears are of ten unwarranted, and common sense precautions go a long way toward avoiding liability risk. By acting 
responsibly and understanding liability issues, schools can minimize their risks. In addition, Safe Routes to School programs 
have the potential to reduce schools’ risk of liability by anticipating possible sources of danger and taking precautions to 
protect children against injur y. The Additional Resources on page 18 include links to more specif ic information on liability as it 
per tains to Safe Routes to School. 

Crime and danger—Working in concer t with law enforcement and other community members through Safe Routes to School 
programs can help make the areas near schools safer and address concerns about vandalism, bicycle thef ts and bullying on the 
trip to school. Additionally, Safe Routes to School programs can provide community benef its by proactively working to clean up 
neighborhoods and install structural improvements as a par t of their program. See the Additional Resources on page 18 for a 
link to a new resource guide on implementing Safe Routes to School in low-income communities that includes local examples of 
ef for ts to protect children from crime and violence on the trip to school.

preceding year.42 Safe Routes to School can help alleviate the amount of traf f ic and 
air pollution near the school by providing students living close to school with the 
tools and skills to safely walk and bicycle to school and reducing the number of 
parents that drive their children to school. Education and enforcement activities 
implemented as a par t of a Safe Routes to School program help alleviate the fears 
some parents might feel about letting their children walk or bicycle to school. See 
pages 36-43 for more information on how Safe Routes to School can help create a 
safer and friendlier arrival and dismissal experience for ever yone involved.
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The critical role the school environment plays in the health of young people is 
evidenced by the number of national school health initiatives that work toward 
the common goal of helping students be healthy, happy and ready to learn. Of 
course, the ultimate goal for all school health programs is to engender healthy 
behaviors that translate to out of school time. Each of the initiatives discussed below 
incorporates physical activity as an essential component to lifelong wellness—which 
is where linkages can be made to Safe Routes to School. In order to make an impact 
in these areas, schools must be suppor ted through strong policies and systematic 
collaboration with stakeholders ranging from family members and young people 
to health care workers, community organizations, the media and government. 
Par tnership oppor tunities play a large role in all three of the following national 
trends, policies and approaches.
 
Coordinated School Health
In par tnership with community agencies and organizations, schools can work to 
improve the health and well-being of young people. One approach recommended by 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is coordinated school health (CSH). 
CSH integrates health promotion ef for ts across eight interrelated components 
(health education, physical education, health ser vices, nutrition ser vices, mental 
health and social ser vices, healthy and safe school environment, staf f wellness and 
family/community involvement). Fur ther, CSH brings together school administrators, 
teachers, other staf f, students, families and community members to assess health 
needs; set priorities; and plan, implement and evaluate school health activities. 

Implementing a coordinated school health approach can improve students’ health 
literacy, health behaviors and health outcomes, educational achievement and social 
outcomes.43 Safe Routes to School is a natural f it within coordinated school health, as 
it provides oppor tunities to link curriculum with before and af ter-school activities; 
encourages par tnerships between schools, law enforcement and traf f ic safety; 
and fulf ills content standard requirements in health and physical education. Many 
states are already assisting schools with implementing coordinated school health 
locally. Go to the Additional Resources section on page 18 for more information on 
coordinated school health ef for ts across the countr y. 

S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  a s  Pa r t  o f  N a t i o n a l  S c h o o l  H e a l t h  I n i t i a t i ve s
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USDA Local Wellness Polic y
Congress recognizes that schools play a critical role in promoting student health, 
preventing childhood obesity and combating problems associated with poor nutrition 
and physical inactivity. To formalize and encourage this role, in 2004, Congress 
passed the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act. The law requires all local 
education agencies par ticipating in the National School Lunch Program to create 
local wellness policies that set goals for nutrition education, physical activity, 
campus food provision and other school-based activities designed to promote 
student wellness. 
 
The legislation places the responsibility of developing and implementing a wellness 
policy at the local level so that the individual needs of each distric t can be addressed. 
Some distric ts around the countr y have included Safe Routes to School language in 
their distric t wellness policies and have been ver y successful in increasing active 
transpor tation to and from school. More information on Safe Routes to School and 
wellness policies is provided on pages 44-49.
 
Comprehensive Physical Education and Physical Ac tivity Programs
Schools have the oppor tunity to of fer physical activity throughout the day for their 
students, as well as quality physical education programs aligned to local, state and/
or national physical education content standards. The U.S. National Physical Activity 
Plan, released in May 2010, recommends that schools have a comprehensive plan 
in place for providing students with oppor tunities for physical activity and quality 
physical education.
 
The National Association for Spor t and Physical Education recommends that schools 
provide 150 minutes of instructional physical education for elementar y school 
children and 225 minutes for middle and high school students per week for the 
entire school year.4 4 Incorporating pedestrian and bicycle safety into the physical 
education and health education curriculum is one way to align Safe Routes to School 
to curriculum. 
 
Oppor tunities for physical activity outside physical education class are benef icial for 
students, but should never replace physical education. Safe Routes to School is one 
way to provide students with oppor tunities for physical activity outside the school 
day. More information on integrating Safe Routes to School with physical education 
and physical activity programs can be found on pages 50-59.

P h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  v s .  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n : 
U n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e 

P h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  i s  b a s e d  o n  a  w r i t t e n 
a n d  s e q u e n t i a l  c u r r i c u l u m  t h a t  i s  a l i g n e d 
t o  t h e  n a t i o n a l / s t a t e  s t a n d a r d s  f o r  p h y s i c a l 
e d u c a t i o n .  A  q u a l i t y  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n 
p r o g r a m  t e a c h e s  c h i l d r e n  t h e  s k i l l s  a n d 
k n o w l e d g e  n e e d e d  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a n d  s u s t a i n  a n 
a c t i v e  l i f e s t y l e . 

P h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i s  b o d i l y  m o v e m e n t  o f  a n y 
t y p e .  S c h o o l s  c a n  e n c o u r a g e  a n d  f a c i l i t a t e 
p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  b e f o r e ,  d u r i n g  a n d  a f t e r 
s c h o o l  t h r o u g h  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  c l a s s e s , 
c l a s s r o o m - b a s e d  m o v e m e n t ,  r e c e s s ,  w a l k i n g 
o r  b i c y c l i n g  t o  s c h o o l  a n d  r e c r e a t i o n a l  s p o r t 
a n d  p l a y. 

T h r o u g h  a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n 
a n d  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  p l a n ,  s c h o o l s  c a n  e n s u r e 
t h a t  c h i l d r e n  h a v e  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  s k i l l s  f o r 
l i f e l o n g  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
t o  b e  a c t i v e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s c h o o l  d a y  p l u s 
b e f o r e  a n d  a f t e r  s c h o o l . 
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Research summaries on ac tive transportation and physical ac tivity:

•	 Active Transportation: Making the Link from Transportation to Physical 
Activity and Obesity Research Brief  (Active Living Research): http://www.
ac tivelivingresearch.org/files/ALR_Brief_Ac tiveTransportation.pdf 

•	 Walking and Biking to School, Physical Activity and Health Outcomes Research 
Brief  (Active Living Research): http://w ww.ac tivelivingresearch.org/files/
ALR_Brief_Ac tiveTransport.pdf

Tools to assist with common Safe Routes to School  
implementation concerns:

•	 10 Tips for Safe Routes to School Programs and Liability  (National Center for Safe 
Routes to School):  http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/resources/collateral/
liabilitytipsheet.pdf 

•	 Additional resources on liability will be available summer 2010 (National Policy 
& Legal Analysis Network to Prevent Childhood Obesity and the Safe Routes to 
School National Par tnership):  http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org 

•	 Implementing Safe Routes to School in Low-Income Schools and Communities: A 
Resource Guide for Volunteers and Professionals  (Safe Routes to School National 
Par tnership): http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/mediacenter/
publications 

Background on national school health initiatives:

•	 Coordinated School Health (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 	
http://w ww.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth/CSHP/ 

•	 Local Wellness Policies (U.S. Depar tment of Agriculture): 	
http://w ww.fns.usda.gov/tn/Healthy/ Wellnesspolic y.html 

•	 National guidelines for physical activity and physical education (National 
Association for Spor t and Physical Education): 	
http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/standards/nationalguidelines/ 

•	 U.S. National Physical Activity Plan: http://www.physicalac tivityplan.org/ 

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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The bulk of this resource guide is focused on policies and action steps that 
educational policymakers, administrators and personnel can under take to implement 
and institutionalize Safe Routes to School initiatives across states, school distric ts 
and individual schools. However, before looking at the big picture, it is helpful 
to understand the basic steps involved in implementing a Safe Routes to School 
initiative at the local level.

1.  Create a Safe Routes to School team and start planning

A successful Safe Routes to School initiative requires the buy-in and involvement 
of a range of par tners, including parents and students, the mayor or city manager, 
the local transpor tation depar tment, the school nurse and local health of f icials, 
school distric t transpor tation of f icials and school personnel. Having the right people 
working together from the star t will make it much easier to make it safer for children 
to walk and bicycle. The team should discuss how it will assess the needs, plan for 
solutions and evaluation results.

•	 Getting Star ted Guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/index.c fm 

•	 Michigan’s Safe Routes to School Handbook (Michigan Depar tment of 
Transpor tation and Michigan Fitness Foundation): 	
http://www.saferoutesmichigan.org/toolkit.htm

•	 Evaluation guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School):	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/evaluation/index.c fm

2.  Document safety problems around the school and parental concerns

Problems must be identif ied before solutions can be designed. Get a group of 
parents, city of f icials and school of f icials to walk streets in the vicinity of the 
school and note where sidewalks are in bad repair or missing, bikeways are needed, 
branches are obscuring signs and crosswalks are missing. Images available through 
Google Ear th can also help identif y missing sidewalks. Parents can provide input on 
safety concerns through sur veys if they are unable to par ticipate in walkabouts. 

•	 Walkability checklist (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://drusilla.hsrc.unc.edu/cms/downloads/walkabilitychecklist.pdf

•	 Parent sur vey (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/resources/evaluation_parent-sur vey.c fm 	

Steps to a Successful Safe 
Routes to School Program
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3.  Make needed short-term safety improvements

While many of the safety problems will likely require longer-term infrastructure 
improvements, there are many ways the city or county can help address safety issues using 
existing employees and resources. Small improvements could include painting crosswalks 
on roads around the school, installing signage to warn drivers to slow down around children 
walking or bicycling, regularly removing debris from sidewalks and road shoulders, trimming 
branches overhanging sidewalks around the school and prioritizing sidewalk repair around the 
school.
•	 Engineering guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	

http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/engineering/index.c fm 	

4.  Map “safer walking routes” or create “walking school buses”

Schools and city planning of f icials can put together “safer walking routes” that identif y 
locations of crossing guards, marked crosswalks, sidewalks and traf f ic signals. Schools can 
also help parents organize “walking school buses” and “bicycle trains” where parents and 
volunteers walk or bicycle with groups of students to and from school each day. This can be 
as informal as encouraging parents in neighborhoods to volunteer to walk with neighborhood 
children, or as formal as an organized, scheduled program. 

•	 School Walking Map (City of Alexandria, Virginia): http://alexandriava.gov/uploadedFiles/
tes/info/Safe Routes to School percent20maps_Barrett.pdf 

•	 Walking School Bus Guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/walking_school_bus/index.c fm 

5.  Hold pedestrian and bic ycle safety education workshops

Resources are available to help students learn how to be safe when walking and bicycling. 
Local police depar tments may be able to provide basic training in safe behaviors in crossing 
the street and avoiding “stranger danger.” Many state or local bicycling advocacy groups can 
provide bicycle safety education classes. 

•	 Smar t Cycling courses and instructors (League of American Bicyclists): 	
http://www.bikeleague.org/programs/education/index.php  

•	 State and local bicycle and pedestrian advocacy groups (Alliance for Biking and Walking): 	
http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/site/index.php/site/memberser vices/C530 

•	 Safe Kids Walk This Way child pedestrian safety resources (Safe Kids USA): 	
http://www.usa.safekids.org/wtw/ 	

6.  Step up traf fic safety enforcement

A lot of the immediate safety issues—dangerous cross walks or speeding drivers—can be 
addressed through increased traf f ic enforcement in the vicinity of schools. Work with local 
law enforcement of f icials to see if they can place mobile speed trailers around the school to 
track driver speeds, step up patrols around the school to ticket drivers, add crossing guards and 
review whether speed limits around schools should be reduced. The local media can help bring 
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awareness to ef for ts to get drivers to pay attention and obey the speed limit when 
driving near schools. 

•	 Enforcement Guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/enforcement/index.c fm 

•	 Media and Visibility Tips (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/media/index.c fm 

7.  Build excitement through small promotional contests and ac tivities

Walking and bicycling to school can be a fun activity for children. Consider running 
a small promotional contest to get parents and students excited about walking 
and bicycling to school. There are many ideas that schools have used, such as 
walking mileage contests and punch cards, Walk to School Day and more. See if area 
businesses might be willing to donate small prizes or incentives. 

•	 Examples of Mileage Clubs and Contests (National Center for Safe Routes to 
School): http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/encouragement/mileage_clubs_
and_contests.c fm 

•	 Walk to School Day (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://www.walktoschool-usa.org/getstar ted/index.c fm 

 8.  Apply for funding for longer-term, more costly improvements

Congress created the federal Safe Routes to School program in 2005. Hundreds of 
millions of dollars are available to suppor t infrastructure improvements and non-
infrastructure activities. Communities are using this funding to construct new bike 
lanes, pathways and sidewalks, as well as to launch Safe Routes to School education, 
promotion and enforcement campaigns in elementar y and middle schools. Funds are 
administered by each state’s depar tment of transpor tation. 

•	 Information on state depar tments of transpor tation Safe Routes to School 
programs (Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): 	
http://www.saferoutespar tnership.org/state/5043
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The following section outlines a series of action steps and policies to implement 
and institutionalize Safe Routes to School. The action steps and policies addressed 
here can be implemented at the three dif ferent levels of the education systems: 
state, school distric t and individual school. State level policies and action steps 
are targeted to state boards of education, state depar tment of education staf f, 
legislators and state superintendents. Distric t level policies and action steps are 
aimed at school board members and superintendents. Action steps and policies 
for individual schools are intended for principals, teachers, school staf f, parents, 
students and community members.

It is impor tant to note that while these policies and action steps are presented at 
three dif ferent jurisdictions, the most success will be found when each level works 
across the hierarchies to implement and institutionalize Safe Routes to School. Each 
action step and policy should be viewed within and coordinated with the framework 
of broader ef for ts to improve student health and wellness. 
 
Each section is organized by topic area and includes an over view of the issue 
plus action steps and policies for all three levels of education policymakers and 
practitioners. Success stories are included throughout to illustrate the benef its 
of these strategies at the state, school distric t and individual school levels. Policy 
and action step matrices are provided for each topic area, of fering a summarized 
list of policy ideas and implementation measures that can be taken to facilitate a 
successful and sustainable Safe Routes to School program. Each section also includes 
an additional resources section with a list of websites for more information and 
references for any citations included in the tex t. 

Safe Routes to School  
Policies and Action Steps
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The six topic areas include:

Building Ef fective Par tnerships........................................................................... 26

Addressing Traf f ic Safety through Infrastructure and Enforcement........................ 36

Incorporating Safe Routes to School into School Wellness Policies......................... 44

Teaching Bicycle and Pedestrian Safety................................................................ 50

Ensuring School Transpor tation Policies are Inclusive of Walking and Bicycling....... 60

Creating Neighborhood Schools and Joint Use Policies.......................................... 68
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Building Effective 
Partnerships

Ef fective par tnerships are critical for state agencies, school distric ts and individual 
schools to leverage exciting new and exper t resources to accomplish their missions. 
With tight budgets and strong public scrutiny, school of f icials are increasingly 
turning to par tnerships to ensure the ef f icient use of public resources and help 
achieve overlapping goals of separate depar tments and institutions. 
 
Safe Routes to School programs can leverage a diverse and growing set of resources 
to increase physical activity to improve child health, safety and learning readiness. 
The comprehensive nature of Safe Routes to School requires action by schools and 
school distric ts in conjunction with par tnerships with public works, transpor tation 
and law enforcement agencies. Community advocates and health organizations are 
also frequent contributors and drivers of Safe Routes to School initiatives. 

