
                       
                 

                 
           
           
           
                   

               

                   
                 
             
               

                   
                 
                   

                     
   

   

   

                 
           

                 
            

               
                 

                 
                       
                   

                     
                     
             

                   
           
             

             
                 

                 
               

       
             

             
                   

             
               

       
               
                 
                   
                       
                     

      

               
                 

                   
               

           
                   

     

         
 

         
   

             
         

         
   
       

   
     

     
       
         

         
         
       

       
         

         
     
   

     
     

     
         
           

       
         
       

 

       
         
           
           
         

           
           

         

 
           

         
               
           

                 
           

           
               
     

         
           
         

             
       

       
   

             
             
                 
             

             
             

     
       
               

     

                   
                 

               

 
 
 

 
        

 

 
 

 
 

T O O L S A N D T E C H N I Q U E S 

Neighborhood School Buildings and Community Building schools encourage Minimum Acreage 
walking and 

decrease reliance Standards for 
By Timothy Torma on transportation Schools 

by bus and car. 
Size and location matter when cre­
ating community­centered schools. 
In an effort to gain a clearer pic­
ture of the role minimum acreage 
standards play in school siting, the 

I
n October 2005, a headline in the Arizona Republic read: “No 

C
arolyn Torm

a 

Inappropriate planning for schools leads to unsafe conditions for walking and 

bicycling students, unnecessary vehicle trips to transport students, and severe 
traffic congestion, as illustrated at this Virginia school. 

”1Students Attend Tombstone School. The article provided a 
lesson in the many potential pitfalls of school planning con­
ducted in isolation from community planning. 

The new high school in Tombstone, Arizona, could not 
accept new students because the unpaved road leading to it Policies   may   favor   the   construction   of   new 

schools  rather  than  renovation  or  expansion  of 
existing  ones.  Guidelines,  recommendations,  and 

standards  that  encourage  communities  to  build 

large  schools  on  new  campuses  are  embedded  in 

regulations,  policies,  and  laws  at  the  state  and 

local  levels.  Many  states  have  school  construction 

funding  formulas  that  favor  new  construction  over 
renovation.  Such  formulas  typically  establish  a 
limit  on  what  a  district  may  spend  to  renovate 
rather  than  build  new,  usually  a  specific  percent­
age  of  new  construction  costs.  Other  common 

policies  favoring  large,  new  schools  are  “minimum 

acreage  standards.”  These  policies—used  at  both 

the  state  and  local  levels—dictate  large,  new  cam­
puses,  and  discourage  continued  use  of  smaller, 
existing  schools.  

The  argument  that  larger  schools  lead  to  economic 
savings  has  also  been  questioned.  In  a  1998  review  of 
research  literature  on  the  effectiveness  of  small 
schools,  Mary  Anne  Raywid  of  Hofstra  University 
concluded,  “When  viewed  on  a  cost­per­student­
enrolled  basis,  they  [small  schools]  are  somewhat 
more  expensive.  But  when  examined  on  the  basis  of 
the  number  of  students  they  graduate,  they  are  less 
expensive  than  either  medium­sized  or  large  high 

schools.”8 

The  mounting  evidence  of  superiority  of  smaller 
schools  for  educational  and  behavioral  outcomes  has 
led  to  a  growing  movement  among  educators  for 
smaller,  more  “community­centered”  schools.  While 
such  efforts  are  finding  success  in  many  places,  the 
majority  of  new  schools  still  reflect  the  trends  of  the 
past  several  decades  are  in  the  opposite  direction. 

was considered unsafe for school buses. Located on a 57­acre 
site in the desert miles from the town it served, the school sat 
empty while local school officials tried to find funding to pave 
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the road. The project was already over budget, due in part to 

example,  South  Carolina,  Rhode 
Island,  and  Maine  have  eliminated 

minimum  acreage  requirements. 

the fact that there were no gas, electric, or fiber­optic lines to 

the site, situated three miles north of Tombstone. 

This is an extreme but instructive example of a problem com­
mon in jurisdictions across the country—inadequate commu­
nication and coordination between school districts and local 

U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency asked the Council of 
Educational Facility Planners 
International (CEFPI) to research 

state minimum acreage require­
ments in 2003. The research 

showed that 27 states had some 
form of minimum site size policy 
or regulation for schools, with a 
wide range of specified sizes. 
However, many states are rethink­
ing this approach. Since 2003, for 

governments. Some state and local governments have recog­
nized this problem and put policies and procedures in place 
to address it. But in other communities, the problem persists, 
often exacerbated by state and local rules and policies. 

