
 

 Implementing Safe Routes to School Programs in Rural 
Florida Communities 

 
FDOT Project BDV33-945-03 

Final Report 

February 2017 

Prepared for: 
Florida Department of Transportation 

605 Suwannee Street, MS 53 
Tallahassee, FL 32399 

 
Project Manager: 

Sarita Taylor 
Pedestrian and Bicycle Safety Office 

 

 
 

Prepared by: 
 

Principal Investigator 
Dr. Ruth L. Steiner 

 
Project Team  

Dr. Laura Dedenbach, Les Brown, & Jarrell Smith 
Center for Health and the Built Environment 

University of Florida 
431 Architecture Building 

Gainesville, FL 32611 
 

Dr. Nithin Agarwal 
Florida Transportation Technology Transfer (T2) Center 

2100 NE Waldo Road 
Gainesville, FL 32609 

 
 



Implementing SRTS Programs in Rural Florida Communities 
 

1 

Disclaimer 
 
The opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed in this publication are those of the 
authors and not necessarily those of the State of Florida Department of Transportation. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
  



Implementing SRTS Programs in Rural Florida Communities 
 

2 

 

Acknowledgements 

 
The project team would like to thank Sarita Taylor, the Safe Routes to School 
Coordinator for the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) for her assistance in 
understanding the scope of the project and for her dedication and enthusiasm for the 
goal of ensuring that the Safe Routes to School funding will be available to rural 
communities throughout the state of Florida. The project team wishes to acknowledge 
Ellen Vause and Mayor Matthew Surrency from the City of Hawthorne, Wendy Kinser 
and Jamie Jones from the City of Newberry, Gerald Gay of the Gadsden County School 
District, and Dewberry Engineering for their support, patience and willingness to 
participate in this project. Special thanks is also extended to John Egberts of the Florida 
Bicycle and Traffic Safety Center, and Maria Cahill of the University of Florida 
Transportation Institute (UFTI) Technology Transfer (T2) Center for their assistance in 
coordinating this project with their ongoing safety activiites thoroughout Florida.  We 
would also like to thank many others who work in children’s health and safety who 
helped us to understand the opportunities for us to provide assistance to communities 
throughout Florida.   
 

 
  



Implementing SRTS Programs in Rural Florida Communities 
 

3 

Executive Summary 
 

The national Safe Routes to School (SRTS) program was authorized by 

Congress in 2005 with the dual purpose of providing safe walking and bicycling routes 

between home and school and encouraging students and parents to walk and bicycle to 

school. Florida’s SRTS program provides support and funding for Safe Routes 

infrastructure, enforcement, encouragement, and education efforts. This program is 

administered by the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) through a State 

Coordinator, in coordination with District-level coordinators. FDOT wants to ensure that 

the distribution of funds is equitable across the state of Florida by providing assistance 

to rural areas in submitting successful SRTS grant applications. In May 2016, FDOT 

engaged the services of the University of Florida’s Center for Health and the Built 

Environment to study and implement a program to enhance rural capacity to 

successfully apply for and receive SRTS infrastructure funding.  

 The first phase of the project developed an understanding of the existing 

opportunities for the implementation of the SRTS program in rural and under-resourced 

communities in Florida. This report provides an update on the information that the 

research team at the University of Florida developed in the first nine months of this 

project to understand the best practices in implementing SRTS in rural communities and 

how we might take the expertise that has been developed in other states and implement 

them in Florida. In addition to a literature review and interviews with potential state and 

local partners, the SRTS project team selected three pilot communities to test best 

practices and Florida’s SRTS application process. The first pilot community, Gadsden 

County, had an active SRTS program and did not require the project team’s assistance.  

The second pilot community, the City of Newberry, did not have a project identified or 

SRTS systems in place to complete an application. The third pilot community, the City 

of Hawthorne, had a project and SRTS systems in place. An application for SRTS 

infrastructure funding was submitted and is currently under review by FDOT. 

 Lessons learned from Phase One include the challenges faced by rural and 

underserved communities in developing community capacity to successfully apply for 

SRTS infrastructure funding. The ultimate challenge is access and education about the 

SRTS program. Two of our pilot communities, Hawthorne and Newberry, were unaware 
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of the SRTS program and infrastructure grant application. Other challenges include the 

identification of projects eligible for SRTS funding, relationships between local 

governments and schools, issues of right-of-way records and documentation, and 

involvement with the Community Traffic Safety Team. Finally, rural communities may 

not be Local Area Program (LAP) certified or have access to a LAP certified local 

government to plan and construct the infrastructure if a grant was awarded.  