Harnessing these diverse interests through par tnerships is an impor tant par t of 
building a successful, comprehensive Safe Routes to School program that promotes 
active and healthy lifestyles for young people. Par tnerships with state and local 
government agencies can leverage f inancial resources from agencies that rarely 
consider education as their primar y mission. These connections can result in 
improvements to school facilities and the infrastructure around the school. Fostering 
relationships with community organizations and businesses can also result in 
additional personnel and capacity to help with planning, curriculum, programs and 
implementation.



27B u i l d i n g  E f f e c t i v e  P a r t n e r s h i p s

	
	

S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  Pa r t n e r s ,  R o l e s  a n d  Co n t r i b u t i o n s

State and Local Government Develop supportive policies; provide f inancial support and leadership

State Education Departments 
and Administration

Apply for federal grant opportunities to support school wellness 
ef forts; publish state-level curricula and content standards that 
include Safe Routes to School; issue guidance; connect communities 	
to share best practices

School Board Members 
and District and School 
Administrators

Provide leadership on walking and bicycling; ensure that school 	
and school district policies support safe and active transportation; 
oversee implementation and evaluation of results

Transportation and Public 
Works Departments

Provide infrastructure planning assistance; fund and construct 
infrastructure improvements; partner in applying for infrastructure 
funding

Law Enforcement Departments
Educate the public about school zone traf f ic regulations; provide 
enforcement in school zones; coordinate community policing to 
address crime and traf f ic dangers around schools

Health Departments
Provide research linking Safe Routes to School and health benef its; 
support the development of public awareness health campaigns; 	
assist with evaluation of Safe Routes to School ef forts

Community Organizations
Advocate for Safe Routes to School programs and funding; provide 
educational and safety content expertise; engage other community 
partners; connect Safe Routes to School programs to grassroots leaders

Businesses Of fer f inancial support, media assistance and in-kind donations such 
as helmets or incentives

School Teachers

Provide curriculum alignment and integration; implement walking/
bicycling lessons; provide on-the-ground knowledge of schools/
classrooms; champion Safe Routes to School ef forts within a school; 
engage students in service-learning

Parents

Champion Safe Routes to School ef forts within a school or community; 
support youth participation in Safe Routes to School; model behavior 
by walking and bicycling to school with children; engage other 
parents; present at local PTA conferences on successful Safe Routes 	
to School programs

Students
Provide input into program design and evaluation; educate and 
encourage peers; participate in the program by walking and bicycling 
to school
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S t a t e  L eve l  Pa r t n e r s h i p s

Par tnerships between governmental agencies, community advocates and private 
business are ef fective in developing statewide Safe Routes to School policies 
and programs. Because state depar tments of transpor tation receive the federal 
Safe Routes to School funds but may not be familiar with education and health 
perspectives, most states established a state Safe Routes to School advisor y 
committee to oversee implementation of the federally funded Safe Routes to School 
grant program. The most ef fective committees have broad representation including 
state depar tments of transpor tation, education and health and human ser vices, plus 
relevant nonprof its that are capable of developing policy recommendations that can 
be adopted at the state level. 

In addition, the Safe Routes to School National Par tnership suppor ts Safe Routes to 
School State Networks in 19 states plus the Distric t of Columbia. These networks are 
focused on increasing physical activity among all students, ensuring that federal 
Safe Routes to School funds are spent on quality projects, leveraging additional 
state resources for Safe Routes to School initiatives and advocating for the removal 
of barriers to walking and bicycling to schools through policy initiatives. At the 
hear t of the State Network ef for t is policy change—specif ically working to remove 
policy barriers to walking and bicycling to schools by implementing complete 
streets, changing statewide school siting and other policies and by implementing 
legislation that would result in funding or policy changes. The State Networks have 
already engaged a range of leaders in health, transpor tation, education and safety 
organizations and can be a valuable ally for state leaders looking to develop Safe 
Routes to School-related par tnerships. 
 
Policymakers are increasingly mandating state-level par tnerships that aim to 
improve student per formance with diminishing resources. State agencies working 
with municipalities and school distric ts can collaborate to reduce the negative 
impacts of school siting and closure decisions while empowering distric ts and 
schools to run Safe Routes to School programs. Involvement of state transpor tation 
and health depar tments also allows for coordinated funding to achieve school-based 
mobility and public health standards. 

Massachusetts Safe Routes to School Task Force:  
Building Partnerships to Ser ve the State 
The Massachusetts Safe Routes to School Task Force, formed in November 2006, 
provides guidance on the development of the Commonwealth’s Safe Routes to School 
initiatives. What star ted as a small group of committed members has now grown to 
include state agencies (representatives from state depar tments of transpor tation, 
education, public health and public safety), members from the Federal Highway 
Administration, school stakeholders (Massachusetts Elementar y School Principals’ 
Association, Massachusetts Teachers’ Association, Massachusetts PTA Association), 
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enforcement representatives, community leaders and advocacy groups (WalkBoston 
and MassBike). The task force meets four times per year and helps evaluate what Safe 
Routes to School ef for ts have occurred and how to work together to enhance and 
expand Safe Routes to School initiatives across the state.

“The Safe Routes to School task force provides outside perspective and oversight that 
helps us decide where we are going and how we can connect our work with other 
initiatives across the state,” states Ben Hammer, the State Safe Routes to School 
Coordinator at MassRIDES. 

Task force members can also act as a catalyst for change by taking information 
back to their respective organizations, building an even greater suppor t base for 
Safe Routes to School projects across the state. Currently, Hammer is working to 
expand the task force membership to include more parents and health organization 
representatives. 
 

D i s t r i c t - L eve l  Pa r t n e r s h i p s 

School boards and distric t administrators are uniquely positioned to leverage 
community suppor t and par tner with city and county of f icials and staf f to create 
policy and funding streams that will advance Safe Routes to School distric t-wide.
 
Safe Routes to School provides a crossroads for intergovernmental agency 
par tnerships. Forming a distric t-wide Safe Routes to School committee is a great 
f irst step. A Safe Routes to School committee can operate as a subcommittee of 
other school distric t councils, like the coordinated school health team or school 
health advisor y council, rather than a completely separate entity. Safe Routes to 
School committees should have broad representation, including elected of f icials, 
public works or transpor tation depar tments, law enforcement, health depar tments, 
school distric t wellness representatives, parents and school board members. The 
Safe Routes to School team can form new and improved health and wellness policies, 
spur infrastructure improvements and improve traf f ic safety by working with law 
enforcement. In turn, school distric ts may opt to become plugged into community 
transpor tation, development, planning, health policy and resource allocation 
planning processes, all which can directly benef it schools and student per formance. 
 
In addition, the growth of health impact assessments (HIA) is an oppor tunity 
for school distric ts to engage suppor t and collaboration from local public health 
agencies, institutions of higher education and community members. HIAs evaluate 
the potential health ef fects of policies, plans or projects in order to inform decision-
making. A number of HIA tools exist for evaluating active transpor tation projects, 
some involving student or community par ticipation in traf f ic counts, hazard 
assessments, photo documentation, air quality sampling and community sur veys. An 
HIA could be a power ful assessment of the potential for new Safe Routes to School 

T h e  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  t e a m  c a n  f o r m 
n e w  a n d  i m p r o v e d  h e a l t h  a n d  w e l l n e s s 
p o l i c i e s ,  s p u r  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  i m p r o v e m e n t s 
a n d  i m p r o v e  t r a f f i c  s a f e t y  b y  w o r k i n g  w i t h 
l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t .  I n  t u r n ,  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s 
m a y  o p t  t o  b e c o m e  p l u g g e d  i n t o  c o m m u n i t y 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  p l a n n i n g , 
h e a l t h  p o l i c y  a n d  r e s o u r c e  a l l o c a t i o n 
p l a n n i n g  p r o c e s s e s ,  a l l  w h i c h  c a n  d i r e c t l y 
b e n e f i t  s c h o o l s  a n d  s t u d e n t  p e r f o r m a n c e .
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programs by describing the impact of Safe Routes to School programs on pedestrian 
and cyclist safety, air quality, traf f ic levels, physical activity levels and more. Many 
public health agencies are eager to engage with this rapidly emerging area of 
evaluation.

South Carolina’s Safe Routes to School Ac t: From Polic y to Partnership
The 2004 South Carolina Safe Routes to Schools Act (A307, R28, H4740) requires 
municipal and county governing bodies to work with school distric ts to identif y 
barriers and hazards to students walking or bicycling to and from school. These 
governing bodies may then develop a plan for the funding of improvements, with 
the sources of funds to include federal funding or grants and state or private 
funding. It encourages each school distric t to establish a Safe Routes to School 
Distric t Coordinating Committee and Safe Routes to School Team to include parents, 
students, teachers, administrators, local law enforcement of f icials, public health 
of f icials and interested citizens. Functions of the committee and team are outlined 
in the statute. It also designates the f irst Wednesday of October as “Walk or Bicycle 
with Your Child to School Day” in each school distric t.45

Jackson, Michigan: City, School and Nonprofit Partnerships  
Increase Walking and Bic ycling 
Scott TenBrink, Executive Director of the Fitness Council of Jackson, is currently 
working with four school distric ts and one char ter school in the Jackson area to 
implement Safe Routes to School, with most of the work being done in conjunction 
with the Jackson Public School Distric t (JPS). TenBrink keeps active transpor tation 
to and from school on the distric t ’s radar by sit ting on its Coordinated School Health 
Council. The distric t is also a member of the Walkable Communities Task Force 
(Task Force). The Task Force is made up of a diverse group of health and community 
development leaders and brings together representatives from the schools and local 
government. 

“Bringing the school distric ts and local government together with our Task Force 
has been one of our biggest accomplishments,” notes TenBrink. “Our Safe Routes 
to School programs are a great ref lection of these two bodies working together.” 
TenBrink obser ves how impor tant it is for school distric ts and local government to 
work together, since not all infrastructure projects are located on school proper ty. 

TenBrink repor ts that the Walking School Bus program has shown success in getting 
students walking to school, especially in the Jackson Ar ts & Technology Academy. 
Between 2004 and 2007, the percent of students walking and bicycling to Jackson 
Ar ts & Technology Academy doubled, from approximately 15 percent to 30 percent 
of students. TenBrink attributes the success of the program at this school to having 
teachers, parents and school staf f act as walking school bus leaders. “In our 
experience, students are much more motivated to get up and walk to school if they 
are walking with someone they are connected to through the school or community.”
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Schools are a central institution for ever y community. Similar to the distric t level, 
individual school Safe Routes to School teams can kick-star t a program by providing 
much needed resources such as person-time and funding to plan and implement 
a Safe Routes to School initiative. These teams can be initiated by schools or 
outside organizations, but should include teachers and staf f, parent organizations, 
community groups and municipal agencies. 

As school teams star t their work, data should inform decision-making and action 
step prioritization. Using school assessment tools like the Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s School Health Index or the Alliance for a Healthier Generation’s 
Healthy Schools Builder Framework can help the school team collect information and 
prioritize potential action steps for a comprehensive Safe Routes to School initiative. 
The team should ensure that their plans and priorities tie into to any school distric t 
Safe Routes to School committees.

Germantown, Tennessee: Ac tive PTA Helps to Increase Walking and Bic ycling
The monthly walk and bicycle to school event at Farmington Elementar y is in its 
second year. Chris Shumaker, the assistant principal, repor ts that the event has 
grown signif icantly in popularity from last year to this year. He cites increased 
promotion of the event and the amount of student recognition as two key factors for 
the increase in popularity. For example, students receive stickers, sign a banner and 
are recognized in the morning announcements when they par ticipate in the monthly 
walk to school event. 

However, Shumaker gives a lot of the credit for the event ’s ongoing success to the 
initiative of the school’s PTA. “Germantown is an active community, especially in 
the neighborhood that feeds Farmington. We are a neighborhood school with a city 
park adjacent to our building. With such an active community, and the increased 
national focus on physical activity and school health, we had parents chomping at 
the bit to get involved,” states Shumaker. The PTA is vital in maintaining the school’s 
par tnerships with other organizations in the community, like the Parks Depar tment 
and law enforcement that provide suppor t for the monthly event.

Farmington Elementar y hopes to keep building on the momentum from the past two 
years. The school has star ted tracking the number of students who walk and bicycle 
to school and has obser ved an increase in students walking and bicycling throughout 
the year—not just on days when the monthly event takes place. Shumaker notes that 
par ticipation in the monthly events continues to grow as well. “We were surprised 
to see an increase even during the winter months. Our highest month on record was 
April 2010 at over 200 walkers and cyclists! We are hopeful for 250 par ticipants in 
the May 2010 event.”

I n d i v i d u a l  s c h o o l  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  t e a m s 
c a n  k i c k - s t a r t  a  p r o g r a m  b y  p r o v i d i n g  m u c h 
n e e d e d  r e s o u r c e s  s u c h  a s  p e r s o n - t i m e  a n d 
f u n d i n g  t o  p l a n  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  a  S a f e  R o u t e s 
t o  S c h o o l  i n i t i a t i v e .  T h e s e  t e a m s  c a n  b e 
i n i t i a t e d  b y  s c h o o l s  o r  o u t s i d e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s , 
b u t  s h o u l d  i n c l u d e  t e a c h e r s  a n d  s t a f f , 
p a r e n t  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  c o m m u n i t y  g r o u p s  a n d 
m u n i c i p a l  a g e n c i e s .
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Alameda County, California: Forging Partnerships to “Transform” Schools 

Nora Cody is a Program Director at TransForm, the lead agency for the Safe Routes 
to School program in Alameda County, California. The program helps schools and 
communities implement Safe Routes to School. An impor tant par t of their work is 
helping each city in Alameda County develop par tnerships between schools and 
law enforcement, health depar tments, public works, neighborhood associations, 
community organizations and advocacy groups. 

Cody repor ts that they are currently working to gain greater involvement from faith-
based communities and af ter-school programs, but that the key to engaging new 
par tners is listening. “It ’s impor tant to know why your par tners want to be involved 
in the schools, and what they want to get out of it. This includes getting media to 
walk to school events so elected of f icials have the oppor tunity for a photo-op with 
the students.”

TransForm recently awarded $1,000 mini-grants to schools to increase walking 
and bicycling. One school that received a grant developed creative par tnerships as 
a result of the grant. Cody notes, “One school was located near two busy streets. 
Older students would hang out on the street corners, and there was gang violence 
as well, so the younger students didn’t feel safe walking or bicycling. The Safe in My 
Neighborhood project par tnered with the local merchants that were located along 
this par ticular street. They made signs that let students know that establishment 
was a safe place, a place they could duck into quickly if they felt like they were in 
trouble.”

Safe in My Neighborhood is a great example of how successful par tnerships can help 
engage organizations and businesses in removing the barriers that keep students 
from safely walking and bicycling to school.
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State-Level 
Partnerships 

Policies 
•	 Establish a state Safe Routes to School advisory committee with broad community and 

agency representation to provide input on implementation of the federally-funded Safe 
Routes to School program, help develop policy recommendations that can be adopted 
at the state level, evaluate grant applications, make recommendations for funding 
awards and report to the state legislature on the impact of the program on rates of 
walking and bicycling to and from school.

Action Steps 
•	 Encourage each school district to establish a Safe Routes to School district coordinating 

committee or a subcommittee of an existing school health advisory committee or 
wellness committee. It should include parents, students, teachers, administrators, local 
law enforcement of f icials, public health of f icials and interested citizens. The committee 
should work with Safe Routes to School teams at the local school level.

District-Level 
Partnerships

Policies 
•	 Establish a district-wide Safe Routes to School committee, or a subcommittee of the 

school health advisory committee or wellness committee, with broad community 
and agency representation with the goals of improving health and wellness policies, 
funding infrastructure improvements and leveraging education and enforcement 
campaigns. Encourage the local municipality to also adopt this committee as an 
advisory body.

•	 Ensure that the school district and individual schools consistently use data and 
assessment tools to drive decision-making and priorities on Safe Routes to School.

Action Steps 
•	 Develop productive relationships with key city or county agencies, including public 

works and law enforcement, so that the Safe Routes to School plan and implementation 
is able to address infrastructure and traf f ic issues throughout the district. 

•	 Apply for federal or state Safe Routes to School funding in partnership with municipal 
agencies and community organizations. Ensure that Safe Routes to School grant 
applications include ownership and endorsements by both the school district and the 
local government.

