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Who are we? 

• National nonprofit that works with communities, policy 
makers, advocates 

• Multidisciplinary 

• Create policy solutions that support healthy communities 

• Help overcome legal barriers 
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“Health happens in neighborhoods, 

not doctors’ offices.” 

       Dr. Dick Jackson 
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Background 



Physically active kids: 
• Safe routes to school 
• Joint use  
  

Other important health 
issues: 
• Avoiding toxics  
• Asthma 

Quick review: Why does it matter 
where we locate schools? 
 
Public Health 



1/3of CHILDREN are overweight or obese 



Health effects of obesity 

• Diabetes 
• Heart disease 
• Stroke 
• High blood pressure 
• High cholesterol 

• Certain cancers 
• Asthma 
• Depression 
• Low self-esteem 
• And more 



What are other benefits of a school 
located near families and integrated 
into the community?  

Constance Beaumont 



Quick review: Why does it matter 
where we locate schools? 

• Public health benefits 
• Environmental benefits 
• Better for community 
• Historic preservation 
• Government efficiency 
• Fewer travel expenses for families & 
more involvement 
• Academic benefits 

Smart school siting provides: 



What are the barriers? 



new construction of 
huge schools,  
not renovation of 
existing schools 

State policies and 
educational trends  
  

Problem: 



On the outskirts of town 
 

Local districts competing to 
attract and maintain students 
  

Problem: 



 

Sprawling 
development 
 

 

 

City policies and development trends 
 

 

Problem: 



Economic 
troubles have 
brought a new 
wave of school 
closures 

Problem: 



 

Fewer and fewer kids live near their 
schools 
 

 

Children living within a mile 
of school: 
 

•1969: 45% 
 

•Now: 21% 

The Result: 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/fayeyu/940854573/in/photostream/


 

Time for a Poll! 
 

 



Poor school siting =  
less physical activity = poorer health 

National Household Travel Survey 2008; Martin & Carlson 2005; Zhu & Lee 2009; Babey 2009. 

Children who walk 
or bike to school: 
 

•1969: 50% 
 

•Now: 14% 



Who Are the Players? 



Who Are the Players? 

• School districts 

• Local governments 
(planning, parks, public 
works) 

• Regional governments 
(counties, metropolitan 
transportation departments) 

• State laws (and state 
departments of education, 
transportation, health) 

• Federal government 
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/w9ned/4132296228/in/photostream/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/w9ned/4132296228/in/photostream/


Who Are the Players? 

• School districts 

• Local governments 
(planning, parks, public 
works) 

• Regional governments 
(counties, metropolitan 
planning organizations) 

• State laws (and state 
departments of education, 
transportation, health) 

• Federal government 
 



Who Are the Players? 
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Improving school siting through 

changes at the local level 
 

 

Today’s focus: 



Policy 101 



 How do we change 
people’s behavior? 

 

  



 How do we change 
people’s behavior? 

 

 Policies that create 
changes in people’s 
environment 

 

  



Policy institutionalizes 
good ideas. 

Policy reaches 
more people. 



Policy allows for 
consistent 
implementation.  

Couple 365: Day 168 by the urban mermaid 

Policy establishes 
relationships & 

responsibilities. 



 What is a policy? 

A policy is: 

• a statement in writing 

• binding    

• setting out a general 
approach to be applied 
broadly 

  

Some examples 
• School board policies 

• Local or state laws 

• Resolutions 

• Zoning language 

• Contracts 

 



 How do you get policies adopted? 

• Engage: Get people excited about their vision for change 

• Assess: What’s the problem?  What solutions are there? 

• Propose: Draft a strong policy that expresses the vision 

• Advocate: Identify and meet with decision makers 

• Implement: Stay focused even after a policy gets adopted 

 
  



 
School Siting Policies for School Districts 

 



School districts 
can adopt 
policies that 
follow the 10 
key elements of 
smart school 
siting  
 



1: The Goals 



2: Long-Term Coordinated Planning 



Specifics: 

• Long term facilities planning 
• Planning based on data 
• Coordinate with local planning depts 
• Identify joint use and co-location possibilities 
• Mothballing plan for excess facilities 
• Encourage local jurisdictions to take steps to 
improve residential integration and walkability 



3: Procedures for Siting Decisions 



4: Criteria for Siting Decisions 



Key criteria: 

• Walkable (significant % of student population 
lives nearby) 
• Have safe routes 
• Support diversity 
• Near community resources 
• Not toxic 



5: Site Design 

• Bike parking 

• Safe access 
by bike, on 
foot, bus, 
and car 



6: Assignment Policies 

• Important for 
walkability and 
diversity 

• Siting criteria 

 



Districts can: 
• adopt initial policy 

• adopt all the policies 

• modify to meet local needs 
and state law 
 

 

 

 

Using the Model Policies 



Delving into two challenges 

• How do we get districts & 
towns to collaborate?  

• How do we create 
walkable diverse schools? 

 

 

 

 



First challenge 

How do we get districts & 
towns to collaborate?  