School Spending—What is it Buying? 
Investments in educational facilities represent one of the 
largest capital outlays many local governments make. Over 
the next few decades, thousands of schools will be built or 
renovated across the country. Decisions about the construc­
tion and renovation of these schools will have important 
implications for their communities—planning commissioners 
should understand and care about how these decisions are 
made. Do you know where school spending will happen in 

your community over the next 20 years? If not, you might 
want to look into it. If you do know, does the spending sup­
port the broader goals and vision of your community or is it 
working against them? 

Schools are often exempt from local zoning regulations. In 

some places decisions about whether to build a new building 
or renovate an older structure, as well as where to build 

schools, are made by school officials independent of planning 
departments or other local government influence. While 
school districts should take the lead on school siting, it should 

not do so without input from the rest of the government. To do 

otherwise is often a recipe for a bad investment. 

A first­rate education is the primary consideration in school facil­
ity decisions, but progressive and forward­thinking communities 
and planning commissioners are achieving multiple goals—educa­
tional, health, environmental, economic, social, and fiscal—with 

these investments. No town has the wealth to make such large 
expenditures without maximizing the returns to the entire com­
munity. 

National trends in school siting and size over the last several 
decades paint a disturbing picture for places trying to build 

healthier communities and control sprawl on improved land. 
Average school size has grown steadily; new schools increasingly 
locate on large, distant sites. According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, the number of schools in the United States 
decreased from 262,000 in 1930 to 95,000 in 2004. Student pop­
ulation over the same time period has rose from 28 million to 

54.5 million. 2 

Supersize Me? 
The trend towards giant schools continues despite 
widespread agreement among researchers that the 
scale of most U.S. schools is too large.3 A growing 
body of research shows that “student achievement 
in small schools is at least equal and often superior 
to achievement in large schools. A higher per­”4 

centage of students, across all socioeconomic lev­
els, are successful when they are part of smaller, 
more intimate learning communities.5 Females, 
nonwhites, and special­needs students, whether at­
risk, gifted, exceptional, or disadvantaged, are all 
better served by small schools.6 Security improves 
and violence decreases in smaller schools, as does 
student alcohol and drug abuse.7 

This is Where Planning Commissioners 
Come into Play 
As more and more communities move to reverse 
this trend, planning commissions can play an impor­
tant role. This issue is a coalition waiting to be 
formed. Natural allies abound. In addition to educa­
tors who favor smaller schools, citizens and groups 
organized around a wide range of issues including 
the environment, health/obesity/physical activity, 
historic preservation, community development, and 

smart growth should prove to be willing partners in 

continued on page 8 

In addition, the 2004 revision of 
CEFPI’s influential Guide for 
Planning Educational Facilities no 

longer contains minimum acreage 
recommendations for school sites. 
Recognizing that a “one­size­fits­
all” approach is dated and can 

work counter to a variety of goals, 
the new guide encourages commu­
nities to analyze their needs in 

order to make appropriate siting 
decisions. 

Maine now has mandated maxi­
mum site sizes—if a school district 
builds on a site exceeding the max­
imum, the state will not fund the 
purchase of the excess land; the 
school district will have to pay for 
it. For a listing of state policies 
governing school site size, see: 
www.cefpi.org/pdf/state_guide 
lines.pdf. 
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continued from page 6 

any effort that could result in better education investments. Working with 

these coalitions, planning commissions can influence school planning. 

But coalitions don’t just materialize from thin air. Someone has to make the 
first move. In 2002, the Funders Network for Smart Growth commissioned 

a white paper titled “Reversing School Sprawl for Better Schools and 

Communities. The author, Sam Passmore, concluded that, “To date, ”9 

efforts that deliberately link . . . small schools and smart growth . . . are scat­
tered, but they are growing in number, geographic scope and promise.” He 
also adds a cautionary note: “The fact that a shared interest exists doesn’t 

Safe Routes to School 
Deb Hubsmith 

Safe Routes to School (SRTS) is an interna­
tional movement to make it safe, convenient, 
and fun for children to walk and bicycle to 

schools. The program addresses critical issues 
related to children’s health, traffic congestion, 
public safety, and the environment, as well as 
the design of our communities. 

