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Executive Summary
In October 2014, Urban Planning master’s students conducted focus group meetings with USD 497
elementary and middle school students. The purpose of these meetings, which were part of the class
requirements for a graduate course called “Professional Practice,” was to gather student input on
Safe Routes to School. Because the national Safe Routes to School program already includes a
survey of all students about their transportation modes, these focus groups engaged students more
fully about why they walk, bike, bus, or ride to school and what might make them more likely to
engage in active modes of transportation.
SRTS is primarily an infrastructure approach. Improving sidewalks, crosswalks at intersections, and
implementing additional traffic calming along school routes are obvious ways to increase active
transportation to and from school. The key finding of our interviews, though, is that other methods
of transportation may be preferable even if infrastructure is more inviting. Reasons for this include:







Distance to school. SRTS thinks in terms of a two-mile trip each way to school, but most
students whom we interviewed said that a few blocks is the longest they were willing to walk.
School start time. Many students said that they would have to leave home by 7:00 a.m. to reach
school on time if they chose to walk or bike to school.
Daylight hours. During the winter months, students in after-school activities would be
arriving to and leaving from school in the dark if they chose to walk or bike.
Peer socialization. The most common reason why middle school students in particular
preferred to bus to school was that the bus ride provided one of their only times during the
day that they could enjoy social time with friends, many of whom do not live close enough
to walk or bike together.
Spending time with parents. A number of students said that their parents’ work schedule made
the car ride to school in the morning the only time during the day that parents had to talk
with their children.

The second portion of the focus groups asked students to consider what makes a route to school
inviting or seem dangerous and identify areas in town where they would not feel comfortable
walking or biking. This portion of the survey can facilitate targeted infrastructure improvements to
enhance active modes of transportation. Specifically, we found that:





Poor street markings reduce students’ sense of safety.
Crossing multiple lanes of traffic makes both students and their parents uncomfortable.
Poor sidewalk condition, connectivity, and lack of a buffer between the street and sidewalk
led to lower perceived safety/comfort scores.
Students are very perceptive about neighborhoods to avoid due to past criminal activity.
Crossing guards or a police presence may help overcome this, but some students report that
parents will not allow them to walk in these areas.

