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Safe Routes to School

ÂThe Michigan Safe Routes to School 
(SR2S) program goal is to enable and 
encourage students to walk and roll
(i.e. bicycle, wheel, etc.) to school 
when the distance is reasonable and 
routes are safe.

ÂRequires proactive planning for new 
schools

ÂRequires adaptive planning for existing 
schools



Siting New Schools

Â Planning for Safe Routes to School should 
begin before schools are sitedðnot after they 
are built 

ÂCreating safe routes to badly sited schools is 
a ñno-winò proposition, i.e. 
ïSchools ñin the middle of nowhereò
ïSchools not near the children they serve
ïSchools without safe pedestrian and bike access
ïSchools without safe ñkiss and driveò dropoff

Â School sites and school routes should be 
based on Smart Growth principles in both 
new and adaptive situations.



The Ten 

Smart Growth Tenets

1. Create a range of housing opportunities and 
choices.

2. Create walkable neighborhoods.
3. Encourage community and stakeholder 

collaboration.
4. Foster distinctive, attractive places with a 

strong sense of place.
5. Make development decisions predictable, fair 

and cost-effective.



The Ten Smart Growth 

Tenets (continued)

6. Mix land uses.
7. Preserve open space, farmland, natural 

beauty, and critical environmental areas.
8. Provide a variety of transportation choices.
9. Strengthen and direct development toward 

existing communities.
10. Take advantage of compact building design.

For more information: :
www.smartgrowth.org and 
www.smartgrowthamerica.org

http://www.smartgrowth.org/
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/
http://www.smartgrowth.org/library/articles.asp?art=2367


Walkable Communities

What are walkable 
communities? 

ÁWalkable communities develop 
and redevelop in ways that 
provide the infrastructure and 
amenities to make walking a 
practical, safe and attractive 
alternative to driving.



Mix Land Uses

What is Mixed -use?

ÂMixed-use combines 
commercial, retail or 
services uses with 
residential or office 
uses in the same 
building, site or 
neighborhood 
(within walking 
distance).

Commercial and retail services

Office or Apartments  



Provide a Variety of 

Transportation Choices

What are a variety of 
transportation 
options?

Â Equitable, healthy, cost-
effective alternatives to 
automobile travel; 
including

ïBus

ïBike

ïWalk

ïTrain, plane etc.

Providing public infrastructure (such as 

sidewalks and bikepaths) and connecting 

them to destinations is very important to 

making alternative transportation viable.



Direct Development Towards 

Existing Communities

What does it mean to 
direct development 
towards existing 
communities?

Â Directing development 
towards areas that are 
already served by 
infrastructure and services is 
a fundamental component of 
Smart Growth. 

Â Seeks to maximize public 
investment for infrastructure 
such as water, sewer, roads 
and sidewalks.

Â Multi-jurisdictional 
cooperation is vitally 
important to sustainable 
growth.

Fremont is a compact community which maintains 

many excellent development opportunities in the 

city and contiguous lands in adjoining townships to 

support more compact development and economic 

growth.



Compact Building Design

What is compact 
building design?

Â Using the least 
amount of land for 
development and 
supporting 
infrastructure as 
feasible to 
accommodate a wide 
variety of living and 
business choices.

Cherry Hill Village in Canton Twp. uses 

principles of traditional neighborhood 

design to increase density and livability.





Why is siting schools based 

on Smart Growth principles 

difficult?

Â Independence of municipal planning & 
zoning and local school administration

ÂMunicipal and school planning 
processes are separate and out-of-sync

ïCommon municipal planning & zoning 
processes

ïCommon school siting processes



Independence of Municipal 

Planning & Zoning and Local 

School Administration

ÂHistorically, most school districts in Michigan 
have made decisions about where to build 
new facilities independent of local 
governments

ÂMichigan has over 1850 units of local 
government and over 550 school districtsða 
lot to coordinate

Â And, most school districts are in parts of 
many municipalities: making it difficult to 
coordinate 

Â Yet, local governments are responsible for 
planning and zoning for all land uses: public 
and private



ÂAnd, where a local school is built (or 
not built) has a great affect on abutting 
land uses over time

ÂAnd, safe routes to school are nearly 
impossible, if local governments and 
school districts do not coordinate their 
planning effortsðeven before schools 
are built, rehabilitated, or expanded.