When Congress passed the 2005 federal trans­
portation bill (known as SAFETEA­LU), a total 
of $612 million was authorized for all 50 states 
and the District of Columbia to develop safe 
routes programs. Federal safe routes to school 
grants are available through state Departments 
of Transportation (DOTs) to build safer access 
to schools and to run education and encourage­
ment programs that promote safe walking and 

bicycling. 

Safe Routes to School is an important move­
ment because: 

■ In 1969 approximately 50 percent of U.S. 
children walked or biked to schools; today 
only about 15 percent walk or bike. 

■ Childhood obesity has tripled in the past 30 
years. 

■ Parents driving children to schools comprise 
between 20 and 30 percent of morning rush­
hour traffic. 

The federal funding extends through September 
2009. Each DOT has a designated coordinator 
who runs that state’s SRTS grant and outreach 

programs. Funds can be used for infrastructure 
projects, such as sidewalks or medians, and 

noninfrastructure activities, such as education 

and planning. 

automatically mean that it will be exploited. To make the most of this 
important opportunity for collaboration, the key stakeholders will need to 

work over time to develop a common agenda that benefits school children, 
their parents, educators and the community at large.” 

Transportation: An Issue that Could Get You 
a Seat at the Table? 
Not surprisingly, EPA and other researchers have found that school siting 
and design can affect traffic congestion, air pollution, and school trans­
portation budgets. Travel to school represents a significant portion of 

Planning commissioners take notice: Usually 
the applicants for safe routes infrastructure 
funds are cities and counties, as these entities 
have jurisdiction over the public right­of­way. 

Safe routes programs are built on collaborative 
partnerships among elected officials, city plan­
ners, engineers, police officers, school person­
nel, parents, students, nonprofit organizations, 
and other community leaders. While safe routes 
programs are unique to the particular commu­
nity in which they operate, the most successful 
programs bring together community stakehold­
ers to create a “team” that devises a location­
specific program to integrate the 5 Es for safe 
routes to school: evaluation, engineering, educa­
tion, encouragement, and enforcement. 

A first step for creating a local safe routes pro­
gram is forming a team and developing a plan 

for how to address the five Es. Here is a 
description of each: 

■ Evaluation: Assessing neighborhood condi­
tions to determine needs, surveying parents 
and students, and measuring “before” and 

“after” numbers annually to determine the 
effectiveness of efforts to increase bicycling 
and walking. 

■ Education: Teaching parents and students 
about safe bicycling, walking, and driving. 

■ Encouragement: Promoting special events 
and contests to encourage children and their 
families to walk and bike to school. 

■ Engineering: Building infrastructure such as 
crosswalks, multiuse pathways, bike lanes, 
sidewalks, intersection improvements, and 

traffic calming. 

■ Enforcement: Ensuring people obey traffic 
laws, such as yielding to pedestrians and 

adhering to speed limits. 

With a prioritized plan in place, cities and 

schools can seek funding through their state 
DOT. They may also consider how safe routes 
goals can be met through other funding sources 
and programs. Many cities are creating safe 
routes using general funds to improve signage 
and striping around schools. Cities can use 
existing police personnel to patrol routes to 

school or improve maintenance of pathways. 
Safe routes campaigns can be integral part of 
the school’s PTA or wellness council. Other 
cities are launching “complete streets” efforts to 

ensure that roadways include the needs of bicy­
clists and pedestrians. 

The new safe routes to school funding provides 
a golden opportunity for planning commission­
ers to help lead efforts to build collaborations 
with school boards, education professionals, 
and parents. The goal is to make communities 
safe and convenient for children to walk and 

bicycle to school. Safe Routes to School pro­
grams can be a catalyst for achieving long­term 

goals related to community involvement, active 
transportation, decreased traffic congestion, and 

improved air quality. With cities and schools 
working together for the health and future of 
our children, we create more livable communi­
ties with happier and healthier residents. 

morning rush hour car trips in many areas. Chauffeuring children 

to school often results in two vehicle trips or four additional trips 
per day. This has implications for children’s health, traffic con­
gestion, and air quality. It may also give planning commissioners 
a foot in the door to the school planning conversation. 