The main takeaway is that for students, the commute to school is about more than safe
infrastructure. Waking up earlier, spending time with friends, and parents’ schedules are often
determining factors in how a student travels to and from school. Targeted steps to increase active
transportation among Lawrence students should include infrastructure improvements that slow
traffic, are clearly marked, and provide well-maintained, continuous sidewalks with larger street
buffers.
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Introduction: Safe Routes to School and Lawrence USD 497
Safe Routes to School is a national program aimed at promoting active transportation and reducing
automobile trips to and from elementary and middle schools. Safe Routes to School (SRTS) has
teamed up with the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT) and the Kansas Department of
Health and Environment (KDHE) to fund research, alterations to infrastructure, and noninfrastructure improvements to promote active transportation for students across the state. The
existing research provided by SRTS is standardized across the United States. Measures include a
parent survey, training programs for parents, and an in-class tally performed by teachers to track
how students are getting to and from school (see Appendix 1).
While SRTS programs collect substantial data on how parents perceive active transportation to
school and how children report their travel behaviors, the program does not interact with students
in more than cursory ways. As Judy Gillespie states in her article “Being and Becoming: Writing
Children into Planning Theory” (2013), this is a common gap in planning and policy research
regarding students: often, the subjects of these programs, they are not invited to participate in the
process. Gillespie points to the Progressive Era as the start of a planning policy that worked for
students without consulting them: “In most Western nations, the meaning of childhood emerged
among the middle classes… and came to encompass four key criteria: dependence, protection,
segregation, and delayed responsibilities” (Gillespie, 2013, 66). While this approach is generally
useful, SRTS stands to benefit from insights gained through engaging students themselves on their
desire and beliefs about commuting to school.
Students know their neighborhoods; they know what makes them feel safe and what seems
dangerous. As Banerjee et al. (2014, p. 124) note, “children are active agents in managing and
negotiating their movement with the context of opportunities and constraints offered by the
proximate build environment.” Students can provide crucial knowledge that can inform
infrastructure decisions, influence how we conceptualize barriers to active forms of transportation,
and can help us understand the geography of our neighborhoods and overall community. Although
parents and policy directors will make the final implementations of SRTS initiatives, engaging
children provides critical insights that the current SRTS surveying methods miss.
Public participation is a challenging process. Planners and policymakers must ensure that the
participatory outlets provided to the community are accessible and equitable. And participation can
have dramatic effects on the public it serves: “the quality of participation [can explain] a significant
portion of participants’ trust in government and tolerance of different viewpoints” (Halvorsen,
2003, 541). Including children in the participation process not only fuels an early understanding of
government processes, but can also have an impact on how they will view public participation and
certain agencies in the future. When creating programs and policies that directly affect the lives of
children, policymakers stand to lose nothing by including them in the participatory process. In fact,
by bringing the thoughts and opinions of children to light, we may be able to make our policies and
programs stronger while simultaneously promoting a more informed future citizenry.
USD 497: The Lawrence, Kansas, School District
History of the District
The Lawrence, Kansas school district was consolidated in 1965 to create Unified School District
(USD) 497. USD 497 is the seventh largest school district in Kansas today. Today the district has
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over 21 campuses, including 14 elementary schools, four middle schools and two high schools.1 The
district employs 1700 educators and staff and serves 11,000 students at all grade levels. Langston
Hughes attended New York Elementary School, the oldest location of a school in Lawrence, for
grades four through six; Lawrence’s newest elementary school is named in his honor. In his
autobiographical novel Not without Laughter, Hughes depicts life in a fictional facsimile of Lawrence
where he would walk to school from his home down the street and reflect on his community and his
place in it.
Eight of the fourteen elementary schools of Lawrence were built before the creation of the school
district, with four built in 1915 or earlier. With respect to walking to school, this pre-automobile site
selection creates an agreeable environment for students to walk to school with respect to distance.
To date the average distance between all elementary schools in the district does not exceed 2.7 miles.
Furthermore the rate of change in distance between schools has been the same throughout the
history of the schools in Lawrence before and after the creation of the school district. In other
words, the density of elementary schools in Lawrence Kansas is comparable to the period where
walking to schools was a necessity. This is promising for increasing the number of students walking
to school in Lawrence.
Figure 1 shows all of the schools in USD 497 by the date of construction. The schools highlighted in
light blue are the five included in our study: Pinckney, Broken Arrow, Deerfield, and Langston
Hughes, and the oldest middle school: Liberty Memorial Central Middle School. The age of a school
can inform its surrounding geography--earlier schools may be located near more high-density
residential areas, as students in the late nineteenth century would not have had access to the same
forms of transportation we have today. Conversely, Langston Hughes, the newest school, is located
on the far periphery of Lawrence, in a sprawling residential area, and distance may be an influence
on a student’s ability to use active transportation modes.
Figure 1: USD 497 Schools and Year of Construction
Elementary Schools
New York
Pinckney
Woodlawn
Cordley
Hillcrest
Sunset Hill
Schwegler
Kennedy
Broken Arrow
Deerfield
Quail Run
Prairie Park
Sunflower

Year Built
1869
1872
1890
1915
1953
1955
1957
1961
1968
1968
1987
1994
1994

Information in this section is available on the USD 497 website:
http://www.usd497.org/site/default.aspx?PageID=1.
1
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Langston Hughes
Middle Schools
Liberty Memorial Central
West
South
Southwest