Experiences and lessons learned in Phase One will serve as the foundation for the next 

phase of the SRTS project.  
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A. Introduction 
 

According to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) (2015), nearly half of 

all students walked or rode a bicycle to school in 1969; by 2008, that number dropped to 

fewer than 15% of school trips. The effects of that decline are marked — traffic, air 

quality, and bicycle and pedestrian safety have all been adversely affected. 

Furthermore, the sedentary lifestyles associated with children arriving to school by 

private automobiles have been linked to increased incidences of childhood obesity and 

related health problems later in life, including diabetes and cardiovascular disease 

(FHWA, 2015). The Safe Routes to Schools (SRTS) program, which now falls under the 

Transportation Alternatives Program, seeks to remedy these issues by enabling and 

encouraging children, including those with disabilities, to walk and bicycle to school; to 

make walking and bicycling to school safe and more appealing; and to facilitate the 

planning, development and implementation of projects that will improve safety, and 

reduce traffic, fuel consumption, and air pollution in the vicinity of schools.   

The maximum benefits of the SRTS program will be reached by tailoring 

programs to be implemented in a diversity of communities ― rural, urban, and 

suburban. According to the National Safe Routes to School Task Force (2008), 

“townships, rural jurisdictions, tribal governments, individual schools, and economically 

disadvantaged communities often do not have the staff resources needed to complete 

the steps necessary to access the funds.” Rural areas are often where SRTS programs 

are most needed; a disproportionate number of crashes occur on rural roadways. A 

2005 study found that 41 percent of Florida’s traffic fatalities occurred on rural, non-

interstate roads and highways, despite accounting for only 19 percent of vehicle travel, 

making them among the deadliest in the nation (The Road Information Program, 2005). 

Furthermore, a 2006 study (Lewis et al., 2006) published in the Journal of School Health 

determined an increased prevalence and degree of rural childhood and adolescent 

obesity in rural Georgia when compared to their urban counterparts. As a result, rural 

areas may require more emphasis for the development and implementation of SRTS 

programs.  

During the last 10 years, federal transportation funding has expanded in scope to 

include SRTS projects. In 2005, the U.S. Congress created the Federal-Aid SRTS 
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Program through comprehensive transportation legislation, which ultimately resulted in 

nearly $1 billion in funding (FHWA, 2016). Subsequently, on July 6, 2012, the federal 

transportation funding act Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century was signed 

into law making SRTS activities eligible to compete for funding alongside other policies, 

including transportation enhancements and recreational trails programs, as part of a 

new initiative called the Transportation Alternatives Program (TAP). On December 4, 

2015, the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation Act was signed into law, which 

replaced the TAP with a set-aside of funds under the Surface Transportation Block 

Grant Program. These set-aside funds include all projects and activities that were 

previously eligible under TAP, encompassing a variety of smaller-scale transportation 

projects such as pedestrian and bicycle facilities, recreational trails, SRTS projects, 

community improvements such as historic preservation and vegetation management, 

and environmental mitigation related to storm water and habitat connectivity (FHWA, 

2016).  

The first phase of this project involves developing an understanding of the 

existing opportunities for SRTS program implementation in rural and under-resourced 

communities in Florida, including an understanding of the best practices in 

implementing SRTS in rural communities, and how we might take the expertise that has 

been developed throughout the United States and implement them in Florida. More 

specifically, this phase includes: 

 Reviewing the existing literature and best practices on increasing the number 

of children who walk and bicycle to school (especially in rural areas and 

under-resourced communities) 

 Reviewing strategies for identifying and prioritizing communities that will be 

provided with technical assistance 

 Assembling information on commonly-used methods of measurement for 

SRTS school neighborhood site assessment  

 Identifying statewide organizations and local partners 

 Conducting a SRTS technical assistance pilot project 

 Producing a final report 
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B. Literature Review  
 

1. Defining Rural and Low-Income Communities 

 
While understandings of rural vary, encompassing a number of economic, land-

use, and administrative concepts, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic 

Research Service (USDA ERS) provides a good working definition. The USDA ERS 

(2016) considers rural areas to be “nonmetropolitan (nonmetro) areas, defined on the 

basis of counties.” These nonmetro counties generally include some combination of 

open countryside, towns with 2,500 or fewer residents, and micropolitan areas, which 

are “nonmetro labor-market areas centered on urban clusters of 10,000-49,999 

persons and defined with the same criteria used to define metro areas” (USDA ERS, 

2016). Alternately, the U.S. Census Bureau uses a simpler classification, defining rural 

as areas of open countryside with population densities less than 500 people per square 

mile and places with fewer than 2,500 people. For the purposes of this review, both 

agencies’ definitions are considered acceptable.  