In some jurisdictions, active collaborations between local govern­
ments and school districts have evolved to address issues related 

to school transportation. In Arlington County, Virginia, the 
School Board recently directed the Superintendent to ensure that 
transportation issues, including parking and transportation 

demand management, are considered as part of the facility design 

process. This action was a result of discussions and collaboration 

between members of the school board and members of the 
Planning and Transportation Commissions. The Master 
Transportation Plan includes the following objective: 

“Achieve a 50 percent walk/bike to school rate among Arlington 

County students within the areas where bus transportation is not 
provided, thus improving traffic safety and reducing congestion 

around schools due to reduced numbers of children being deliv­
ered to school by private motor vehicle.”10 

The plan also articulates approaches to achieve this objective and 

measure progress. 

In addition, members of both the Planning and Transportation 

Commissions in Arlington are automatically included on every 
“Building Level Planning Committee,” a group that the school 
district forms to advise the school board on significant capital 
spending projects. Even in Arlington, there are still many oppor­
tunities for better coordination between the county and the 
school district, but these approaches have fostered more dialog 
between the school and county staff and resulted in better out­
comes for the community. 

In Summary 
Remember the school in Tombstone, Arizona? Well, the school 
district finally came up with the funds to pave the road, but the 
saga continues. In a March 30, 2007 article, the Tombstone Epitaph11 

ran the headline: “Pleas for traffic light assistance go unheard.” 
Reporter Joyanna Jones wrote that Superintendent Ronald 

Hennings was trying to convince the state DOT to pay for a traf­
fic signal off of Arizona Highway 80, a location Principal Robert 
Devere fears “may lead to a serious accident because of a combi­
nation of the center turn lane’s placement, a downhill slope and the 
speed limit.” Shocking. It’s shocking to discover this traffic problem! 

Without assessing blame, most planning commissioners would 

probably agree that many of the problems encountered in the 
Tombstone case could have been avoided or alleviated by better 
communication and planning between the school district and 

local government before the site was purchased. If this commu­
nication is lacking in your community, you can lay the ground­
work for improvement and make this one of the most effective 
actions you will take to improve your community over time. 

continued on page 10 

Siting large new schools on remote campus settings results in pedestrian inaccessibility and 

the need for large parking lots. In this example in Minnesota, the school appears to have 
its own interstate ramp. 

Resources 
These documents and websites provide examples of research and other state 
and local practices that support smarter school siting and funding decisions. 

■ Led by the 21st Century School Fund, the Building Educational Successes 
Together collaboration has produced five policy papers on creating quality 
school facilities (Educational Outcomes, Community Planning, Schools as 
Centers of Community, Facilities Management, and Facilities Funding). 
These are available online at www.21csf.org/csf%2Dhome. 

■ EPA has a webpage dedicated to smart growth and schools that contains 
a number of publications and weblinks. See: 
www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/schools.htm. 

■ Council of Educational Facility Planners International and EPA’s “Schools 
for Successful Communities: An Element of Smart Growth” describes poli­
cies and practices for supporting smart growth and community­centered 

schools and includes case studies. 
www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/pdf/SmartGrowth_schools_Pub.pdf 

■ National Clearinghouse for Educational Facilities has resource lists with 

links, books, and journal articles on a variety of topics (smart growth, 
school siting, small schools, community use, etc.). 
www.edfacilities.org/rl/index.cfm 

■ The National Trust for Historic Preservation has numerous resources on 

school policies and state policies related to school construction, including 
“State Policies and School Facilities: How States Can Support or 
Undermine Neighborhood Schools and Community Preservation.” 
http://nthp.org/issues/schools/index.html. 

More Resources for Safe Routes to School 
Safe Routes to School National Partnership: www.saferoutespartnership.org 

National Center for Safe Routes to School: www.saferoutesinfo.org 

Federal Highway Administration: http://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/saferoutes 
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R E S O U R C E   F I N D E R U P C O M I N G 

Audio/Web Conference 
Series 2007–2008 
These convenient, concise programs bring training directly to 

your conference room or desktop. Register your entire planning 
commission for as little as $100 per program. 
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Environmental Justice
 
Learn more about this important concept. 

APA Publications 

Intersection Between Environmental 
Justice and Land Use Planning 

Patricia E. Salkin 

Planning & Environmental Law, May 2006 

Environmental justice goes to the core of tra­
ditional land­use decisions: choosing sites for 
locally unwanted land uses (geographic 
equity); the process for deciding where to site 
these unwanted land uses, including the loca­
tion and timing of public hearings (procedural 
equity); and sociological factors, including 
which groups hold the political power inher­
ent in land­use decisions (social equity). 