2000
Year Built
1923
1960
1968
1994

Methodology Overview
This research is exploratory in nature, and considers how elementary and middle school students in
Lawrence feel about their transportation modes to and from school. Focus group interviews were
conducted between October 15-24, 2014 at an afterschool program, The Boys and Girls Club, at
five schools in the district. The research was broken into three parts: a focus group discussion (see
Appendix 2), followed by a Visual Preference Survey (see Appendix 3), and a Lynch map. The
interview was intended to identify the mediating and moderating factors that may influence
children’s transportation options, while the Visual Preference Survey and Lynch map enabled us to
better understand how the students perceived their neighborhood geography, safety risks, and
influences by the urban form.
Focus Group Discussion
Focus groups were conducted with 54 total students at six schools: Broken Arrow, Deerfield,
Langston Hughes, and Pinckney Elementary Schools as well as Central Middle School and the Teen
Center (with students from South, Southwest, and West Middle Schools). The survey was designed
to determine the frequency that students use each mode of transportation (Bus, Parent’s Car,
Bike/Walk) and what factors determine the use of each mode.
The Focus Group Meetings were each hosted by three Urban Planning graduate students from the
University of Kansas. Following the methods Banerjee et al., students were asked to state their most
frequent mode of traveling to and from school, what influenced their decision to use that preferred
mode of transportation, and what they liked or disliked about how they traveled to-and-from school.
Kennedy et al. discusses the necessary research design elements of a focus group interview with
students: parental consent, introductions and the establishment of ground rules, short and openended questions, and suggests group sizes of between four and eight,. depending on the age group
(Kennedy et al. 2001, 185). For privacy concerns, demographic information in our research is limited
to gender, grade, and school district. However, as other sources have indicated, even these factors
can yield significant findings.
The first question focused specifically on the mode used, differentiating between to and from
school. A half point was awarded if the student reported using two different methods of getting to
school. The tables below contain the findings in total and by school.
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Table 1: Total Trips by Mode
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School
11.5
5.5
37

From School
11.5
12
30.5

Total

To School
21%
10%
69%

From School
21%
22%
56%

Total
21%
16%
63%

23
17.5
67.5

Table 2: Percentage Use by Mode
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

Table 3: Broken Arrow Elementary School
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School
From School
Total
4.5
4.5
1
1
3.5
3.5

By Percent
9
50%
2
11%
7
39%

Table 4: Deerfield Elementary School
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School

From School
1
0
7

Total
1
0
7

2
0
14

By Percent
13%
0%
88%

Table 5: Langston Hughes Elementary Schools
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School

From School
1
1
8

Total

By Percent
1
5%
1
5%
18
90%

Total

By Percent
0
0%
0
0%
10
100%

0
0
10

Table 6: Pinckney Elementary School
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

UBPL 763

To School

From School
0
0
5

0
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Table 7: Central Middle School
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School

From School
5
0
6

Total

By Percent
11
50%
0
0%
11
50%

Total

By Percent
0
0%
14.5
66%
7.5
34%

6
0
5

Table 8: Teen Center
Mode
Walk/Bike
Bus
Car

To School

From School

0
3.5
7.5

0
11
0

In all, a large majority of trips are currently being completed by car. However, this was heavily
dependent on the school, with responses varying significantly from school to school. That most
participants were involved in after-school programming may also affect the responses.
The second and third groups of questions were focused on the reasons the students prefer to get to
school via each mode. The second group of questions focused on why the students decided to
walk/bike, what the students liked about walking/biking, and what the students did not like about
walking/biking.
Students responded that they liked walking because of the following:









My parents work early, me walking/biking is easier.
Walking/biking gives me a chance to exercise.
The student lives close to the school.
Provides for a more flexible schedule.
One student chose to walk home instead of going to boys and girls club.
Provides the student a chance to explore his/her neighborhood.
Chance to walk with friends/family.
Biking is faster than riding with parents, riding the bus, or walking.

Students did not like walking because of the following:








The lack of sidewalks in their neighborhood.
Cold/Hot weather.
Strangers.
Students in North Lawrence specifically cited the bridge across the Kansas River as a reason
to not walk or bike.
Other people’s pets.
Walking and biking is too slow.
Walk to school, but don’t want to walk uphill when coming home.
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It’s too early to walk in the morning.

The third group of questions focused on what made the students decide to ride the bus or with their
parents and what the students liked about riding the bus or with their parents.
Students responded that they liked riding the bus or with their parents because of the following:








Their parents feared them walking, specifically cited negative news reports.
The walk/bike would take too long or they lived too far from school.
Not having to deal with the weather.
The bus is too loud.
Parents say they are not old enough to walk.
Riding is generally safer than walking.
Riding the bus gives them time to socialize.