•	 Partner with an institution of higher education and a local public health agency 
to conduct a health impact assessment as part of Safe Routes to School evaluation 
process. 

•	 Engage students and community members in the process of assessing their 
environment through traf f ic counts, hazard assessments, photo documentation, air 
quality sampling and community surveys.

School-Level 
Partnerships

Policies 
•	 Establish a school Safe Routes to School team, or a sub-team of the existing 

coordinated school health or wellness team, with teachers and staf f, parent 
organizations, community groups and district level wellness team members. 

Action Steps 
•	 Develop a Safe Routes to School action plan, including bringing in community resources 

to run new curriculum and encouragement campaigns that increase safety and skills 
needed to increase walking and bicycling to school.

•	 Coordinate with teachers to conduct classroom or school-wide activities that 
increase excitement among students for healthy and active transportation. Provide 
opportunities for service learning and positive youth development.

•	 Apply for federal or state Safe Routes to School funding, using recommendations from 
Task Force’s action plan. 
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Building partnerships:

•	 State Safe Routes to School Networks (Safe Routes to School National 
Par tnership): http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org/state/
network 

•	 School Health Advisor y Councils (American Lung Association): 	
http://w ww.cancer.org/docroot/PED/content/PED_13_2x_School_
Health_Councils.asp

•	 Toolkit for School Wellness Councils (Alliance for a Healthier Generation): 
http://w ww.healthiergeneration.org/uploadedFiles/For_Schools/
Helpful_Tools/08Toolkit_SWC.pdf

Health impac t assessments:

•	 Health Impact Assessments (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 
http://w ww.cdc.gov/healthyplaces/hia.htm 

•	 Health Impact Assessment Clearinghouse (UCLA): 	
http://w ww.ph.ucla.edu/hs/hiaclic /  

Tools to assess the school environment:

•	 School Health Index (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 	
https://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/shi/default.aspx

•	 Healthy Schools Builder (Alliance for a Healthier Generation): 	
http://w ww.healthiergeneration.org/builder/builderlogin.aspx 

More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 Safe Routes to School Alameda County Par tnership (TransForm): 	
http://transformca.org/sr2s 

•	 South Carolina Safe Routes to School Act: 	
http://w ww.scstatehouse.gov/sess115_2003-2004/bills/4740.htm

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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45	 South Carolina Safe Routes to School Act, A307, R428, H4740. (2004).
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A major change that has impacted the number of students who walk and bicycle to 
school is the dramatic rise in automobile traf f ic. The number of students ages 5 to 18 
being driven or driving themselves to and from school has increased nearly three-
fold, from 20 percent in 1969 to 55 percent in 2001.4 6 This tremendous increase in 
the amount of traf f ic near schools creates major safety concerns for those students 
who do walk and bicycle to school and dissuades other parents from allowing their 
children to do so. While traf f ic has been cited as a major barrier to walking and 
bicycling to school, other barriers include distance from home, lack of sidewalks 
or routes to school, weather, safety concerns and not having anywhere to secure 
student bicycles.47

 
Reducing and calming traf f ic around school zones and in adjacent neighborhoods 
and providing students with safe and separate spaces for walking and bicycling 
are key initiatives for Safe Routes to School programs. In fact, at least 70 percent 
of each state’s Safe Routes to School funding must be used on improving the built 
environment within two miles of a school. Improving sidewalks, completing a 	
multi-use trail or improving street crossings all help to “engineer” an environment 
around schools that makes active transpor tation safe, comfor table and convenient. 
 
Changes to the infrastructure around schools are most ef fective when paired 
with enforcement activities such as increased speed limit enforcement and use 
of community crossing guards. Law enforcement of f icers can provide this type of 
assistance in order to shif t the behavior of drivers in school zones. As such, public 
safety and law enforcement professionals are key collaborators in any successful 
Safe Routes to School initiative, and school resource of f icers, traf f ic units or precinct 
of f icers are the places to star t. 

Addressing Traffic Safety 
through Infrastructure  
and Enforcement 

T h e  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  a g e s  5  t o  18  b e i n g  d r i v e n 
o r  d r i v i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  a n d  f r o m  s c h o o l  h a s 
i n c r e a s e d  n e a r l y  t h r e e - f o l d ,  f r o m  2 0  p e r c e n t  i n 
19 6 9  t o  55  p e r c e n t  i n  2 0 01. 4 6  T h i s  t r e m e n d o u s 
i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  t r a f f i c  n e a r  s c h o o l s 
c r e a t e s  m a j o r  s a f e t y  c o n c e r n s  f o r  t h o s e  s t u d e n t s 
w h o  d o  w a l k  a n d  b i c y c l e  t o  s c h o o l  a n d  d i s s u a d e s 
o t h e r  p a r e n t s  f r o m  a l l o w i n g  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t o  
d o  s o .



	
	
	
	

37A d d r e s s i n g  Tr a f f i c  S a f e t y

S t a t e - L eve l  I n f ra s t r u c t u r e  a n d  E n f o r c e m e n t

Local Safe Routes to School initiatives require par tnerships between school distric ts 
and local governments. State boards of education and education policymakers can 
suppor t local ef for ts by encouraging or requiring local governments to work with 
school distric ts on Safe Routes to School initiatives. State-level education leaders 
can also work with state depar tments of transpor tation and state law enforcement 
agencies to analyze and make available data on crash histor y, traf f ic volumes and 
traf f ic speeds around schools. 

Legislatures and state boards of education can also require or recommend laws and 
policies that provide additional resources to make infrastructure and enforcement 
improvements around schools. School zone legislation can provide strong protection 
for students walking and bicycling by broadening the radius of school zones, 
decreasing speed limits and increasing f ines for violators. Increased f ines collected 
for school zone violations can be directed to fund community-wide Safe Routes to 
School programs and infrastructure. 
 
Safe Routes to School infrastructure projects are most frequently funded from 
federal transpor tation dollars available through state depar tments of transpor tation, 
but several states have created expanded programs that include state and 
local funding sources. One innovative and long-term approach is to use a small 
percentage of state or local school bus funds or traf f ic f ines to make infrastructure 
improvements to increase safety of pedestrians and cyclists. Another means is 
to pass a “complete streets” policy to ensure that all transpor tation projects and 
plans across the state address the needs of all users—including bicyclists and 
pedestrians—when designing streets.

Washington: School Zone Safety Improvement Projec t
In May 1996, the Washington State Legislature enacted legislation (RCW 46.61.440) 
that doubled the monetar y penalty for speeding in school crosswalk and playground 
zones. The legislation was in direct response to community and citizen concerns. 
Half of the doubled f ine is deposited into a school zone account used only by the 
Washington Traf f ic Safety Commission (WTSC) to fund projects in local communities 
to improve school zone and/or student transpor tation safety. 

WTSC is able to award approximately $1 million in grants each year to local 
communities with funds derived entirely from driver f ines. Projects can include 
funds for law enforcement to aggressively enforce school zone speed limits, public 
education campaigns, minor engineering enhancements such as signage and funding 
for school zone improvement projects.4 8
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D i s t r i c t - L eve l  I n f ra s t r u c t u r e  a n d 
E n f o r c e m e n t

Infrastructure and enforcement concerns are generally a top priority for Safe Routes 
to School initiatives. To address traf f ic safety concerns, school distric ts must develop 
strong par tnerships with local government agencies and law enforcement. Together, 
these par tners can work on a variety of policies that suppor t Safe Routes to School 
traf f ic safety improvements. Examples include city or county policies that require 
residential and commercial developers to build sidewalks, bike lanes and connections 
to schools as par t of their projects or developing and implementing policies that 
reduce speeds near schools and deploy crossing guards and law enforcement at the 
most dangerous intersections. 

These par tners can also work together to identif y funding sources for Safe Routes to 
School infrastructure and enforcement improvements throughout the school distric t. 
Funding sources can include federal Safe Routes to School funds or the creation of 
more consistent funding through local bond initiatives, taxes or fees. 

It is impor tant to remember that while Safe Routes to School education, 
encouragement and enforcement programs can be implemented in the f irst year, 
engineering is a longer-term strategy. Quick-f ix engineering solutions should be 
pushed for completion in the f irst year; larger new routes and paths and traf f ic 
calming require longer-term advocacy and ongoing work with local transpor tation 
of f icials who maintain the roads.
 
Arlington County, Virginia:  Prioritizing School Safety Improvements  
in the County Budget
The county of Arlington, Virginia suppor ts its Safe Routes to School infrastructure 
improvements with county funds, including more than $2 million in capital 
improvements funds from transpor tation bonds. The initiative, launched in 2001, 
also receives state and federal grants.

County transpor tation and environmental ser vices staf f worked closely with school 
administrators and staf f to create more pedestrian-friendly environments at and 
around the distric t ’s thir ty-two public schools. Most of the changes involved 
improving signage and markings at crosswalks and in school zones. Adjustments 
were also made to school distric t and County operating policies and procedures 
regarding snow removal, on-street parking and traf f ic signal timing. 

Enforcement ef for ts by County Police and Sherif f ’s Depar tments have focused on 
speeding, illegal turning, illegal parking and security near Arlington County schools. 
David Goodman, Bicycle and Pedestrian Programs Manager at Arlington County’s 

To  a d d r e s s  t r a f f i c  s a f e t y  c o n c e r n s ,  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s 
m u s t  d e v e l o p  s t r o n g  p a r t n e r s h i p s  w i t h  l o c a l 
g o v e r n m e n t  a g e n c i e s  a n d  l a w  e n f o r c e m e n t . 
To g e t h e r,  t h e s e  p a r t n e r s  c a n  w o r k  o n  a  v a r i e t y  o f 
p o l i c i e s  t h a t  s u p p o r t  S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l  t r a f f i c 
s a f e t y  i m p r o v e m e n t s .
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Depar tment of Environmental Ser vices, tells of a successful semi-annual regional 
campaign called “Street Smar t.” The initiative strives to increase awareness among 
drivers about pedestrians and steps up police enforcement. While it is focused on 
pedestrian safety in general, Goodman repor ts it can also help students walk and 
bicycle to school safely. County police also work with the school system to target 
motorists passing stopped school buses.

Steve Larson, acting Director of Transpor tation at Arlington Public Schools, has 
noticed that more students are walking and bicycling to school in Arlington County. 
He believes the infrastructure improvements and enforcement initiatives have 
contributed, as has teaching bicycle and pedestrian safety as par t of the middle and 
high school physical education curriculum. However, Larson fur ther attributes the 
increase to a culture shif t among students and their families. “People are star ting 
to think about how their actions impact their environment,” he repor ts. Larson 
states that there has also been an increase in the number of students taking public 
transpor tation to and from school. 

Arlington County is planning for this trend to continue, as Larson repor ts that the 
new high school currently being built has enough parking for nearly 300 bicycles. 
Larson looks for ward to the day when all of those spaces will be occupied by student 
bicycles.   

Hernando, Mississippi: City Ordinances and Urban Renewal Plans Help 
Students Walk and Bic ycle to School 
Chip Johnson, mayor of Hernando, located in the Delta region of Mississippi, 
obser ves that “Mississippi is the fattest state in the fattest nation in the world at 
the fattest time in all of histor y, and the Delta is the fattest area of our state.” To 
reverse that trend, Mayor Johnson is implementing policies and ordinances that help 
make Hernando a more walkable community. For example, in Hernando, any new 
construction or renovation must include sidewalks. Developers are also required to 
provide green spaces that are accessible and aesthetically pleasing. Most recently, in 
April 2010, the city also passed a “complete streets” policy to ensure that all future 
road planning, construction and maintenance addresses the needs of all users—
including drivers, bicyclists and pedestrians. These design standards are just one 
aspect of the smar t growth policies that are guiding the work in Hernando. 

An impor tant par t of that ef for t is working with the school distric t and community 
residents to increase walking and bicycling to school. Shelly Johnstone, Director 
of Community Development for Hernando, obser ves that “A major concern of our 
community members is how safe it is for their kids to walk to school. We do deal 
with some hazard busing issues, and drugs and crime in an area near one school.”  
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Hernando has received a $464,373 Safe Routes to School grant to build a mile-long 
stretch of sidewalks and streetlights along a major thoroughfare where a 13-year old 
was struck and killed while walking to a school bus in 2008. The city, school distric t 
and law enforcement are planning to step up crossing guard patrols, and are working 
together to get buy-in and suppor t from neighbors who live in the neighborhood to 
encourage them to step out on their porches to watch over the students as they walk 
and bicycle to and from school. 
 

S c h o o l - L eve l  I n f ra s t r u c t u r e  a n d  E n f o r c e m e n t

Individual schools take the lead in determining Safe Routes to School needs and 
strategies for their communities. Schools across the countr y have used Safe Routes 
to School as an oppor tunity to engage parents, municipal government agencies 
and local organizations. Infrastructure improvements and enforcement at schools 
that calm traf f ic and improve safety benef it not only students and staf f, but also 
neighbors, the elderly and individuals with disabilities. Safe Routes to School is a 
movement that can unite multiple stakeholders with common interests in safe travel 
and healthy communities.

Portland, Oregon: Infrastruc ture and Enforcement Ease Parental Fears  
at Vestal Elementar y
Vestal Elementar y School is located along a busy street, and data indicated that it 
had more crashes, injuries and fatalities than any other street in all of Por tland. 
Rightly so, parents at Vestal Elementar y had major concerns about their children 
walking or bicycling to school. With the help of a city engineer, the Por tland Safe 
Routes to School program made a number of infrastructure improvements to make 
it safer for students to walk and bicycle, such as the installation of refuge islands 
in crosswalks, the removal of parking near sidewalks and the installation of traf f ic 
diver ters to prevent motorists from driving the wrong way on one-way streets. 

The Por tland Police Depar tment also increased patrols near Vestal, as well as at 100 
other schools, during the second week in September of 2009 as a par t of their Back 
to School enforcement missions. During that week, of f icers wrote more than 1,000 
citations, most of which were for speeding in a school zone. 

The infrastructure and enforcement ef for ts at Vestal Elementar y have had positive 
results, with crash data showing a steady decrease in the number and severity of 
crashes near the school. Parents’ safety concerns have also been eased as a result of 
the infrastructure improvements. In a recent parent sur vey, one parent noted “I enjoy 
walking my child to school! I am pumped that the school is attempting to make it a 
safe and enjoyable par t of our lives. Thank You!”
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M a t r i x  o f  Po l i c i e s  a n d  Ac t i o n  S t e p s :   
I n f ra s t r u c t u r e  a n d  E n f o r c e m e n t

State-Level 
Infrastructure 
and 
Enforcement 

Policies 
•	 Pass “complete streets” policies, which ensure that transportation planners and engineers 

address the needs of all users—including bicyclists and pedestrians—when designing streets. 
•	 Pass policies to reduce speed limits and raise f ines in school zones. 19 states have laws that 

impose additional sanctions on drivers who speed in school zones. Dedicate f ine increases 
to fund Safe Routes to School programs and infrastructure.

•	 Expand the radius protected by school zones into the neighborhoods adjacent to schools.

Action Steps 
•	 Work with the state department of transportation to do regular analyses of crash data 

around schools and to develop an action plan to improve safety. 
•	 Work with the state department of transportation to make the case for including Safe 

Routes to School activities and infrastructure improvements in state plans for allocating 
federal safety funds.

•	 Encourage municipal and county governing bodies to work with school districts to identif y 
barriers and hazards to students walking or bicycling to and from school and develop plans 
for funding improvements. 

District-Level 
Infrastructure 
and 
Enforcement

Policies 
•	 Develop local taxes, fees or bond initiatives that direct proceeds to school district 

sidewalks, bikeways and Safe Routes to School programs.
•	 Pass a policy requiring that each school within the district have an evaluation of the layout 

of school grounds and traf f ic f low on campus to allow for safe access by pedestrians and 
bicyclists that is separated from automobile and bus traf f ic. 

•	 Partner with local government to pass policies that ensure that developers include 
sidewalks, crosswalks, bicycle lanes and connections to schools in their development 
plans. Make route analysis of the trip to school a required part of a developer’s concept for 
residential projects within one mile of school sites.

•	 Work with local government to pass “complete streets” policies to ensure that 
transportation planners and engineers address the needs of all users—including bicyclists 
and pedestrians—when designing streets.

•	 Work with local government to place crossing guards at intersections with the highest 
safety concerns. 