 

 

 

 



 

Hard to reap the benefits of smart 
school siting without joint action 

 

Why collaboration matters 
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Why collaboration matters 

Healthy students require: 
• Healthy community environments (no 
toxics, access to healthy food and safe 
places to play) 
• Schools that support health (school 
gardens, active playgrounds, sufficient 
recess & PE, healthy school lunches, no 
toxics) 



Why collaboration matters 

Walking to school requires: 
• School located near to residential areas 
• Safe, well maintained streets  
• Walkable network – not sprawl 
• Access to the school site 
• Partnerships to apply for SRTS funds 
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Why collaboration matters 

Joint use & co-location of facilities require: 
• Identifying opportunities and forging agreements 
• Allocating land near school site for park etc. 
• Cooperation to implement agreements 
 



Why collaboration matters 
Diverse schools require: 

• Range of housing that supports different 
income and racial groups 
• Mixed income housing near schools 
• School assignment, boundaries, and siting that 
support diverse schools   
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Barriers to cooperation 

• Competition/rivalry 
• Cooperation requires more time and resources 
• Different goals 
• Need a joint vision 
 



Continuum of Cooperation 

Initial Steps 
 
• Have lunch 
• Go to a conference together 
• Host a convening on a topic of interest to both groups 
• Look for easy wins 
• Share data 
 



Billings, MT: Initial steps grow 

 
• School board member and city planner began to talk 
• Asked to formalize a vision 
• Began sharing data 
• Now, starting to develop policies that commit them to 
collaboration 
 



Continuum of Cooperation 

Building a Foundation 
 
• Regularly consult at the early planning & design stage 
with projects that are likely to be of joint interest  
• Find opportunities for joint projects 
• Work on a joint use agreement 
• Apply for funds together for SRTS or other project 
• Regularly provide data and updates on happenings 
• Yearly meetings 



  Bellevue, WA: Building a Foundation 

Bellevue Parks & Rec and Issaquah School District 

• District provides access to elementary school 
fields 

• City provides annual field maintenance 

• Committee meets annually to assess 
opportunities & work out any issues 



Continuum of Cooperation 

Deep Commitment to Cooperation 
 
• Coordinate long term planning (facilities plan and 
comprehensive plan) 
• Monthly meetings or regular task force 
• Create buy in and maximize joint goals, even where 
challenging 



Continuum of Cooperation Charlotte-Mecklenberg Task Force:  
Deep Commitment  

• 5 jurisdictions adopted resolutions supporting 
coordination (school district, city, county, library, 
community college) 
• Task force meets monthly 
• Addresses joint use and school siting issues 



Continuum of Cooperation 

Initial Steps 
Building a Foundation 
Deep Commitment 
 



Second challenge 

 How do we create 
walkable diverse schools? 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

www.radicalcartography.net/index.html?chicagodots 

Our neighborhoods 
are still highly 
racially segregated 

www.umich.edu/~lawrace/citymaps.htm/charlotte.htm 



Children are even more segregated 

• In neighborhoods 

• In schools: segregation has increased since 
the late 1980s 



Conclusion 

Without countermeasures, 
neighborhood schools likely to 
increase segregation 



Diverse Schools Matter 

Diverse schools: 

•Decrease feelings of racial 
superiority 

•Yield adults who live and work 
in integrated settings 

•Improve academic 
performance 

Why does it matter? 



Starting point 

Health and 
diversity are both 
core values. 



1. Address residential segregation 
2. Prioritize walkability and diversity 

in school location decisions 
3. Design student assignment 

policies to maximize walkability 
and diversity 

4. Support walkability and bikability 
 

• Short term 
strategies 

• Long term 
strategies 

Big Picture Strategies 



1. Address residential segregation 

• Joint planning between schools and cities 

• Incentives for mixed income housing 

• Inclusionary zoning 

 



2. Include walkability and diversity in making 
decisions about school location 

• Formally include criteria in 
school siting/closure policies 

• Locate schools on 
neighborhood borders 

• Focus on smaller schools 



3. Design student assignment policies to 
maximize walkability and diversity  
 

Mapping by Eric Fischer, http://www.flickr.com/photos/walkingsf/4982017682/sizes/l/in/set-72157624812674967. 

• Preferably, use neighborhood 
assignment policies 

• Draw attendance boundaries 
to maximize diversity while 
balancing proximity 

• Design school choice/magnet 
programs to encourage 
diversity 



Legal Review  

• Caution is necessary to 
conform to Supreme Court’s 
requirements for race-based 
considerations 

• Fairly clear that 
consideration of diversity by 
neighborhood characteristics 
is fine 



4. Support walkability 
and bikeability 



Bottom Line  
Walkability and diversity are both crucial for kids’ health 
and success 

Balance these key interests 



Model policies 

Incorporated these 
strategies and principles in 
generally 

More research will help us 
understand more specifics 



Municipal Ordinances 



Policies for Cities and Towns to 
Support Smart School Siting 

• Resolutions supporting collaboration 
with school districts 
• Joint use resolutions/agreements 
• Complete streets policies  
• Land dedication ordinances 



What is a land dedication 
ordinance? 

A local law requiring developers to 
donate land to the school district to 
offset the cost of educating the 
additional students 



Provide a tool for towns and cities 
to influence school siting 
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Problem with existing ordinances: 

• No criteria 
• Marginal land 



Model ordinance brings 
requirements for smart school 
siting to land dedication 
ordinances 



In Conclusion 

• School siting matters 
• Local policy is a great way to work 

toward smart school siting 
• School districts have a key role 
• Towns and cities can also make a big 

difference through policy 



DISCLAIMER 

 

 
The information provided in this discussion is for informational 

purposes only, and does not constitute legal advice. 

ChangeLab Solutions does not enter into attorney-client 

relationships. 

  

ChangeLab Solutions is a non-partisan, nonprofit organization 

that educates and informs the public through objective, non-

partisan analysis, study, and/or research. The primary purpose 

of this discussion is to address legal and/or policy opinions to 

improve public health. There is no intent to reflect a view on 

specific legislation. 
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