The decisions of the students were ultimately governed by their parents’ schedules and perceptions
of a particular mode of transportation. Parents were generally less likely to accompany students to
school when walking and few students cited that their parents walked or biked with them to school.
Additionally, students frequently cited distance as a major impediment to walking or biking. The
decision to walk/bike ultimately came down to convenience for both the students and parents.
Visual Preference Survey
The next part of the focus group meetings involved a Visual Preference Survey (VPS) to determine
what aspects of the built environment influence students’ perceptions of safety. This exercise
gathered the students’ first impressions of a place. Such impressions are important indicators of
safety aspects of active transportation that may not be included in other types of analysis.
More broadly, a VPS is intended to engage the public in developing community designs by
measuring preferences for specific design scenarios and urban design elements. The survey
ascertains and quantifies public perception of the visual quality of urban design. A straightforward
and proven method for conducting a visual preference survey involves showing a series of photos
and asking participants to rate them on a fixed scale. The content of the survey tests preferences for
specific design elements (e.g., configurations of shade trees, parking, or lighting, street furniture,
sidewalks), variation of building form configurations, or architectural styles within a single general
urban/suburban form typology.
Only one element is tested in any given photo in order to understand the elements that influence
visual preference. Measuring preferences for one element or configuration over others is done by
using two or more versions of the same photograph with a single element changed. This means the
survey consists of a series of before/after or either/or photos. By randomizing photo order and
ensuring that no pairings are shown back to back, this method eliminates other variable from
affecting preference ratings and elicits accurate participant.
Students were shown a series of 18 pictures, with ten seconds per picture. Each picture has a
number that is shown in the top right corner that corresponds to their survey response form.
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The Visual Preference survey utilizes a rating system. A Likert scale rating system is use to allows the
students to rate photos in a straightforward manner, while capturing nuanced perception of what
scenic quality entails. They are to give each picture a grade based on how they perceive the safety of
the sidewalk/crosswalk shown in the image. The grades are: A = Very Safe; B = Safe; C =
Okay/Fair; D = Dangerous; and F = Very Dangerous. Students then discussed at the end the grades
they gave and why.
Figure 2: Example of Visual Preference Survey Answer Sheets with Grading Scale

These letter grades were than transposed into a numerical scale for the analysis of the results.
Results
The survey revealed a range of opinions and preferences. These images were presented without
prompting from the meeting facilitators, and no discussion took place about the images before the
participants graded them.
Based on the results below, it appears the participants, even a young age, are able to perceive details
of safe and unsafe environments. The images in Figures 3 and 4 were graded favorably by the
participants:
Figures 3 and 4: Images that Received an Above Average Grade
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The images in Figures 5 and 6 were graded unfavorably by the participants.
Figures 5 and 6: Images that Received a Below Average Grade

Figure 7 received the most favorable score in the survey. Possible reasons include:
 The tree line serving as a buffer
 The shade of the tree canopy
 The distance between the sidewalk and the street
 The lack of congestion on the street
 The homes (residential) are perceived as safer than a commercial area
Figure 7: Image that Received the Most Favorable Grade on Average
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Figure 8, shown below, received the least favorable score in the survey. Possible reasons include:
 No landscaping
 The lack of distance between sidewalk and street
 No natural buffer
 No crosswalks
 The congestion on the street
 The businesses (commercial) are perceived as less safe than a residential area
Figure 8: Image that Received the Least Favorable Grade on Average