Action Steps 
•	 Partner with local law enforcement to patrol areas around schools during arrival and 

dismissal and place crossing guards at critical intersections.
•	 Partner with local government on comprehensive assessments of infrastructure around 

schools and/or a health impact assessment to prioritize improvements.
•	 Adjust dismissal times so that students walking and bicycling get a head start and are able 

to take a dif ferent path than cars and buses. 
•	 Ensure that bike racks are available at the front of schools. 
•	 Apply for federal or state Safe Routes to School funding in partnership with municipal 

agencies and community organizations. 

School-Level 
Infrastructure 
and 
Enforcement

Policies 
•	 Incorporate Safe Routes to School into the responsibilities of school health advisory 

councils to help with data collection, prioritize actions, apply for grant opportunities and 
assist in collaborative ef forts and communication.

Action Steps 
•	 Survey parents and students to f ind out current commuting habits and identif y barriers to 

active transportation. 
•	 Engage students and families in a “walkabout ” to assess traf f ic safety issues and needed 

infrastructure improvements around the school—which can be a part of service learning 
opportunities for students. 

•	 Make sure that bike racks are available at the front of the school, and that students are 
encouraged to wear helmets when bicycling.

•	 Apply for state or federal Safe Routes to School funding to support a comprehensive Safe 
Routes to School initiative at the individual school addressing all f ive E’s.
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Policies creating infrastruc ture for safe walking and bic ycling:

•	 Complete streets policies (National Complete Streets Coalition): 	
http://www.completestreets.org/

•	 Local Government Actions to Prevent Childhood Obesity (Institute 
of Medicine): http://www.iom.edu/Reports/2009/
ChildhoodObesityPreventionLocalGovernments.aspx

Assessing infrastruc ture:

•	 Walkability checklist (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://drusilla.hsrc.unc.edu/cms/downloads/walkabilitychecklist.
pdf

•	 Engineering guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://w ww.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/engineering/index.c fm 

•	 Safe Routes to School: Putting Traf f ic Safety First (Safe Routes to School 
National Par tnership): http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org/
media/file/Safety_report_final.pdf  

School zone safety and enforcement: 

•	 Speed limit f ine increases (Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): 
http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org/state/bestprac tices/
finebasedfunding

•	 Enforcement Guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://w ww.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/enforcement/index.c fm

•	 Safe Routes to School for Law Enforcement (National Highway 
Traf f ic Safety Administration): http://w ww.saferoutesinfo.org/
lawenforcement/  

•	 Adult school crossing guard guidelines (National Center for Safe Routes to 
School): http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/test/test.c fm 

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 Washington law doubling crosswalk f ines (Washington State Legislature): 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rc w/default.aspx?cite=46.61.440 

•	 Washington school zone safety grants and information (Washington 
Traf f ic Safety Commission): http://www.wtsc.wa.gov/ 

•	 WALKArlington (County of Arlington, Virginia): 	
http://w ww.walkarlington.com/walkable/saferoutes.html 

•	 Por tland Safe Routes to School (City of Por tland, Oregon): 	
http://w ww.portlandonline.com/ TRANSPORTATION/index.
c fm?c=40511

R e f e r e n c e s

46	 Ham, S.A., Mar tin, S., & Kohl, H.W. III. (2008). Changes in the percentage of 
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Physical Activity and Health, 5, (2), 205-215. 

47	 Young, D. R., Felton, G. M., Grieser, M., Elder, J. P., Johnson, C., Lee, J.S. et. 
al. (2007). Policies and oppor tunities for physical activity in middle school 
environments. The Journal of School Health,  77, (1), 41-47.

48	 Revised Code of Washington, 46.61.435, (1996).
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One of the many national initiatives addressing childhood obesity is the Child 
Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004, which mandates that all school 
distric ts par ticipating in the National School Lunch Program have a local wellness 
policy.49 It outlines f ive content areas to include in the wellness policy: 
1) goals for nutrition education, physical activity and other school wellness 
programs; 2) nutrition guidelines for foods provided at school; 3) assurance that 
guidelines for school meals meet United States Depar tment of Agriculture (USDA) 
guidelines; 4) a plan for monitoring the policy; and 5) involvement of parents, 
students, representatives of the school food authority, the school board, school 
administrators and the public in the development of school wellness policy content. 
The specif ics of the wellness policies remain f lexible, allowing local schools and 
distric ts to develop policies based on local needs and resources. 

Ef fective school wellness policies address not just physical education time, but also 
physical activity both during school and outside school time. Programs like Safe 
Routes to School can facilitate physical activity levels outside of school by teaching 
and encouraging safe walking and bicycling behaviors, and making changes to the 
built environment around the school that enable children to walk and bicycle more 
of ten. Safe Routes to School programs can also par tner with af ter-school providers, 
such as recreation centers, parks depar tments and local YMCA’s to fur ther bolster the 
oppor tunities for physical activity outside of the school day. Local wellness policies 
have proven to be excellent ways to incorporate and institutionalize Safe Routes to 
School programs as par t of ef for ts to increase physical activity.

T h e  M a r y l a n d  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n ’ s  s t a t e 
l e v e l  w e l l n e s s  p o l i c y  c o n t a i n s  a n  o b j e c t i v e  t h a t 
s c h o o l s  w i l l  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t h  c o m m u n i t y  a g e n c i e s 
t o  e n h a n c e  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  p h y s i c a l 
a c t i v i t y  e f f o r t s .  T h e  p o l i c y  e n c o u r a g e s  s c h o o l s  t o 
f u l f i l l  t h e  g o a l  b y  c o l l a b o r a t i n g  w i t h  o t h e r  s t a t e 
a g e n c i e s  a n d  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  d e v e l o p  p r o g r a m s 
t o  e n c o u r a g e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  s t a f f  t o  w a l k  o r  b i c y c l e 
t o  a n d  f r o m  s c h o o l .” 5 0

Incorporating Safe Routes 
to School into School  
Wellness Policies
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State-level policymakers can provide leadership on wellness policies by issuing 
guidance and sample wellness policies that have a strong physical activity 
component, including solutions like Safe Routes to School programs. State 
depar tments of education and state boards of education can also monitor 
implementation of wellness policies across school distric ts to ensure that both 
nutrition and physical activity goals are being met and to identif y areas where 
additional state resources could be of assistance.

California School Boards Association: Prioritizing Safe Routes  
to School in Wellness Policies       
The California School Boards Association (CSBA) is taking leadership on Safe Routes 
to School, and has issued a series of resources to help school boards across the 
state incorporate Safe Routes to School into their policies and practices. CSBA has 
issued a policy brief outlining the role of school boards in Safe Routes to School, 
which includes setting direction, establishing a structure, suppor ting staf f during 
implementation, providing leadership and ensuring accountability. In addition, 
CSBA provided model administrative regulations and school board policies that can 
be easily adopted by school boards and school distric ts. Finally, CSBA is a par t of 
the California Safe Routes to School state network, ensuring that they are at the 
forefront of implementation of the Safe Routes to School program and state-level 
policy change.

The sample school board policy recommends inclusion of strategies on walking and 
bicycling in the distric t ’s school wellness policy or comprehensive safety plan. A 
por tion of the sample language recommended by CSBA reads, “The Governing Board 
recognizes that walking, bicycling and other forms of active transpor t to school 
promote students’ physical activity and reduce vehicle traf f ic and air pollution in 
the vicinity of schools. As par t of the distric t ’s coordinated approach to suppor ting 
student wellness and safety and enhancing student learning, the Superintendent 
or designee shall develop and implement strategies to establish and promote Safe 
Routes to School program activities.” The sample policy lays out fur ther details on 
implementation and accountability.
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Wellness policies outline the school distric t ’s priorities on student nutrition and 
physical activity levels. By including Safe Routes to School language in distric t 
wellness policies, school distric ts are creating a vehicle for increasing physical 
activity levels. The wellness policy language should detail a comprehensive approach 
on Safe Routes to School, including education and encouragement programs to 
change habits and infrastructure and enforcement improvements to increase 
safety. It is impor tant that the school distric t ’s wellness committee or school health 
advisor y committee take ownership of implementation of the strategies identif ied in 
the wellness policy, and evaluate the impact of the policies. 

Billings, Montana: Distric t Health Advisor y Council Writes Polic y  
to Include Safe Routes to School
Kathy Aragon began her bicycle and pedestrian advocacy work at her children’s 
school more than 10 years ago. A physical therapist by training, she understood the 
impor tance of physical activity, and got involved with other parents for the annual 
walk and bike to school day event. She had a friend on the school board, and when a 
seat opened up, Aragon began her work as a school board member.

Aragon recalls that, “when the legislation came down that all schools needed a 
wellness policy, we advocated for a high level model for our distric t, but we ended 
up adopting one that was more bare-bones. But, this ended up being great because 
we requested a distric t school health advisor y council that could give the policy some 
teeth. A policy is just words on paper if there is no implementation.”

As one approach to bring more specif icity to the ef for t, the school health advisor y 
committee draf ted a f itness resolution that is a par t of the Billings Public School 
Distric t ’s wellness policy. Along with other activities, the resolution states that 
schools should encourage walking and bicycling to school whenever possible, and 
Safe Routes to School is suggested as a means to accomplish this.

Aragon ref lects that, “implementation is always a problem, but things are star ting 
to change. At my kids’ school the PTA has done away with selling sweets and candy; 
opting for more healthy fundraisers. The school replaced the unhealthy fundraisers 
with an International Walk to School Week. Neighbors and families of the school 
pledge a donation for ever y day they walk and bike to school that week.”

Aragon sees it as the job of parents, community members and the school board to 
make the trip to school as safe as possible for children walking and bicycling. “Safe 
Routes to School is a good model for school distric ts. Advocating for the f ive E’s 
ensures you are doing ever ything you can to make the school environment safe for 
those kids who already walk and bike.”

S a m p l e  w e l l n e s s  p o l i c y  l a n g u a g e  
f o r  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s :

T h e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  w i l l  a s s e s s  a n d ,  i f 
n e c e s s a r y  a n d  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  p o s s i b l e ,  m a k e 
n e e d e d  i m p r o v e m e n t s  t o  m a k e  i t  s a f e r  a n d 
e a s i e r  f o r  s t u d e n t s  t o  w a l k  a n d  b i c y c l e  t o 
s c h o o l .  W h e n  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  t h e  d i s t r i c t  w i l l 
w o r k  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  l o c a l  p u b l i c  w o r k s ,  p u b l i c 
s a f e t y  a n d /o r  p o l i c e  d e p a r t m e n t s  i n  t h o s e 
e f f o r t s .  T h e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  w i l l  e x p l o r e 
t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  f e d e r a l  “ s a f e  r o u t e s  t o 
s c h o o l ”  f u n d s ,  a d m i n i s t e r e d  b y  t h e  s t a t e 
d e p a r t m e n t  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  t o  f i n a n c e 
s u c h  i m p r o v e m e n t s . 5 1
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Schools play an impor tant role in implementing their distric t wellness policies. 
Specif ic to Safe Routes to School, school leaders can build messages about 
walking and bicycling to school into health curricula, physical education lessons, 
events, newsletters and school announcements. It is impor tant to institutionalize 
Safe Routes to School within the responsibilities of appropriate school staf f and 
committees. 

Newark, Delaware: “Walking to Win” at Brader Elementar y School
The wellness policy for Christina School Distric t in Delaware states that all schools 
will work toward 150 minutes of physical activity per week. Many schools in the 
distric t—including Brader Elementar y in Newark—are working with the Alliance for 
a Healthier Generation’s Healthy Schools Program to implement the wellness policy. 
Mar y Beth French, Brader Elementar y’s physical education teacher states that, “Safe 
Routes to School is a program that the Alliance and the distric t share with all schools 
as a way of meeting the 150 minute goal.” 

French repor ts that federal Safe Routes to School funds have allowed Brader 
Elementar y to repair sidewalks and hold a number of encouragement activities for 
the students. At the beginning of the year, students are given Safe Routes to School 
punch cards. Each morning, “safety patrol” students greet students who walk and 
bicycle to school and add a punch to the card. When their punch cards are f illed up, 
students turn them in for prizes that are raf f led of f periodically. Students who live 
too far to walk or bicycle can earn punches by walking a course set up at the school. 
Students are encouraged to get as many cards f illed as possible to have the best 
chances of winning a bicycle that is raf f led of f in the spring.

For French, the best par t of the Safe Routes to School program is being able to get 
parents and the community involved. She states, “We get to show parents this is 
what we are doing to help keep their kids healthy. When parents see this, they want 
to get involved and now we have parents that ser ve on our school wellness board. 
Our work with Safe Routes to School has given us the momentum to take on other 
projects as well. We have star ted a school garden and even have some parental 
education classes like nutrition night.” All of these activities help to strengthen 
the community around the school, and create a group of dedicated people that will 
continue the legacy from year to year.

All of the work at Brader Elementar y has really paid of f. French repor ts a decrease 
in the number of students being driven to school, which “has really helped with 
the traf f ic f low during arrival and dismissal.” Also, French repor ts that she has 
noticed more and more students walking together to and from school this year. The 
bicycle hanging from the ceiling in the school lobby is a tangible reminder of Brader 
Elementar y’s commitment to keeping its students healthy and active. 
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State-Level 
Integration of 
Safe Routes 
to School 
into Wellness 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Issue guidance and sample school wellness policies that are inclusive of Safe Routes to 

School as a strategy for increasing physical activity.

Action Steps 
•	 Ensure that the state department of education has a staf f person charged with liaising 

with other state departments (including the state department of transportation) to 
coordinate guidance and support on development and implementation of wellness 
policies. 

•	 Encourage school districts to adopt wellness policies that address student and school 
employee wellness through a coordinated school health approach that includes 
guidelines to provide physical activity opportunities for students before, during and/or 
af ter school—including programs such as Safe Routes to School.

•	 Periodically assess the implementation of wellness policies across schools in the state to 
see if wellness goals are being achieved.

District-Level 
Integration of 
Safe Routes 
to School 
into Wellness 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Incorporate Safe Routes to School and active commuting to school in the district ’s 

wellness policy as a means of increasing physical activity levels. 
•	 Ensure that the school district ’s wellness committee or school health advisory committee 

includes Safe Routes to School in its policies and priorities.

Action Steps 
•	 Educate each school’s administrator on the local district wellness policy and Safe Routes 

to School implementation expectations. Provide resources and curriculum goals to help 
with implementation.

•	 Explore the availability of grant funds and other sources of funding to support 
implementation of wellness policies that include Safe Routes to School projects and 
activities.

School-Level 
Integration of 
Safe Routes 
to School 
into Wellness 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Institutionalize Safe Routes to School within the responsibilities of staf f and committees 

that work on school wellness policies and activities.
•	 Include health and physical education teachers on school health advisory councils or 

other bodies that review or implement wellness policies.

Action Steps 
•	 Build messages about bicycling and walking into health curricula, physical education 

lessons, newsletters, school announcements and events.
•	 Raise funds for school wellness activities by asking neighbors and supporters to pledge 

money for the miles students walk and bicycle to school. 
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School wellness councils:

•	 Toolkit for School Wellness Councils (Alliance for a Healthier Generation): 	
http://www.healthiergeneration.org/uploadedFiles/For_Schools/Helpful_
Tools/08Toolkit_SWC.pdf 

•	 School Health Advisor y Councils (American Lung Association): http://w ww.cancer.org/
docroot/PED/content/PED_13_2x_School_Health_Councils.asp 

Wellness policies:

•	 Local Wellness Policies (U.S. Depar tment of Agriculture): http://w ww.fns.usda.gov/tn/
Healthy/ Wellnesspolic y.html 

•	 Safe Routes to School-specif ic models and state recommendations (Safe Routes to School 
National Par tnership): http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/state/bestprac tices/
wellnesspolicies 

•	 Model school wellness policies (National Alliance for Nutrition and Activity): 	
http://www.schoolwellnesspolicies.org/ 

•	 Wellness policy tool (Action for Healthy Kids): http://www.ac tionforhealthykids.org/
school-programs/our-programs/wellness-polic y-tool/ 

•	 Wellness policy assessment tool (Yale University Rudd Center): 
http://w ww.wellsat.org/ 

More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 Making Wellness Work—A Guide to Implementing and Monitoring School Wellness Policies 
in Maryland (Mar yland Depar tment of Education): 
http://w ww.mar ylandpublicschools.org/MSDE/programs/school_wellness/mww 

•	 California sample wellness policies on physical activity, physical education and Safe 
Routes to School (California School Board Association):  	
http://w ww.csba.org/EducationIssues/EducationIssues/ Wellness/
PhysicalAc tivity.aspx  

•	 Billings wellness policy (Billings Public School Distric t): http://w ww.billingsschools.
org/?page=dp_d&Group=School%20Board&ID=197&DP=School%20Wellness 

R e f e r e n c e s 
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Education.doc (Accessed April 26, 2010).
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S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l

50

	
	

Parents over whelmingly suppor t bicycling and walking as a healthy childhood 
activity. However, far too of ten parents cite safety concerns as a top barrier to their 
children walking and bicycling to school.52 While infrastructure improvements such 
as bicycle routes, sidewalks, crosswalks and traf f ic calming measures address def icits 
in the physical environment, many students lack the basic traf f ic safety skills and 
experience to ensure safe, comfor table walking and bicycling. 
 