Elements of Municipal 

Planning & Zoning Processes

Â Once a municipality prepares a land use plan (aka
master plan (MP) or comprehensive plan), by law 
every 5 years, it must be reviewed and if necessary 
updated by the local planning commission

Â Local zoning is to be consistent with the plan
Â Planning commission is also responsible for local 

capital improvement program (CIP) for new public 
infrastructure, and it must be updated annually

Â New school sites are rarely included in either (MP or 
CIP) unless the district has obtained a new school 
site long in advance of need, and rarely is the site 
selected with municipal assistance

Â Instead, the municipality and road authorities 
attempt to mitigate the negative effects of bad school 
siting after the fact



Common School Siting 

Processes
Â Schools typically work on a siting plan or facilities 

improvement plan when
ïCapacity problems arise
ïDemographic analysis suggests an upcoming enrollment 

problem
ïMaintenance problems have grown drastically 

Â This is not at regular intervals (e.g. every 5 years)
Â School needs identification processes (especially for 

high schools) are often biased to new large sites 
away from developed areas because of 
ïDesire to accommodate all community interests
ïDesire to out-compete adjoining districts
ïAccommodation of multiple athletic facilities
ïArchitectural or recreation ñstandardsò
ïReduced land cost or free land



Dr. Nortonôs Survey 

Research

ÂDr. Richard Norton (U of M) examined 
the relationships between new school 
construction and community growth

ÂHe randomly sampled 250 school 
superintendents (45% of school 
districts) and the key local government 
administrator in a subset of 100 of 
those districts

ÂAbout 50% of superintendents 
responded and 28% of local 
government officials



Dr. Nortonôs Survey 

Research
Key study findings include the following:

Å Roughly half of the 552 public school districts across 
the state undertook some type of major facilities 
improvement initiativeðdefined as a major technology 
improvement project, major renovation project, and/or 
new school construction projectðbetween 1999 and 
2004.

Å Of the initiatives reported by survey respondents, 
about half were renovation projects and about one -
quarter were new school construction projects. Of 
those new schools, more than half were sited in urban 
locations or at existing school sites, while fewer than 
one-fifth were sited in exurban locations.



Dr. Nortonôs Survey 

Research
Å  In general, the factors that most influenced school 
district officialsô decisionmaking in districts that 
decided to undertake an initiative were the following: 
ïa sense of need to stay competitive with surrounding school 

districts for student enrollments; 
ïfacilities issues like overcrowding, aging, or the need for 

consolidation; 
ïfinancial considerations; and 
ïa sense that the school districtôs mission would be best 

served by the initiative. 
ïConsultantsô recommendations were moderately influential.

Å  School officials consulted with local government offic-
ials on about half of the initiatives undertaken. When 
they did so, local government officialsô comments had 
little apparent influence on school board 
decisionmaking.
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Dr. Nortonôs Survey 

Research
ÂConclusions:

ïEducation of school administrators and citizens on 
compelling reasons for renovating or rebuilding in 
an urban vs. exurban location is needed.

ïThere is little meaningful communication taking 
place between school districts and local 
governments on school sites, prior to decisions 
being made, and that local planning 
considerations have little influence on the 
outcome.

Â For a copy of a summary article on Dr. 
Nortonôs research go to:

http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf

http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf
http://www.closup.umich.edu/research/reports/pr-4-schools-sprawl.pdf


Michigan Situation

ÂRecent history of school siting in 
Michigan

ÂChanging location of schools

ïChange over time

ïChange in grade splits

ÂDemographic considerations

ÂDensity considerations



History of School Siting 

in Michigan
ÂMichigan went through a massive 
consolidation of school districts in the 1950ôs. 
Many one room school districts were merged 
with districts in small towns and large cities.