Summary
The Visual Preference Survey revealed that even the youngest members of society can perceive
poorly designed areas within our built environment. These areas discourage pedestrians and
bicyclists from using sidewalks and crosswalks that were meant specifically for them because those
areas are either poorly maintained or poorly designed. Even in a community like Lawrence, Kansas,
where walking and biking are encouraged, many intersections and streets fail to better ensure safety
for pedestrians. Therefore, parents will be less inclined to allow their students to walk to school
because of these safety concerns.
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Map Exercise
The third element of the Safe Routes to School focus groups was a mapping exercise. This tool
seeks to help students capture their spatial perceptions of the built environment in their
neighborhood, and the area around their
school. The use of a map allows perceptions
of good and bad infrastructure or urban
design to be identified and discussed. This
exercise has its foundation in the form of
mapping developed by Kevin Lynch. A Lynch
map focuses on how people in an area actually
use and perceive their physical environment.
A common exercise in urban design and
urban planning courses is to ask students to
draw a map of their neighborhood or city in
order to develop a better understanding of the
differences between the physical map and
layout of an area and how people actually
perceive the same area. It is in attempting to
explore this same method that students were
asked to participate in this mapping exercise. Example mapping exercise from South Middle School, Lawrence, KS
Maps for each student group were printed on large 24” x 24” paper in an effort to facilitate the easy
identification of landmarks, streets, and, most importantly for this process, areas that students felt
most or least safe. Each map was customized according to the location each survey group was
assessing. Maps were centered on the school students in the focus groups attend, along with a 1-mile
area around it. One mile was chosen to both denote a large part of the capture area for each school’s
attendance, and also to act as a readily available reference for distance.
Participating students are invited to identify areas, intersections, concerns, or other infrastructure
with a three options of sticker dots. Students were encouraged to locate the dots in places that affect
their walk to school. The dots are color-coded to signify different types of features to which
students want to draw attention. The dots and their significance are as follow:
Red: These are areas the students think of as dangerous or tricky to use for a trip to school,
whether by foot or bicycle. This is a place of negative perception for the students. Examples
include poorly maintained sidewalks, potholes, speeding traffic, or un-signalized
intersections.
Yellow: Areas denoted as yellow are not necessarily hazardous or difficult to navigate, but
could use improvement or the addition of infrastructure to make them more
pedestrian/bicycle friendly. Examples include the addition of a crosswalk, or places facilities
to safely secure a bicycle.
Green: These are points and places the student sees as complementary to walking or biking
to school. Examples include bike lanes and pedestrian crosswalks.
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Students are encouraged to think of the tri-color
dot options as a traffic signal, for ease of
associating them with what they symbolize.
Following the placement of dots, map exercise
administrators then engage the students in an
effort to solicit or elucidate the reasoning for
the use of a given color. From this, the
administrator uses a fine point pen to label each
dot and record what it represents. After the
initial meetings, map exercise administrators
were encouraged to limit the number of dots
each student is given in an effort to ensure
focused use of the stickers, and to also facilitate
the ease of recording data.
Mapping exercise in progress at Broken Arrow Elementary School,
Lawrence, KS

Results
As noted earlier, the decision for students to walk or bike to school has a number of influences,
including parent schedules and perceptions of safety of particular mode of transportation. With
respect to their perceived safety walking and biking near their schools, students explained their
observations thoughtfully.
Students that placed red dots expressed the following concerns:
 No sidewalk
 Heavy automotive traffic
 Brick sidewalks/streets make it difficult to ride bicycles
 Routes with fewer people are unsafe
 Presence of strangers
 Frightening neighborhood
 Too much landscaping hide people with ill intentions
 Large parking lots are hard to get through/around
Students that placed yellow dots wanted to encourage the following considerations:
 Need sidewalk, or improvement of existing sidewalks
 Road construction does not often allow for pedestrian detours
Students that placed green, dots emphasized the following benefits:
 Locations with many people feel safer
 Wide and well-maintained sidewalks
 Public buildings, and open spaces, like churches, parks, and schools are the safest
As the only element of the process to not have a firm, objective, and quantifiable student feedback
process, it proved challenging not only to direct participant behavior within the exercise’s
framework, but also to effectively gather information regarding decisions of dot placement. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, older focus group participants provided the most articulate feedback. Still, the
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positive, advisory, and negative (green, yellow, and red dots respectively) statements and opinions
were largely uniform in content across all the groups participating. The most commonly expressed
deterrent to walking or biking to school was a lack of safe infrastructure. This ranged from quality
sidewalks to well-placed, well-marked crosswalks observed by yielding drivers. Although several
intangible issues, like ‘scary people’ and run-down houses, are difficult if not impossible for a
municipality or school district to address, basic pedestrian and bicycle improvements are well within
their purview.
Conclusion
The City of Lawrence is engaged in a critical opportunity to promote active transportation choices
through its Safe Routes to School initiative. Gathering input and insights from many stakeholders is
important to ensure the success of these efforts. Of course, elementary and middle school students
are the primary beneficiaries of safe ways to walk and bicycle to school. This class project sought to
include more of those students’ perspectives into the larger community conversation.
Based on the focus group discussions with students representing a variety of schools in USD 497, a
major takeaway point is that students enjoy opportunities to be active through walking and bicycling.
At the same time, though, they are keenly perceptive of safety considerations, and wary of traveling
through areas thought to be unsafe. Among the main ways Lawrence SRTS could facilitate more
active school transportation choices would be attention to the following: reasonable distances to
expect active travel, school start times, social aspects of getting to and from school (perhaps
thinking beyond just walking school buses), and ensuring that key infrastructure is in place.
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Appendix A: Visual Preference Survey Images
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