Bicycle and pedestrian safety curricula and lesson plans provide the oppor tunity to 
improve safety and physical activity. Skills gained from pedestrian and bicycle safety 
curricula will not only benef it students as they commute to and from school, but also 
provide them with the knowledge and skills to be physically active throughout their 
lifetime. 

Many bicycle and pedestrian skills programs and curricula meet the National 
Physical Education Standards of demonstrating competency in motor skills and 
movement patterns, par ticipating in physical activity, achieving and maintaining 
a health-enhancing level of physical f itness, exhibiting responsible personal and 
social behavior and values physical activity for health, enjoyment, challenge, 
self-expression and/or social interaction. Safe Routes to School programs may also 
meet the National Health Education Content Standards including oppor tunities to 
demonstrate safe decision-making, self-management and advocacy skills.
 
The federal Safe Routes to School law requires that between ten and 30 percent of 
each state’s federal Safe Routes to School funds must be used for non-infrastructure 
programs such as education, encouragement and traf f ic enforcement. States, 
distric ts and communities should maximize the use of these and other funds to 
suppor t increased physical activity and improve learning for students.

Teaching Bicycle and  
Pedestrian Safety
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S t a t e - L eve l  B i c yc l e  a n d  Pe d e s t r i a n  S a f e t y 
I n s t r u c t i o n 

The growing number of studies demonstrating links between physical activity and 
student achievement has helped make the case for providing physical education 
programs in schools. In response to the evidence on physical activity levels and 
obesity rates in children, many state legislatures have reinstated mandator y physical 
education or increased the minimum minutes of physical education in elementar y 
schools. 

State boards and depar tments of education have implemented physical education 
and health education content standards that can be met with bicycle and pedestrian 
safety education programs. State education agencies can provide physical education 
teacher training guidelines for these subject areas as well as curricula and 
professional development oppor tunities. Some state depar tments of transpor tation 
are using federal Safe Routes to School funds to contract with bicycle and pedestrian 
safety organizations to provide assistance to local schools seeking to teach these 
impor tant safety skills.

S e l e c t e d  e x a m p l e s  o f  s t a t e  l aws  o n  p hys i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  
a n d  p hys i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i n  s c h o o l s

Florida: Statute 1003.455  (2007) requires each school distric t board to provide 150 minutes of physical education 
each week for students in kindergar ten through f if th grade. Beginning with the 2009-10 school year, it requires 
the equivalent of one class period per day of physical education for at least one semester each year in six th through 
eighth grade.

Louisiana:  RS 17:17.1  (2004) requires each public elementar y school to provide a minimum of 30 minutes each 
school day of quality moderate to vigorous physical activity for students. 

Mississippi:  Code 37-13-134  (2007) requires school distric ts to provide 150 minutes of physical education and 45 
minutes of health education each week, based on state standards, for students in kindergar ten through eighth 
grade. 

Oregon:  HB 3141  (2007) requires at least 150 minutes per week of physical education for students in kindergar ten 
through f if th grade and 225 minutes per week for students in six th through eighth grade. At least half of physical 
education class time must be devoted to actual physical activity. School distric ts have until the 2017-2018 school 
year to fully comply. 

Texas: Education Code 28.002  (2007) requires students in kindergar ten through f if th grade to par ticipate in 
moderate or vigorous physical activity for at least 30 minutes daily throughout the school year. Students in six th 
through eighth grade are required to par ticipate in moderate or vigorous daily physical activity (as a par t of the 
physical education curriculum) for the equivalent of at least 30 minutes daily for at least four semesters. 
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Oklahoma Safe Routes to School State Network:  
Training Physical Education Teachers
In May 2008, state legislation in Oklahoma, SB 1186, doubled the required 
amount of physical activity time for children in kindergar ten through f if th grade 
from 60 minutes per week to 120 minutes. The Oklahoma Safe Routes to School 
State Network, which includes representatives from the state depar tments of 
transpor tation, health and education as well as local public health agencies and 
the Oklahoma Bicycling Coalition, realized the policy change opened the door to 
providing pedestrian and bicycle safety instruction in physical education classes. 
The network moved quickly to provide much-needed suppor t to physical education 
teachers and is developing a curriculum and teacher training model that is expected 
to be in place in schools throughout the state by spring 2011.

The Oklahoma network worked with other states that already had bicycle and 
pedestrian curricula and programs to adapt their models for Oklahoma. The 
Oklahoma WalkSmar t! pedestrian safety curriculum for kindergar ten through second 
grade was adapted from Walk Smar t/Bike Smar t Vermont and is free to download 
on the Oklahoma Depar tment of Health website. The Oklahoma SafeCyclist bicycle 
curriculum for third through f if th grade was adapted from the Texas SuperCyclist 
curriculum. BikeTexas will train ten Oklahomans in how to teach the SafeCyclist 
curriculum. These trainers will then train and equip teachers across the state through 
six-hour curriculum workshops. Both WalkSmar t! and SafeCyclist are aligned to 
Oklahoma’s physical education standards, and WalkSmar t! has been adopted by the 
Oklahoma Depar tment of Education.

Oklahoma’s state agencies have formed a strong par tnership to increase 
implementation of these curricula. The Oklahoma Depar tment of Health provided 
the Oklahoma Depar tment of Transpor tation with a por tion of its stimulus funding 
to suppor t the SafeCyclist teacher trainings plus local implementation, ensuring 
that the curriculum will be free for schools to implement. But funding is only one 
par t of their success. Don Nor velle, the Oklahoma Safe Routes to School State 
Network Organizer, notes that agency staf f directly involved with the program are 
enthusiastic, and higher-level managers are also ex tremely suppor tive.

Mississippi Department of Education: Including Safe Routes to School  
in Lesson Plans
The Mississippi Depar tment of Education’s Of f ice of Healthy Schools maintains an 
online collection of lesson plans and class strategies designed to meet state physical 
and health education content standards. A professor at Delta State University and the 
Mississippi Depar tment of Transpor tation worked together to develop 40 lesson plans 
for classroom teachers specif ically on Safe Routes to School. 
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Teachers can use the librar y of classroom lessons to embed Safe Routes to School 
into the classroom learning environment. When paired with classroom lessons on 
bicycle and pedestrian safety, these Safe Routes to School lesson plans help ensure 
that students receive a coordinated and consistent message on walking and bicycling 
to school. Christine Philley, the School Health Administrator at the Mississippi 
Depar tment of Education, explains that these lessons are available for many 
educators to use, “We use ever y oppor tunity to share the website with teachers. 
There are presently over 2,000 site users from 41 dif ferent states.”

D i s t r i c t - L eve l  B i c yc l e  a n d  Pe d e s t r i a n  S a f e t y 
I n s t r u c t i o n

School distric ts are positioned to create high standards to ensure that all schools run 
physical education programs and hire well-trained PE specialists. More specif ically, 
a distric t can set the goal that ever y student receives both bicycle and pedestrian 
safety at least once during his or her school experience. Distric t of f icials can par tner 
with local transpor tation agencies to seek exper t resources and par tners for funding. 
 
As par t of ongoing professional development, distric ts can of fer bicycle and 
pedestrian training events to better equip physical education and health teachers 
or specialists. These training events should align to national, state and/or local 
content standards. Examples of professional development topics include teaching 
injur y prevention concepts in health education through lessons on bicycle helmet 
f it ting, pedestrian safety and traf f ic safety or teaching bicycle safety classes that 
incorporate physical activity as a way to stay f it. Teachers can also engage students 
in creating posters or messages advocating for students to walk and bicycle to 
school, which may fulf ill health education content standards of advocacy. 

Miami-Dade County, Florida: School Board Drives Safety  
Education Statewide
In 2000 Miami-Dade County was ranked f irst in the state of Florida for child 
pedestrian fatalities and injuries.53 In order to increase student safety, in 2003, 
the School Board of Miami-Dade County mandated that all elementar y students 
receive pedestrian safety education through the WalkSafeTM curriculum. WalkSafeTM 
was developed by the University of Miami - Miller School of Medicine and other 
local par tners. It uses an educational inter vention, appropriate infrastructure 
improvements and an enforcement component to achieve the goals of increasing 
student safety and physical activity and making school environments more 
pedestrian friendly. The WalkSafeTM educational component uses a curriculum, 
separated by grade level, plus videos, workbooks, outside simulation activities and a 
poster contest. The program is taught in half-hour increments on three consecutive 
days by representatives trained by WalkSafeTM through a train-the-trainer model.  

A  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  c a n  s e t  t h e  g o a l  t h a t  e v e r y 
s t u d e n t  r e c e i v e s  b o t h  b i c y c l e  a n d  p e d e s t r i a n 
s a f e t y  a t  l e a s t  o n c e  d u r i n g  h i s  o r  h e r  s c h o o l 
e x p e r i e n c e .  D i s t r i c t  o f f i c i a l s  c a n  p a r t n e r  w i t h 
l o c a l  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  a g e n c i e s  t o  s e e k  e x p e r t 
r e s o u r c e s  a n d  p a r t n e r s  f o r  f u n d i n g .
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Since the launch of the program in 2002, there has been a 42 percent decrease in 
the total number of children ages 0-14 hit by cars in Miami-Dade County. There has 
also been a 63 percent decline in the number of children hit by cars that are seen 
at trauma centers, indicating that the severity of the incidents is also decreasing. 
With such success, WalkSafeTM has expanded outside of Miami-Dade County to 11 
other counties in Florida. During the 2009-2010 school year, 311 schools in Florida 
par ticipated in the WalkSafeTM program, 7,599 teachers were trained, and 190,612 
students received the pedestrian safety education.54 

S c h o o l - L eve l  B i c yc l e  a n d  Pe d e s t r i a n  S a f e t y 
I n s t r u c t i o n 

Bicycle and pedestrian safety courses and events are frequently par t of any Safe 
Routes to School action plan. In order to accomplish this, schools typically run bicycle 
and pedestrian safety programs in two venues: during school in-class lessons and 
af ter-school programs.
 
Safe Routes to School education can meet core curriculum content for physical 
education and health classes. All courses should include classroom-based traf f ic 
lessons. Depending on the age of the students, these classes can also include active 
lessons with on-bicycle rides, either on campus or on the street. Some communities 
end these courses with walking or bicycling f ield trips or bicycle rodeos. Bicycle 
rodeos are popular skill-building events that of fer students an oppor tunity to 
demonstrate bicycle safety skills and par ticipate in games and other activities such 
as helmet-f it tings. In addition to building skills, bicycle rodeos and similar events 
make bicycling a fun and social activity.

Principals can suppor t these projects by par tnering with agencies and organizations 
to bring additional education resources to help teachers run the program. Bringing in 
staf f from community organizations to facilitate walking and bicycling lessons and 
activities builds excitement, community connection and, because these educators are 
of ten young adults, gives students exposure to positive bicycle culture role models. 
It can also provide professional development oppor tunities for teachers to learn new 
skills.
 
Af ter-school programs focused on bicycling and walking can be a good supplement to 
in-school education. These programs or clubs can provide safety education coupled 
with f ield trips, advanced rides or rides coupled with community-ser vice projects. 
Earn-a-bicycle clubs can provide students who do not have or cannot af ford a bicycle 
the chance to earn a bicycle through on-going par ticipation. 

B r i n g i n g  i n  s t a f f  f r o m  c o m m u n i t y 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  w a l k i n g  a n d 
b i c y c l i n g  l e s s o n s  a n d  a c t i v i t i e s  b u i l d s 
e x c i t e m e n t ,  c o m m u n i t y  c o n n e c t i o n 
a n d ,  b e c a u s e  t h e s e  e d u c a t o r s  a r e  o f t e n 
y o u n g  a d u l t s ,  g i v e s  s t u d e n t s  e x p o s u r e  t o 
p o s i t i v e  b i c y c l e  c u l t u r e  r o l e  m o d e l s .  I t  c a n 
a l s o  p r o v i d e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  t e a c h e r s  t o  l e a r n  n e w  s k i l l s .
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The University of Idaho: Preparing the Next Generation of Safe Routes  
to School Educators
At the University of Idaho (UI) College of Education in Moscow, Instructor Helen 
Brown and Professor Grace Goc Karp have integrated Safe Routes to School strategies 
into a number of health education, physical education, recreation and dance classes 
for pre-ser vice education students at both the graduate and undergraduate level. 
“Our focus is to prepare pre-ser vice teachers so they are able to integrate Safe Routes 
to School in their classrooms,” says Brown.

Physical education teaching students learn how to plan and implement bicycle safety 
education for four th-graders, and teach at least three safety lessons utilizing games, 
active learning and bicycling simulations. Elementar y education teaching students 
must prepare mini-lessons on Safe Routes to School for a health fair and identif y 
active transpor tation barriers around schools. As par t of their education, UI teaching 
students volunteer at local Safe Routes to School events like Walk to School Day at 
area schools. Those students par ticipating in student teaching also bring Safe Routes 
to School into the classroom and are raising awareness among veteran teachers. 

Goc Karp and Brown are moving to integrate Safe Routes to School even fur ther into 
their program by of fering Safe Routes to School-focused activities as an option for 
health and physical education students’ required 40-hour practicum. Most recently, 
two students par ticipated in the development of travel plans for seven schools, 
including conducting site assessments at the schools to identif y travel barriers and 
promising strategies. The students worked with Safe Routes to School teams and 
community par tners at each school to develop individual school Safe Routes to 
School action plans. Brown describes the value of this approach. “Students were able 
to obser ve the complete travel plan development process, including budgeting. We 
feel this is a valuable experience – we hope to prepare students who have the skills 
to bring Safe Routes to School to other communities.”

With the success of their approach in their own depar tment, Brown and Goc Karp are 
beginning to par tner with other programs to expand the diversity of students and 
disciplines engaged with Safe Routes to School through the University. They are in 
the process of working with students studying recreation, engineering, bio-regional 
planning and ar t education. These par tnerships model one of the impor tant features 
of Safe Routes to School. According to Brown, “In addition to providing students with 
the tools and resources they need to implement successful Safe Routes to School 
strategies, we want them to become aware of the impor tance of community-based 
par tnerships that are necessar y to successfully grow the Safe Routes to School 
movement and make needed community changes.”



S a f e  R o u t e s  t o  S c h o o l

56

Oregon: Bringing Skilled Instruc tors and Bic ycle Equipment to Schools
In 1998, the Oregon Depar tment of Transpor tation f irst provided the statewide 
Bicycle Transpor tation Alliance (BTA) a grant to develop and teach bicycle safety 
instruction statewide. The BTA curriculum is tied to a number of curriculum 
benchmarks mandated by the state of Oregon. The curriculum is a ten-hour 
comprehensive program consisting of four hours of classroom instruction and six 
hours of on-bicycle instruction. BTA provides a trained instructor, a f leet of 30 bikes, 
helmets, brochures and pamphlets. 

Even though many teachers have initial concerns about using classroom time for 
bicycle safety education, teachers that use the program immediately f ind that it 
is one of the year ’s most interactive and engaging curriculum elements. Because 
the sessions are coordinated and taught by BTA instructors, teachers are assured of 
having a successful, exper t and safe bicycle safety program complete with equipment 
for students. In addition, BTA engages volunteers and community members to help 
lead the on-street bicycle rides, which increases linkages between the school and the 
community. Since 1998, the BTA has taught 60,000 students in Oregon and has been 
used as a model in a number of other states.
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M a t r i x  o f  Po l i c i e s  a n d  Ac t i o n  S t e p s :   
B i c yc l e  a n d  Pe d e s t r i a n  S a f e t y  I n s t r u c t i o n

State-Level 
Bic ycle and 
Pedestrian 
Safety 
Instruction

Policies 
•	 Align state physical education and health curriculum content standards to national 

standards and demonstrate how bicycle and pedestrian safety instruction can meet these 
standards and benchmarks. 