ÂUntil 1982 school districts and municipalities 
assumed that schools were not subject to 
local zoning or building codes as the state 
had to approve local school building plans. 
But a Royal Oak case demonstrated that 
schools and school facilities (like bus garages) 
were subject to local zoning because the 
legislature had not explicitly exempted them 
(Cody Park Association v. Royal Oak School 
District, 116 Mich App 103, 1982, lv. den. 417 
Mich 985, 1983)



History of School Siting 

in Michigan

Â In 1990 (PA 159), the legislature enacted a law that 
said schools were not subject to local site plan review 
(an aspect of local zoning), but municipalities 
believed that other zoning requirements (like lot size 
and which zoning districts schools were allowed in) 
still applied. 

Â Finally the Michigan Supreme Court said schools were 
exempt from site plan review and all other aspects of 
local zoning in the Northville Twp. vs. Northville 
Public Schools, July 13, 2003, docket #120213.

Â However, as regards to building codes the legislature 
finally made schools subject to them in 2002 (PA 
628) and a required coordination provision related to 
site plans for high schools in townships was made 
state law by PA 276 of 2006.



Procedure 
for Site Plan 
Review of 
High Schools 
in Michigan 
Townshipsé

éfor 
Compliance 
with PA 276 
of 2006



History of School Siting 

in Michigan

ÂThe Governor transferred authority over 
approval of school building 
construction, reconstruction, remodeling 
and site plans from the Superintendent 
of Public Instruction to the Department 
of Energy, Labor and Economic Growth, 
which already is responsible for 
enforcement of the Construction of 
School Buildings Act and the 
construction code (Ex. Order 2009-33).



Changes in the Number, Type 

and Location of Schools

ÂMichigan is closing more schools than it is 
opening in the most urban and most rural 
locations

ÂMichigan is rearranging grades to 
accommodate changing demographics and to 
reduce the need to build new schools

ÂMichigan is moving students/families out to 
the suburbs resulting in the need for new 
elementary schools in suburbs and fewer 
schools in older urban districts



Worst Case Examples

Â At peak enrollment in mid-1960ôs, the Detroit 
Public School District had between 250-
270,000 students, compared to 104,975 in 
2008, this is a decrease of 145-165,000 
students (about 60%). [In 2011 was about 
60,000 plus about 56,000 in charter schools.]

Â Flint Community Schools fell from 46,557 
students in 1967 to 15,629 in 2008 ( -30,928, 
66.4%). 

Â Lansing Public Schools fell from 34,061 in 
1971 to 14, 860 in 2008 ( -19,201, 56.4%)

ÂGrand Rapids Public Schools fell from just 
over 30,000 in the early 1980ôs to 19,885 in 
2008 (-10,115, 33.7%)



Change in School Buildings 

and Enrollment from 

1990-2006
Â In urban areas there was a net increase 

of 39 schools (6% increase) and 
enrollment increased 5.4%.

Â In suburban areas there was a net 
increase of 247 schools (26.5% 
increase) and enrollment increased 
41.7%.

Â In rural areas there was a net decrease 
of 346 schools (22% decrease) and 
enrollment decreased 24.2%.



Location of Schools

ÂSix maps follow (for non-charter 
schools)

ïLocation of Elementary Schools in 2006

ïLocation of Middle Schools in 2006

ïLocation of High Schools in 2006

ïClosed & opened schools 1990 ï2006 

ïDistrict enrollment in 2006

ï% enrollment change 1990 ï2006



Location of 
Elementary 
Schools in 2006



Location of 
Middle Schools 
in 2006



Location of High 
Schools in 2006



Closed and 
Opened Public 
Schools  1990 -
2006

Note: Some dots cover 
other dots.



School District 
Enrollment in 
2006
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