Planning for Environmental Justice 

Tony Arnold
 

Planning & Environmental Law, March 2007.
 

Environmental justice and good land­use plan­
ning are inseparably connected. Land­use 
planning ideally should result from a fair and 

participatory process. A rich planning litera­
ture calls for robust public participation (even 

self­determination) in planning, the incorpora­
tion of social equity into plans, and vigilance 
in assessing the likely socio­economic, racial, 
and ethnic impacts of land­use policies. 

Web Resources 

APA’s Policy Guide on Solid and 

Hazardous Waste Management 

April 15, 2002 
www.planning.org/policyguides/wastemgmt. 
htm 

There will always be waste; the issue is how 

we manage it. The American Planning 
Association and its Chapters support manag­
ing solid wastes (including hazardous and 

medical wastes) in accordance with the hier­
archy: reduce, reuse, recycle, waste to energy, 
incinerate, and landfill. 

EPA Office of Environmental Justice 

Website 

The Environmental Protection Agency web­
site offers many resources: 

http://epa.gov/compliance/environmental 
justice/index.html. 

Environmental Justice for All—A Fifty­
State Survey of Legislation, Policies, and 

Initiatives 

Steven Bonorris, Editor 
American Bar Association and Hastings 
College of Law. January 2004 
www.abanet.org/irr/committees/environ­
mental/statestudy.pdf 

APA’s PlanningBooks.com 

Edens Lost & Found: How Ordinary 

Citizens Are Restoring Our Great 
American Cities 
Harry Wiland, Dale Bell, and Joseph 

D’Agnese, 
2006 

A vacant lot becomes a park. A rooftop 

becomes a garden. A scrap of public land 

becomes an urban farm. Across the country, 
ordinary citizens are transforming their neigh­
borhoods by creating sustainable urban 

ecosystems. This book chronicles the efforts 
of citizens in Philadelphia, Chicago, Los 
Angeles, and Seattle to reclaim polluted, 
abandoned spaces in their communities. 

The Geography of Opportunity: Race 

and Housing Choice in Metropolitan 

America 

Xavier De Souza Briggs, 2007 

Equality begins at home—which is why the 
inequality of housing choices for racial 
minorities and low­income families is one of 
the most pressing issues facing American 

democracy today. This blockbuster book has 
analysts, advocates, and practitioners across 
the country talking about segregation: why it 
persists; how it undermines education, job 

prospects, health, and safety; and what can be 
done to end it. 

Other Resources 

Growing Smarter—Achieving Livable 

Communities, Environmental Justice, 
and Regional Equity 

Robert D. Bullard, Editor 
The MIT Press, 2007 

continued from page 2 

■ Regulate impacts to ensure that areas are pro­
tected and resources are conserved. 

As Al Gore stated in An Inconvenient Truth, we have a 
moral obligation to solve this problem. We must con­
sider how our communities can be a part of this solu­
tion. We often hear that planning is the “agent” of 
change. This is planning’s important assignment. 

A special thank you to Shefali Ranganathan of EESI 
for her comments on this article. 

Endnotes 

1. U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2005 
data. Nuclear energy power provides eight percent 
of energy consumed, and renewable energy provides 
six percent. 

2. Among the energy alternatives that have greater 
adverse environmental impacts are oil shale and liq­
uid coal. For example, see “Why Liquid Coal Is Not 
a Viable Option to Move America Beyond Oil,” 
www.nrdc.org/globalWarming/coal/liquids.pdf. 

3. Chris Duerksen, 2007 National Planning 
Conference presentation, “Sustainable Development 
Codes.” 
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Planning Officials Programs 

Staying Out of Court by 
Avoiding Pitfalls 
November 7, 2007 

Introduction to the Planning 
Commission: Part One (encore) 
December 5, 2007 

Introduction to the Planning 
Commission: Part Two (encore) 
January 16, 2008 

Confronting NIMBYs 
March 19, 2008 

Introduction to the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment (encore) 
April 16, 2008 

Planning Law Review 
June 25, 2008 

Advanced Programs 

LEED for Neighborhoods 
October 3, 2007 

Complete Streets (encore) 
January 30, 2008 

Mastering Density 
February 13, 2008 

Design Guidelines for Small 
Towns and Rural Communities 
March 5, 2008 

Community­Based Brownfields 
Redevelopment 
May 21, 2008 

Register online and save at 
www.planning.org/ 
audioconference 
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