•	 Ensure that federal Safe Routes to School program funds are used to run education and 
encouragement programs in schools. Work with the state department of transportation 
to dedicate the maximum allowable (30 percent of state Safe Routes to School funds) for 
non-infrastructure programs, including education. 

Action Steps 
•	 Encourage teaching of bicycle and pedestrian safety programs in schools, and work with 

state departments to issue teacher training guidelines.
•	 Ensure that the state departments of education and transportation work together to 

jointly identif y expert professionals and curricula on bicycle and pedestrian safety that 
will meet education standards and that can be subcontracted to provide curriculum, 
training and services. 

•	 Contract with a statewide bicycle and pedestrian organization to train teachers on 
bicycle and pedestrian safety instruction. 

District-Level 
Bic ycle and 
Pedestrian 
Safety 
Instruction

Policies 
•	 Develop a school board policy requiring all students to receive pedestrian and bicycle 

safety education as part of health and physical education curriculum programs. This 
language can be incorporated into district wellness policies.

•	 Ensure that district policy on safe walking and bicycling includes language encouraging 
students to wear helmets when bicycling to and from school.

•	 Develop hiring protocols and require ongoing education for physical education and 
health education specialists.  

Action Steps 
•	 Of fer professional development to physical education and health specialists or teachers 

to instruct them how to teach bicycle and pedestrian safety in a way that is tied to 
national, state and/or local content standards.

•	 Work with state or local nonprof its or state departments of transportation and education 
to f ind expert professionals and curricula that can assist with teaching children bicycle 
and pedestrian safety.

School-Level 
Bic ycle and 
Pedestrian 
Safety 
Instruction

Policies 
•	 Work with teachers to tie walking and bicycling safety messages into the curriculum for 

other subjects like math, science and English. 

Action Steps 
•	 Work with local nonprof it organizations and businesses to identif y funding and 

professional expertise to assist with ef forts on bicycle and pedestrian safety instruction.
•	 Run in-school bicycle and walking safety lessons and programs. Include classroom-based 

traf f ic lessons; run optional on-bicycle lessons and community ride f ield trips. 
•	 Develop an af ter-school club or program that reinforces walking and bicycle safety 

through fun excursions that are both educational and recreational.
•	 Promote walk and bicycle to school days and deliver health and safety messages in 

classrooms and home to families. Participate in International Walk and Bike to School 
Day in early October and hold regular walking and bicycling events, such as Walking 
Wednesdays to engage parents and students.
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Standards on physical education, physical ac tivity and health education:

•	 National guidelines for physical activity and physical education (National 
Association for Spor t and Physical Education): http://w ww.aahperd.
org/naspe/standards/nationalguidelines/ 

•	 National standards for physical education (National Association for Spor t 
and Physical Education): http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/standards/
nationalstandards/PEstandards.c fm 

•	 Health education standards (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention): 
http://www.cdc.gov/healthy youth/sher/standards

Resources for teaching bic ycle and pedestrian safety:

•	 Best practices for state bicycle and pedestrian safety curricula 
(Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): http://w ww.
saferoutespartnership.org/state/bestprac tices/curriculum 

•	 Safe Routes to School children’s education guide (National Center for Safe 
Routes to School): http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/education/
children.c fm 

•	 Smar t Cycling courses and instructors (League of American Bicyclists): 
http://w ww.bikeleague.org/programs/education/index.php  

•	 State and local bicycle and pedestrian advocacy groups (Alliance for 
Biking and Walking): http://www.peoplepoweredmovement.org/
site/index.php/site/memberser vices/C530 

•	 Safe Kids Walk This Way child pedestrian safety resources (Safe Kids USA): 
http://www.usa.safekids.org/wtw/ 

•	 An Organizer’s Guide to Bicycle Rodeos (Cornell University): 
http://www.bike.cornell.edu/pdfs/Bike_Rodeo_404.2.pdf 

•	 Safe Routes to School: Putting Traf f ic Safety First (Safe Routes to School 
National Par tnership): http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/
media/file/Safety_report_final.pdf  

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 Oklahoma WalkSafe! Curriculum (Oklahoma Safe Routes to School 
Network): http://www.ok.gov/strongandhealthy/documents/
WalkSmartCurriculumFinal2010.pdf 

•	 Walk Smar t/Bike Smar t Vermont curriculum (Center for Health and 
Learning): http://w ww.healthandlearning.org/bikesmart.html 

•	 Texas SuperCyclist curriculum and training program (Bike Texas): 	
http://w ww.biketexas.org/index.php?option=com_content&view
=article&id=72&Itemid=81

•	 Mississippi lesson plans including Safe Routes to School (Mississippi 
Depar tment of Education’s Of f ice of Healthy Schools): 	
http://w ww.healthyschoolsms.org/healthinac tion.html. [Enroll on 
the site by using your e-mail address, click on a grade level and then type 
in Safe Routes to School to f ind lesson plans.]

•	 WalkSafeTM curriculum (University of Miami - Miller School of Medicine): 
http://w ww.walksafe.us/ 

•	 Oregon’s Bicycle Safety Education Program (Bicycle Transpor tation 
Alliance): http://www.bta4bikes.org/at_work /bikesafetyed.php
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Transpor tation is a major responsibility and cost center of state and distric t school 
systems. These costs have risen sharply over the past four decades. Nationwide, 
the cost of transpor ting students has risen exponentially from just under $1 billion 
in 1967 to nearly $20 billion in 2007. At the same time, the number of students 
transpor ted has risen just 60 percent, from 17 million to approximately 26 million.55

These cost increases can be attributed in par t to the trend of sprawling development 
patterns and the construction of new schools at the edges of established cities and 
towns. In addition, hazard busing, which is the practice of busing students who live 
close to school due to traf f ic hazards, has increased as schools are built near busy 
highways or conditions for pedestrians and cyclists have deteriorated.

Ensuring that School  
Transportation Policies  
are Inclusive of Walking 
and Bicycling
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Another signif icant change in school transpor tation is the increase in the number 
of parents that are dropping their children of f at school, which creates traf f ic 
congestion around schools that can delay school buses and create additional hazards 
for children who do walk and bicycle. With rising busing costs and shrinking school 
budgets, many school systems have reduced busing in the past few years. If school 
distric ts do not address parent concerns about traf f ic and personal safety dangers, 
it can actually increase the number of parents that drive their children to school, 
worsening traf f ic congestion and safety dangers. 

State and local education and transpor tation of f icials can work together to make 
school transpor tation policies inclusive of walking and bicycling, address hazards 
that require students to be bused that would other wise be close enough to walk and 
bicycle, make long-term busing costs more sustainable and reduce the number of 
parent vehicles at schools.

S t a t e - L eve l  I n c l u s i ve  S c h o o l  
Tra n s p o r t a t i o n  Po l i c i e s 

Many states have busing reimbursement formulas that simply reimburse school 
distric ts for the number of students transpor ted or the miles driven, which does not 
encourage school distric ts to design ef f icient busing routes or minimize long-term 
costs. Some states also reimburse local school distric ts for hazard busing, when a 
student is bused due to traf f ic or personal safety hazards, but may not require the 
local jurisdiction to make improvements to eliminate the hazard. 

To ensure more manageable long-term school transpor tation costs, some states have 
studied school busing practices, trends and reimbursement policies. Improvements 
to school transpor tation policies can include the adoption of policies that incentivize 
more ef f icient busing routes or that eliminate hazard busing through creation of 
long-term infrastructure solutions that make it safer for students walking and 
bicycling. 
 
Illinois: Tackling Hazard Busing
Illinois is working on ref ining state laws on hazard busing. In May 2009, the Illinois 
state legislature passed House Joint Resolution 6 to require the creation of a School 
Transpor tation Task Force. The goals of the task force are to examine multi-modal 
school transpor tation plans and to study potential legislative changes. Safe Routes 
to School advocates involved with the Illinois Safe Routes to School State Network 
recommended members to the task force. 
 
One key focus of the School Transpor tation Task Force will be to identif y ways to 
save on school busing costs, par ticularly through the hazard busing program, while 
improving safety for children walking and bicycling. Currently, the state of Illinois 
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reimburses schools for hazard busing when students live less than 1.5 miles to school 
but the route is determined to be unsafe for students walking and bicycling. Costs for 
hazard busing have increased 67 percent in seven years, and the number of students 
enrolled in hazard busing is increasing 1.2 percent per year even while student 
enrollment is dropping. 

D i s t r i c t - L eve l  I n c l u s i ve  S c h o o l 
Tra n s p o r t a t i o n  Po l i c i e s 

Traditionally, distric t transpor tation policies focus primarily on the safety of students 
arriving to school by bus. Distric ts can move toward inclusivity by expanding 
transpor tation policies and staf f responsibilities to also address the safety of 
students walking and bicycling to school. 

School distric t transpor tation divisions should embrace active transpor tation and 
develop distric t-wide safety policies and solutions that increase these healthy 
behaviors. School distric ts should determine whether any bans on walking and 
bicycling are in place, examine why they are in place and work to address the 
underlying safety concerns so these policies can be over turned. Transpor tation 
divisions should par tner with municipal agencies to develop shor t- and long-
term plans to increase access and safety to ever y school site by bicycle and foot. 
If school distric ts prioritize routes along which children are currently being bused 
due to hazards, long-term busing costs can be reduced. See pages 36-43 for more 
information on infrastructure improvements.
 
Distric t of f icials should also ensure that any cutbacks in bus routes are accompanied 
by an assessment of and improvement in safety for walking and bicycling. Other wise, 
children are likely to be walking and bicycling in unsafe conditions, or parents will 
drive these children, leading to more traf f ic congestion and safety concerns around 
the school. 
 
Auburn, Washington: Reducing Bus Transportation Costs and Increasing 
Physical Ac tivity
In 1995, the Auburn School Distric t in Washington began discussions about increasing 
walking and bicycling to school to curb transpor tation costs and address rising rates 
of childhood inactivity. The school distric t formed a citizens committee to develop 
an initial distric t-wide plan for safe pedestrian routes and to develop safe walking 
route maps for ever y school. Today, each of the 22 schools in the distric t maintains 
a safe walking committee that makes safety recommendations to the Distric t Safety 
Committee. 

S c h o o l  d i s t r i c t  o f f i c i a l s  s h o u l d  e n s u r e  t h a t 
a n y  c u t b a c k s  i n  b u s  r o u t e s  a r e  a c c o m p a n i e d 
b y  a n  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  a n d  i m p r o v e m e n t  i n 
s a f e t y  f o r  w a l k i n g  a n d  b i c y c l i n g .  O t h e r w i s e , 
c h i l d r e n  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e  w a l k i n g  a n d 
b i c y c l i n g  i n  u n s a f e  c o n d i t i o n s ,  o r  p a r e n t s  w i l l 
d r i v e  t h e s e  c h i l d r e n ,  l e a d i n g  t o  m o r e  t r a f f i c 
c o n g e s t i o n  a n d  s a f e t y  c o n c e r n s  a r o u n d  t h e 
s c h o o l .
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The city of Auburn is a true par tner in this ef for t. It uses some of its municipal 
funds to make some improvements around schools, such as signage, traf f ic calming, 
sidewalks and paths. The city also writes grant applications for programs like Safe 
Routes to School to secure additional funding to make larger-scale upgrades and 
improvements. In addition, in suppor t of these ef for ts, the City of Auburn now 
requires all developers to install sidewalks. 

Overall, the improvements made now mean that 20 percent of students (2,800 
children) live within safe walking areas and no longer need to be bused to school. 
These reductions in hazard bus ser vice are saving the transpor tation depar tment 
a total of $240,000 each year in personnel and fuel costs. The school distric t is 
currently waiting to hear if they will receive additional Safe Routes to School funding 
to address a hazardous walking area within a mile of an elementar y school. If the 
grant is received, 50 students who are currently being bused less than ten blocks 
will be able to walk and bicycle to school—which will allow the school distric t to 
eliminate an additional two bus routes and save approximately $15,000 annually in 
busing costs.
 
San Francisco Unified School Distric t: Ac tion on Behalf of Ac tive 
Transportation
The San Francisco Unif ied School Distric t in California is making walking and 
bicycling a priority as par t of their ef for ts to encourage healthy, sustainable 
lifestyles for faculty, students and their families. The school distric t is installing 
bicycle racks at schools throughout the distric t, and is launching Safe Routes 
to School programs at 15 pilot schools. The programs will include bicycle and 
pedestrian safety education, increased traf f ic enforcement around school zones 
and encouragement activities. In order to improve the health of students, protect 
the natural environment and promote safety around schools, the distric t also sent a 
letter to all principals encouraging them to suppor t walking and bicycling to school.

The school board has also passed resolutions suppor ting this ef for t. On Februar y 
9, 2010, the school board passed a sustainability resolution directing the 
superintendent to develop “policies, practices and curricula that promote health, 
sustainability and f iscal discipline.”  One major focus area of the resolution was on 
“transpor tation programs that incorporate the traf f ic impact of school programs on 
the community into planning decisions and promote alternative transpor tation, fuels 
and practices.”  Another resolution on walking and bicycling to school urged the 
Municipal Transpor tation Agency (MTA) to develop a comprehensive planning process 
to address safety concerns around schools near a busy thoroughfare, Masonic Avenue.      
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S c h o o l - B a s e d  I n c l u s i ve  S c h o o l  Tra n s p o r t a t i o n 
Po l i c i e s 

In order to increase walking and bicycling among students, school leaders should 
promote these behaviors as safe and reasonable. School policies and practices 
can increase the safety of active transpor tation, including permitting walkers and 
bicyclists to enter and leave school sites through protected entrances and developing 
a crossing guard program to ensure safety at intersections.
 
School staf f can also promote walking and bicycling through school-based events. 
Staf f members that model active transpor tation behaviors will help instill these 
values in students. Parents and students can also be valuable allies by reaching out 
to their fellow parents and peers to convince more parents and students to choose 
the active way of getting to and from school. 
  
Alexandria, Virginia: Reversing a Ban on Walking and Bic ycling
When it opened in 2000, Samuel Tucker Elementar y School in Alexandria, Virginia 
became the city ’s f irst new public school in 30 years. Surrounded by newly built 
townhouses, condominiums and retailers and a network of sidewalks, it would have 
appeared to be a model for a neighborhood school. However, it was also an on-going 
and active construction site as the community continued to expand. Out of safety 
concerns, the Alexandria City Public Schools provided hazard busing to all students 
living within a one-mile radius of the school. The busing policy also led to an 
unwritten understanding that walking and bicycling was not allowed at the school.

In 2008, construction was winding down and parents were anxious to increase 
walking and bicycling. Parents asked school administrators to rescind the busing 
policy and allow walking and bicycling so that the school could apply for federal Safe 
Routes to School funding. The parents’ request was aided by outside factors: nearby 
construction had ended, improving safety conditions, and tight school budgets 
would be aided by reductions in busing costs. As a result, the school principal 
and the assistant school superintendent concurred and reached out to the city of 
Alexandria to put plans in place to prepare for the transition to greater levels of 
walking and bicycling. In 2009, the busing policy was rescinded.
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M a t r i x  o f  Po l i c i e s  a n d  Ac t i o n  S t e p s :   
I n c l u s i ve  S c h o o l  Tra n s p o r t a t i o n  Po l i c i e s

State-Level 
Inclusive 
School 
Transportation 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Alter school transportation policies and reimbursement formulas to incentivize ef f icient 

busing and work towards eliminating “hazard busing” through creation of long-term 
infrastructure solutions. As an example, permit school districts to use a portion of their 
hazard busing reimbursement from the state to repair the hazards, allowing students to 
walk and bicycle and allowing the school to reduce long-term busing costs.

•	 Provide funding incentives for locating schools within walking distance (one to two miles) 
of 50 percent or more of students, which will reduce long-term busing costs.

•	 Require state departments of education and transportation to work together to study 
levels and safety of all methods of school transportation, including walking and bicycling, 
and issue regular reports. 

Action Steps 
•	 Develop a state School Transportation Task Force to study school transportation costs, 

busing practices, trends and reimbursement policies and recommend potential legislative 
changes.

•	 Issue guidance on school transportation policies to encourage school districts and schools 
to lif t any bans on bicycling and walking and pass school transportation policies that are 
inclusive of safe walking and bicycling to and from school. 

District-Level 
Inclusive 
School 
Transportation 
Policies 

Policies 
•	 Develop district-wide school transportation safety policies that are inclusive of safety for 

students walking and bicycling. Develop action plans to increase safety for all students who 
arrive on foot or bicycle and to decrease the number of parents dropping their children off by 
car.

•	 Assess the reasons for any school district bans or limits on walking and bicycling, address 
the safety concerns and lif t the bans. 

•	 Pass resolutions and policies that support safe walking and bicycling to school.   

Action Steps 
•	 Develop a district School Transportation Task Force to study school transportation costs, 

busing practices, trends and reimbursement policies and identif y opportunities to make 
busing more ef f icient and reduce the use of hazard busing. 

•	 Ensure that job descriptions for school transportation staf f include responsibility for safety 
of students walking and bicycling, not just those who take the school bus.

•	 Have the district ’s school transportation staf f spearhead the creation of safer walking 
route maps for every school, in partnership with city of f icials, representatives from the 
schools, parents and students. 

•	 Partner with municipal agencies to develop short- and long-term infrastructure plans that f ix 
hazardous busing areas, so that students can safely walk and bicycle instead of being bused. 

•	 Couple any cutbacks in bus service with assessments and improvement of walking and 
bicycling routes so that students will be safe and parents have options other than driving 
their children to school.

School-Level 
Inclusive 
School 
Transportation 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Assess the reasons for any school bans or limits on walking and bicycling, address the 

safety concerns and lif t the bans. 
•	 Pass policies supporting safe walking and bicycling to and from school, and ensure that 

parents know it is encouraged. 

Action Steps 
•	 Deploy school personnel at arrival and dismissal times to ensure safe passage for children 

walking and bicycling through the school campus, separate from autos and buses. 
•	 Form a Safe Routes to School working group, including parents, charged with convincing 

parents to allow their children to walk and bicycle to school instead of driving them. 
Survey parents to understand their concerns and develop marketing messages the school 
can use. 

•	 Promote walking and bicycling through school-based events and discourage parents from 
driving children short distances to school. Encourage school staf f members to model active 
transportation behaviors.
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School transportation costs and policies:

•	 National statistics on school transpor tation (Safe Routes to School 
National Par tnership): http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/
media/file/school_bus_cuts_national_stats_FINAL.pdf 

•	 Safe Routes to School – Creative and Safe Solutions on School Bus 
Cuts (Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): http://www.
saferoutespartnership.org/local/112191#Bus%20Cuts

•	 School Bicycling and Walking Policies: Addressing Policies That Hinder 
and Implementing Policies That Help  (Safe Routes to School National 
Par tnership and the National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org/media/file/barrier_
polic y_tip_sheet.pdf

Encouraging more walking and bic ycling to school:

•	 Encouragement guide (National Center for Safe Routes to School): 	
http://w ww.saferoutesinfo.org/guide/encouragement/index.c fm 

•	 Making the Most of Non-Infrastructure Safe Routes to School Funds 
(Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): 	
http://w ww.saferoutespartnership.org/media/file/Non_
Infrastruc ture_11_3_09.pdf

More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 Illinois School Transpor tation Task Force (State of Illinois): 	
http://appointments.illinois.gov/appointmentsDetail.c fm?id=334 

•	 Prof ile of Auburn, Washington’s ef for ts to reduce school transpor tation 
costs (Safe Routes to School National Par tnership): http://w ww.
saferoutespartnership.org/media/file/school_bus_cutsAuburn_
WA_FINAL.pdf 

•	 Resolutions of the San Francisco Board of Education (San Francisco 
Unif ied School Distric t): http://156.1.240.11/template/default.
c fm?page=res_board_member  [See resolutions  85-13A1, 94-28A5, 
and 910-27A1)

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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Re fe r e nce s

55.	 National Center for Education Statistics. Digest of Education Statistics: 2009. 
Retrieved on May 3, 2010 from http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d09/tables/
dt09_176.asp. 
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Public school enrollment has nearly doubled since the 1930s; however, during this 
time the number of public school buildings has decreased by 60 percent.56 This trend 
has resulted in larger schools that are increasingly distant from the families they 
ser ve. Larger, more distant schools also have an impact on active transpor tation, 
since walking and bicycling rates decline dramatically when children live more than a 
mile from school. 

Many state laws, policies and regulations have an impact, intentional or 
unintentional, on local school siting decisions and have led to the decline in 
neighborhood schools, which are located near the families they ser ve. School 
construction formulas can favor new construction, which of ten results in schools 
in outlying areas, over renovation of existing schools, which are more likely to 
be smaller neighborhood schools. Many states have outdated “minimum acreage 
standards” in place requiring large plots of land for school sites, which are dif f icult 
to f ind within neighborhoods and of ten force the siting of schools in undeveloped, 
outlying areas. Formulas for funding allocations to schools can favor high-enrollment 
schools, which are challenging to build within neighborhoods. Finally, many states 
have school busing reimbursement formulas in place that do not encourage ef f icient 
location of schools and judicious use of busing.57

 
These laws are unfor tunate because neighborhood schools have other benef its. 
When schools are sited near residents, they can also ser ve as centers for community-
based activities af ter school and on weekends—of ten called “joint use.” Joint use 
policies are agreements between schools and communities to allow residents to use 
school facilities—including parks, playgrounds and gymnasiums—on evenings and 
weekends, or to allow students to use community facilities like a librar y or a pool, 
saving the school from having to build a duplicative facility. This model has been 
ver y successful and of fers three clear benef its: reducing construction and operation 
costs, increasing physical activity when residents use recreational facilities and 
increasing broad public suppor t for educational facilities. Joint use agreements are 
even more ef fective when schools and facilities have a safe network of bicycle and 
pedestrian infrastructure surround them, allowing residents and students to walk 
and bicycle in between their homes and facilities where they can be physically active. 

Q u i c k  F a c t s  o n  N e i g h b o r h o o d  S c h o o l s  
a n d  J o i n t  U s e 

S c h o o l s  s i t e d  t o  s u p p o r t  j o i n t  u s e s  g e n e r a t e  s t r o n g 
s u p p o r t  f r o m  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  b o t h  f o r  i n d i v i d u a l 
s c h o o l s  a n d  f u t u r e  s c h o o l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  b o n d s . 5 8 

O l d e r  u r b a n  s c h o o l s  a r e  o f t e n  c l o s e d  r a t h e r  t h a n 
r e n o v a t e d  i n  f a v o r  o f  n e w  s u b u r b a n  s c h o o l s 
f a r t h e r  f r o m  c o m m u n i t y  c e n t e r s ,  h i n d e r i n g 
s t u d e n t s ’  a b i l i t y  t o  w a l k  t o  s c h o o l . 5 9 

M i c h i g a n  r e s e a r c h e r s  f o u n d  t h a t  a v e r a g e  h o m e 
p r o p e r t y  v a l u e s  w i t h i n  a  h a l f - m i l e  o f  a n  o p e n , 
s t a b l e  e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l  r o s e  a t  a  3  p e r c e n t 
h i g h e r  a n n u a l  r a t e  t h a n  t h e y  d i d  a r o u n d  s i m i l a r 
n e i g h b o r h o o d s  w i t h  a  c l o s e d  e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l . 
H a d  t h e  s c h o o l  r e m a i n e d  o p e n ,  r e s e a r c h e r s  b e l i e v e 
t h e  c i t y,  c o u n t y  a n d  s c h o o l s  w o u l d  h a v e  r e a l i z e d 
a l m o s t  $2  m i l l i o n  m o r e  i n  p r o p e r t y  t a x e s  f r o m 
19 9 4  t o  2 0 03 . 6 0

Creating Neighborhood 
Schools and Joint Use  
Policies
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“ S t a t e - l e v e l  p o l i c y  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  o f t e n  m a k e 
i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  k e e p  s c h o o l s  l o c a t e d  w i t h i n 
c o m m u n i t i e s .  M a n y  s t a t e s  h a v e  m i n i m u m 
a c r e a g e  s t a n d a r d s  t h a t  d i s c o u r a g e  r e u s e  o f 
e x i s t i n g  s c h o o l s  b y  r e q u i r i n g  u n n e c e s s a r i l y 
l a r g e  s i t e s ,  m a k i n g  i t  h a r d  t o  l o c a t e  s c h o o l s 
n e a r  s t u d e n t s ’  h o m e s .  S t a t e  f u n d i n g  c a n  b e 
b i a s e d  t o w a r d  n e w  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  l o n g  f u n d i n g 
c y c l e s  c a n  l e a d  t o  d e f e r r e d  m a i n t e n a n c e ,  a n d 
s t a t e  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  c o s t s  o f  t r a n s p o r t i n g 
s t u d e n t s  e n c o u r a g e s  c o m m u n i t i e s  t o  c h o o s e 
d i s t a n t  l o c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  s c h o o l s .” 61

S t a t e - L eve l  Cr e a t i o n  o f  N e i g h b o r h o o d 
S c h o o l s  a n d  J o i n t  U s e  Po l i c i e s 

Some states that realize the benef its of community-centered schools, sited near the 
students they ser ve, have begun to change old policies and alter practices. States can 
create interagency committees to conduct a comprehensive assessment of existing 
laws and policies that impact school siting, renovation and construction, and identif y 
changes needed to suppor t community-centered schools. Many of these laws have 
been put into place individually, over time, and may not have been reviewed as a 
whole. It is impor tant that the committee also analyze the relationship between 
school siting and transpor tation costs as well as student physical activity levels. 

State depar tments of education and af f iliated agencies can also provide guidance 
and case studies on joint use policies to encourage the practice of having school 
buildings that double as community centers. An example of a useful resource would 
be a best practices manual that addresses state-specif ic legal issues governing joint 
use policies, how school distric ts and local governments can negotiate agreements, 
liability issues, fees and accompanying management responsibilities.

South Carolina: Reversing Minimum Acreage Standards
In 27 states, school boards must follow acreage guidelines when siting new school 
facilities. In 2003, South Carolina enacted legislation (South Carolina Code Ann. § 
59-23-250) eliminating South Carolina’s minimum acreage standards for all public 
schools. Eliminating these minimum acreage standards allows for the construction 
of more community-centered schools since smaller plots of land are more likely to be 
available in neighborhoods. The South Carolina Depar tment of Education’s Of f ice of 
School Facilities has revised its planning and construction guidelines to ref lect the 
elimination of the minimum acreage requirements. 

The state’s process includes the review of all new school sites or renovation plans 
from the preliminar y design phase through the f inal construction phase. Following 
the planning and construction guidelines, state education staf f consult with state 
transpor tation of f icials, including the state Safe Routes to School coordinator, to 
ensure that roadway and facilities improvements are made at the time of new school 
construction and as renovations are made to existing schools. Alex James, Director of 
the Of f ice of School Facilities in the South Carolina Depar tment of Education, notes 
that they have a close par tnership with the state depar tment of transpor tation based 
on their mutual goals. They frequently work together to help communities plan for 
and build safe facilities and infrastructure around schools to suppor t walking and 
bicycling.  
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In addition, James notes that infrastructure changes on their own are not enough 
to make walking and bicycling the norm, which is why the comprehensive approach 
identif ied by Safe Routes to School is so impor tant. “One community was being built 
to be more walkable, but the culture wasn’t there to suppor t it and people were 
driving anyway. A walking school bus really helped that community make some 
change toward active transpor tation. In a walking school bus, parents organize and 
make sure that at least one responsible person is with a child or children as they walk 
to school… For pedestrian access, it takes a culture change to assure parents that 
children can be safe.”

North Carolina: Removing Liability Barriers to Joint Use Agreements
The foundations for joint-use agreements are of ten based in state legislation. Some 
states have enacted laws that encourage, suppor t or authorize school distric ts to 
enter agreements suppor ting the joint use of school facilities. For example, Nor th 
Carolina’s Community Schools Act (NC General Statutes - Chapter 115C Ar ticle 13) 
encourages ‘‘greater community involvement in the public schools and greater 
community use of public school facilities.’’   

Fur thermore, to encourage community use of public school facilities, Nor th Carolina 
has adopted legislation allowing a school board to enter into an agreement with 
non–school groups to provide usage of school facilities. The school board is shielded 
from any liability if injur y or death occurs when a non-school group is on school 
proper ty par ticipating in the activity agreed to by contract.62

 
D i s t r i c t - L eve l  Cr e a t i o n  o f  N e i g h b o r h o o d 
S c h o o l s  a n d  J o i n t  U s e  Po l i c i e s

School distric ts have the daunting responsibility of ensuring that all students have 
adequate educational facilities and of balancing this need with f iscal realities. While 
building a large new school on cheap land on the outskir ts of a community may 
initially seem more cost-ef fective, “renewing a school campus of ten costs less than 
purchasing a new site or demolishing the original school, and constructing a new 
facility and suppor ting infrastructure.”63 In addition to the f inancial aspect, schools 
sited in neighborhoods have less traf f ic, higher levels of walking and bicycling and 
less air pollution.6 4 School distric ts should ensure they are factoring in all of these 
considerations when considering whether to renovate an existing neighborhood 
school or selecting a site for a new school. 

With the proper distric t policies in place to permit af ter-school uses of school 
grounds, neighborhood schools can also provide the community places to be 
active and hold non-school community activities. School boards and distric t 

“ W h i l e  b u i l d i n g  a  l a r g e  n e w  s c h o o l  o n 
c h e a p  l a n d  o n  t h e  o u t s k i r t s  o f  a  c o m m u n i t y 
m a y  i n i t i a l l y  s e e m  m o r e  c o s t - e f f e c t i v e , 
r e n e w i n g  a  s c h o o l  c a m p u s  o f t e n  c o s t s  l e s s 
t h a n  p u r c h a s i n g  a  n e w  s i t e  o r  d e m o l i s h i n g 
t h e  o r i g i n a l  s c h o o l ,  a n d  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a  n e w 
f a c i l i t y  a n d  s u p p o r t i n g  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e .  I n 
a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  a s p e c t ,  s c h o o l s  s i t e d 
i n  n e i g h b o r h o o d s  h a v e  l e s s  t r a f f i c ,  h i g h e r 
l e v e l s  o f  w a l k i n g  a n d  b i c y c l i n g  a n d  l e s s  a i r 
p o l l u t i o n .” 6 3
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administrations that integrate with city and county planning processes will increase 
collaboration and may leverage additional community suppor t, new par tners and 
f inancial resources, and may reduce operating costs. 

Albany, Oregon: City and School Distric t Save Money and Increase Access
When community volunteers with the Albany Bicycle and Pedestrian Commission 
wanted to raise awareness about local active transpor tation issues, they approached 
City Manager Wes Hare. When Hare saw the Commission’s local data showing 
a sharp decline in students walking and bicycling to school, he was surprised. 
Sur veys conducted at two elementar y and two middle schools showed that only 
10 percent of students walked or bicycled to school. This local trend, compounded 
with increasing diabetes and obesity rates among children, caught his attention. 
At the encouragement of the Commission’s volunteers, Hare became involved with 
Albany’s Safe Routes to School program. Hare currently chairs the Albany Safe Routes 
to School committee, which meets monthly to plan strategies for the f ive-school 
program.

Af ter the school distric t won approval of a bond for new school construction in 
November 2006 for the f irst new school in 30 years, city staf f and the Safe Routes to 
School committee were inf luential in locating a site for a new elementar y school in 
the middle of an existing, growing residential neighborhood. There were f inancial 
incentives for the school distric t to purchase cheaper land available on the edges of 
the community, but examining long-term costs for building far ther away revealed 
that costs throughout the life of the building would be higher due to busing and 
other costs. The distric t ended up paying more up front for a site in town, but 
construction costs were reduced due a joint use agreement with the city.

The city is constructing a track and f ield area that can be used by both the school 
and community residents. The school is sited nex t to land where the city will build a 
neighborhood park. And, the local Boys and Girls Club built a gym on the school site 
for use by the club and students. These joint use agreements and par tnerships have 
allowed the school distric t, the city and a nonprof it to combine their resources and 
cut down on construction costs the school distric t had to f inance. 

Hare notes that Safe Routes to School ef for ts and the school siting initiative 
complement the four themes laid out in Albany’s strategic plan: a safe community, 
great neighborhoods, a healthy economy and ef fective government. The city is a 
par tner with the school distric t on school siting and Hare works with the distric t to 
integrate their work on many levels. Good communication, motivated community 
members and a long-standing relationship between the school distric t and the city 
helped facilitate this school siting decision and joint use agreements.
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S c h o o l - L eve l  Cr e a t i o n  o f  N e i g h b o r h o o d 
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Neighborhood schools are located near the families they ser ve, allowing for larger 
numbers of children to walk and bicycle and encouraging frequent interactions 
between parents, teachers, students and administrators.65 Additional benef its 
of increased walking and bicycling include improved air quality through lower 
emissions, reduced congestion, improved safety and reduced student transpor tation 
costs.

School grounds and buildings that are located within neighborhoods are ideal 
locations for non-school activities too. School administrators should encourage the 
public use of buildings and grounds af ter-hours and in the summer. Schools that 
are used by the community may be able to save money by sharing operations and 
maintenance costs with municipalities. School leaders should work with the school 
wellness committee, parents and community par tners to publicize the availability of 
the school facilities and to encourage more neighborhood residents to use them. 

Des Moines, Iowa: Building a Community School for Students and Residents
When the number of students outgrew the Longfellow Elementar y School in Des 
Moines, Iowa, school personnel and residents saw the oppor tunity to create a new 
community school. Rather than look for a new site on the outskir ts of the community, 
the school system chose to replace the existing elementar y school with a new facility 
and to embark upon an innovative joint-use par tnership.
 
The Des Moines Public Schools and the Boys & Girls Club of Central Iowa worked 
together to raise funds to build a new school that would also include a Boys & Girls 
Club facility at the school. The $11.2 million construction project was funded by 
revenue from a local sales tax plus funds raised by the Boys & Girls Club. Excitement 
over the new community school helped engage a range of par tners, including the 
Iowa Health System, Iowa Lutheran Auxiliar y, City of Des Moines Parks & Recreation 
and the Capitol Park Neighborhood Association. 

Completed in 2007, the new George Washington Car ver Community School is one 
of only f ive locations in the countr y where a new school was built in par tnership 
with a Boys & Girls Club. The joint-use community school educates students in 
pre-kindergar ten through f if th grade. In addition, the Boys & Girls Club operates an 
early-childhood education center, a retail thrif t store and af ter-school programs. The 
school is also located adjacent to a city park, providing students and Club members 
with additional oppor tunities for physical activity.

S c h o o l  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  s h o u l d  e n c o u r a g e 
t h e  p u b l i c  u s e  o f  b u i l d i n g s  a n d  g r o u n d s 
a f t e r- h o u r s  a n d  i n  t h e  s u m m e r.  S c h o o l s  t h a t 
a r e  u s e d  b y  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  m a y  b e  a b l e 
t o  s a v e  m o n e y  b y  s h a r i n g  o p e r a t i o n s  a n d 
m a i n t e n a n c e  c o s t s  w i t h  m u n i c i p a l i t i e s .
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Providence, Rhode Island: Revitalizing a Historic Middle School
In 2006, Nathan Bishop Middle School on the East Side of Providence, Rhode Island 
was targeted for closure due to shrinking enrollments and low student achievement. 
However, parents and residents campaigned to save the historic neighborhood 
school, which was initially built in 1921. Af ter receiving hundreds of emails from 
residents, then-Superintendent Donnie Evans reconsidered his decision and invited 
parents to help plan a new middle school.

To make the renovation project f iscally sustainable, the school was designed as a 
high-per formance green school. Ref lective roof sur faces, use of natural lighting and 
rainwater collection are some of the techniques used to create an environmentally 
sustainable building that also saves on annual utility costs. The total cost of the 
historic renovation project was $33 million—$11 million less than the school 
distric t ’s initial estimates to construct a new school elsewhere. In October 2009, 
Nathan Bishop Middle School received the “Rhody Award for Historic Preser vation” 
from the Rhode Island Historical Preser vation and Heritage Commission. 

Nathan Bishop Middle School re-opened for the 2009-2010 school year. Given the 
state-of-the-ar t facilities and new energy around the school, many parents have 
moved their children from private schools back into the public school system. Nearly 
80 percent of the school’s students come from the neighborhood, meaning that 
distances are shor t enough for students to walk and bicycle to school. Sidewalks, 
walkways and bicycle lanes connect the school to the neighborhood, and bicycle 
racks are located at the building’s main entrance.
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M a t r i x  o f  Po l i c i e s  a n d  Ac t i o n  S t e p s :   
Cr e a t i o n  o f  N e i g h b o r h o o d  S c h o o l s  a n d  J o i n t  U s e  Po l i c i e s

State-Level 
Creation of 
Neighborhood 
Schools and 
Joint Use 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Create a state committee to examine and recommend improvements to the range of laws, 

policies and practices that impact school siting, school sizes and joint use.
•	 Eliminate the minimum acreage requirements in state guidelines. Adopt guidelines that 

call for a balanced decision-making process about the size of a site that also permits 
the construction of more neighborhood-centered schools. Ensure that these standards 
are incorporated into state school construction guidelines and tied to state school 
construction cost reimbursement policies. 

•	 Eliminate policies that provide funding incentives and formulas that favor new 
construction over renovating existing schools and favor schools with large enrollments. 

•	 Create incentives for school districts to reduce busing costs by locating schools near 
the students being served, and to analyze transportation costs as part of school siting 
decisions. 

Action Steps 
•	 Evaluate state spending on student transportation and the relationship to the siting of 

schools. Issue guidance to school districts about how to assess long-term transportation 
costs as part of school siting decisions.

•	 Encourage school districts and municipalities to collaborate in developing transportation 
and land use plans that synchronize the siting of schools with residential development 
plans. 

•	 Provide guidance and case studies to support the practice of implementing joint use 
policies where schools and communities can share costs and access to facilities. Include a 
best practices manual that addresses legal use, cross-agency negotiation, liability issues, 
fees and accompanying management responsibilities.

District-Level 
Creation of 
Neighborhood 
Schools and 
Joint Use 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Revise school district renovation and construction guidelines to require an assessment 

of the proximity of the site to the students that will be served. Maximize the percentage 
of students living within one to two miles of the school with safe bicycle and pedestrian 
infrastructure. 

•	 Negotiate with the local government and community organizations to establish joint use 
agreements on facilities like gymnasiums, pools and parks to increase physical activity 
outside of school hours. Ensure adequate bicycle and pedestrian access linking the 
facilities to schools and homes. 

Action Steps 
•	 Participate in city and county planning processes to increase collaboration on school 

siting and joint use issues. 
•	 Ensure that once a school site is selected, the campus design provides safe access for 

children walking and bicycling, separate from auto and bus traf f ic. 
•	 Educate each school’s administrator on the joint use policy and expectations for local 

schools. Provide resources and guidance to help schools encourage usage of facilities by 
community residents. 

School-Level 
Creation of 
Neighborhood 
Schools and 
Joint Use 
Policies

Policies 
•	 Ensure that the school district ’s wellness committee or school health advisory committee 

includes joint use in its policies and priorities, and provides guidance on how to publicize 
joint use agreements to parents and community residents. 

Action Steps 
•	 Make sure that parents and students feel welcome using school facilities af ter-hours, on 

weekends and in the summer—particularly to increase physical activity levels. 
•	 Work with parents and community partners to spread the word about the joint use 

agreements to other neighborhood residents to increase access and usage of school 
facilities. 
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Neighborhood schools and school siting:

•	 Policy recommendations and success stories for community-centered 
schools (National Trust for Historic Preser vation): 	
http://www.preser vationnation.org/issues/historic-schools/  

•	 Travel and Environmental Implications of School Siting  (U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency): http://w ww.epa.gov/dced/school_travel.htm 

•	 Voluntar y Model School Siting Guidelines (U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency): http://www.epa.gov/schools/siting.html 

•	 Planning for Schools and Livable Communities: The Oregon School Siting 
Handbook  (Oregon Transpor tation and Growth Management Program): 
http://w ww.oregon.gov/LCD/ TGM/docs/schoolsitinghandbook.pdf 

•	 Issue Brief - Integrating Schools into Healthy Community Design  (National 
Governors Association Center for Best Practices): http://w ww.nga.org/
Files/pdf/0705SCHOOLSHEALTHYDESIGN.PDF 

•	 Good Schools, Good Neighbors—The Impacts of State and Local School 
Board Policies on the Design and Location of Schools in North Carolina 
(University of Nor th Carolina at Chapel Hill): http://curs.unc.edu/curs-
pdf-downloads/recentlyreleased/goodschoolsreport.pdf

Joint use policies:

•	 Opening School Grounds to the Community Af ter Hours—A Toolkit for 
Increasing Physical Activity through Joint Use Agreements (Public Health 
Law and Policy): http://www.phlpnet.org/healthy-planning/
produc ts/joint_use_toolkit 

•	 Model joint use agreements (National Policy and Legal Analysis Network 
to Prevent Childhood Obesity): http://www.nplanonline.org/
childhood-obesity/produc ts/nplan-joint-use-agreements 

•	 Joint use background and examples (California Joint Use State Taskforce): 
http://www.jointuse.org

Ad d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
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More information on highlighted success stories:

•	 South Carolina school planning and construction guidelines (South 
Carolina Depar tment of Education): 	
http://w ww.ed.sc.gov/agenc y/Innovation-and-Support/Facilities/
documents/2010-Guidebook.pdf 

•	 Nor th Carolina Community Schools Act (General Assembly of Nor th 
Carolina): http://www.ncleg.net/Enac tedLegislation/Statutes/
HTML/ByArticle/Chapter_115C /Article_13.html
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An emerging body of research indicates that physical activity is not 
only critical in keeping children and adolescents physically healthy, but 
can also help them academically. Physical activity improves students’ 
cognitive functioning and also impacts their mental and emotional 
health. However, physical inactivity is the norm in the United States—a 
trend that, if continued, will lead to a generation of young people who 
will not live as long as their parents did. 

A coordinated approach is necessary to address the complex and 
multi-faceted problems of physical inactivity, overweight and obesity. 
Schools provide a central point of leverage for such ef forts. Education 
policymakers and professionals are highly invested in the success of 
students, and should protect that investment by providing students 
with every opportunity to reach their fullest potential. Safe Routes 
to School is one practical approach education policymakers and 
professionals can take to further invest in the success of the students 
they serve. 

This guide provides numerous action steps and policies that can 
be implemented across the educational hierarchy, from state, to 
district to individual school levels. Highlighted communities serve 
as real examples of what can happen when state, district and school  
professionals come together with community partners toward the 
common goal of helping students be healthy, active and ready to learn. 

To see real and permanent change in the way schools and communities 
behave takes a high level of partnership and cooperation between all 
levels of the education hierarchies, each playing their role in creating a 
supportive environment for Safe Routes to School. While the work is not 
easy, it is essential that policymakers, administrators, educators and 
community members all share in the responsibility of helping create 
schools that allow students to not only learn, but to thrive.

Conclusion
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Bic ycle Rodeo  – a clinic that helps teach children the impor tance of riding a bicycle 
safely and what skills and precautions they need to develop to ride safely.  

Bic ycle Train  – a variation on the walking school in which adults super vise children 
riding their bicycles to school.

Body Mass Index (BMI)  – a measure of body weight relative to height. BMI is a 
tool that is of ten used to determine if a person is at a healthy weight, over weight or 
obese, and whether a person’s health is at risk due to his or her weight.

Built Environment – the human-made surroundings that provide the setting for 
human activity ranging in scale from personal shelter to neighborhoods to the large-
scale civic surroundings.

Complete Streets  – these policies ensure that the needs of all users—including 
pedestrians, bicyclists, public transpor tation riders and drivers—are considered in 
all transpor tation projects.  

Coordinated School Health (CSH) – an education approach that engages school 
personnel, students, families and community members in integrating health 
promotion ef for ts across eight interrelated components of the education system to 
improve the health and wellness of students and staf f.  

Five E’s – the f ive components of a comprehensive Safe Routes to School program, 
including evaluation, education, encouragement, engineering and enforcement.

Hazard Busing  – when students who live close to school and would normally not 
qualif y for busing are transpor ted by school bus, due to unsafe traf f ic or safety 
conditions along the route to school.

Health Impac t Assessment (HIA)  – a combination of procedures, methods and 
tools by which a policy, program or project may be judged as to its potential ef fects 
on the health of a population, and the distribution of those ef fects within the 
population.

Joint Use  – an agreement between two or more entities, usually a school and a city 
or private organization, to share indoor and outdoor spaces like gymnasiums, athletic 
f ields, playgrounds or libraries to keep costs down and facilitate access by residents 
and students.  

Local wellness polic y  – a set of goals and plans for nutrition education, physical 
education, physical activity, campus food provisions and other school-based 
activities designed to promote student wellness.  Local wellness policies are required 
for all school distric ts par ticipating in the National School Lunch Program. 

Appendix: Glossary of Terms and Acronyms
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National Center for Safe Routes to School – an organization that assists 
communities in enabling and encouraging children to safely walk and bicycling 
to school. The Center strives to equip Safe Routes to School programs with the 
knowledge and technical information to implement safe and successful strategies. 
http://www.saferoutesinfo.org 

National Health and Nutrition Examination Sur vey (NHANES)  – a sur vey 
research program conducted by the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) to 
assess the health and nutritional status of adults and children in the United States, 
and to track changes over time.

Neighborhood School – a school located in or near the community where the 
majority of students live, facilitating greater parent and community involvement in 
the school and higher levels of walking and bicycling to school. 

Safe Routes to School – a comprehensive approach designed to make it safer for 
more children to walk and bicycle to and from school.  

Safe Routes to School National Partnership – a fast-growing network of 
hundreds of organizations, government agencies and professional groups working 
to set goals, share best practices, secure funding and provide educational materials 
to agencies that implement Safe Routes to School programs. The Safe Routes to 
School National Par tnership’s mission is to ser ve a diverse national community of 
organizations that advocates for and promotes the practice of safe bicycling and 
walking to and from schools throughout the United States. 
http://www.saferoutespartnership.org 

Safe Routes to School State Network  – a project sponsored by the Safe Routes to 
School National Par tnership specif ically working to remove policy barriers to walking 
and bicycling to schools by implementing complete streets, changing statewide 
school siting and other policies and by implementing legislation that would result 
in funding or policy changes. http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/state/
network

School Health Advisor y Committee (SHAC)  – a group of individuals representing 
the school and community that provide advice to the school system on aspects of the 
school health program. 
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School Travel Plan  – a school travel plan creates safer routes for pedestrian and 
bicycle travel by identif ying problem areas and proposing solutions. It ser ves as a 
basis for funding and is a way for a community to organize their plans for Safe Routes 
to School projects.

State Department of Transportation (DOT)  – the depar tment within each state 
that institutes and coordinates transpor tation programs and funding.

Walking Audit (Walkabout)  – a review of walking conditions along specif ied 
streets conducted with a diverse group of community members, which can include: 
city planners, city council members, city chamber of commerce members, local 
residents, emergency responders, police, developers, business owners and other 
interested par ties. Audits can last from one hour to an entire day and can involve 
walking, bicycling and bus travel. 

Walking Wednesdays  – a regular event, of ten held weekly or monthly, held to 
encourage large numbers of children to walk and bicycle to school safely.

Walking School Bus  – a group of children walking to school with one or more 
adults; it can be as informal as two families taking turns walking their children to 
school to as structured as a route with meeting points, a timetable and a regularly 
rotated schedule of trained volunteers.

Walk to School Day (WTSD)  – an annual, national event in which elementar y school 
children are encouraged to walk safely to school. It is held annually on the f irst 
Wednesday of October.

Wellness Committee  – a group of individuals including representatives from the 
school and community that develop, promote and oversee a multifaceted plan to 
promote student and staf f health and wellness.  

Youth Risk Behavior Sur veillance System (YRBSS) – a regular national school-
based sur vey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to monitor 
priority health-risk behaviors and the prevalence of obesity and asthma among youth 
and young adults.  
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