According to the Safe Routes to School National Partnership (SRTSNP) (2010), 

a low-income family is usually defined as one whose income is no more than twice the 

federal poverty limit, which was set at $23,850 for a family of four in 2014; 

approximately half of all children in rural areas live in low-income families (United 

States Department of Health and Human Services, 2014). In the education system, 

family income qualifies students for free and reduced prices in the federal 

government’s School Lunch Program (SRTSNP, 2010). These lunches are available to 

students whose families earn up to 185 percent of the federal poverty limit. Schools are 

generally considered low-income when more than half of their students qualify for this 

program. Nationwide, approximately 31 percent of rural schools are designated low-

income (SRTSNP, 2010).  

 

2. Rural Built Environment and Travel Characteristics 
 

Historically, rural towns were very walkable, with residential densities that 

supported main street retail districts (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Additionally, rural travelers 

benefitted from calm backroads and natural landscapes. However, present-day rural 
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communities are often bisected by state highways. With speed limits averaging 45 – 55 

miles per hour, these contemporary rural main streets often lack sidewalks, crosswalks, 

and stoplights that support safe walking (SRTSNP, 2010). Further, greater car use in 

rural areas — and accompanying needs for road infrastructure, parking, and other 

services to support car travel — has dispersed retail activity, often diminishing the 

presence of a definable town center as a hub for community travel and activities 

(SRTSNP, 2010). Moreover, the notion of rural residents having greater access to open 

space is largely untrue; Yousefian, Ziller, Swartz & Harley (2011) conclude that  open 

lands in rural areas are often used for agricultural purposes or are privately owned. 

These changes in rural built environment characteristics (BECs) have created 

substantial challenges for active travel in contemporary rural communities, including 

active travel to school (ATS).  

A number of studies have document the influence of rural BECs on ATS. Dalton 

et al. (2011) found that the characteristics that have a positive effect on ATS frequency 

include high residential and location densities, sidewalk continuity, on-street parking, 

availability of food outlets, and “taller and continuous buildings with small setbacks” (p. 

317). However, it is worth noting that no BECs were significantly associated with ATS 

for students who lived more than 2 – 3 miles from school (Dalton et al., 2011). 

Conversely, a survey of rural residents identified lack of sidewalks, shoulders, and 

buffers; unpaved roads; and heavy freight truck traffic as major barriers to physical 

activity in their communities including ATS (Hennessy, Kraak, Hyatt, et al., 2010). 

Additionally, local residents often have little or no influence over speed limits and other 

characteristics of state highways that pass through their communities (SRTSNP, 2010).  

Travel in rural areas is often assumed to be lengthy and car-dependent. 

However, nearly 40 percent of all rural trips are less than three miles, and half of those 

trips are less than one mile (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Additionally, over one-and-a-half million 

rural households lack access to cars (SRTSNP, n.d.-b). Notably, a United States 

Department of Transportation study found that work trips made by bicycle in rural areas 

are nearly double that of urban areas, while in “larger rural core areas,” the proportion of 

all trips made by walking and bicycling (9.57 percent) is close to the national rate (11.66 

percent) (CSTRS TAC, n.d.-a; SRTSNP, n.d.-c).  
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3. Rural Sentiment on Active Travel 
 

According to the SRTSNP, nine out of ten rural Americans believe pedestrian-

friendly communities are important and want to see their communities do more to 

support walking (n.d.-c). Accordingly, 81 percent of rural residents think spending on 

sidewalks and bicycle paths should “increase or stay the same” (SRTSNP, n.d.-c). On 

the other hand, active travel is frequently associated with poverty in rural areas. For 

some rural parents, this means driving their children to school can be a point of pride 

(SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Additionally, schools in rural areas often have little to no 

infrastructure that support ATS and therefore “actively discourage” walking to school 

due to safety and liability concerns (CSRTS TAC, 2015).  

 

4. Challenges 
 

Beyond conflicting sentiments, ATS in rural areas presents a number of 

significant challenges. Perhaps the biggest challenge is distance. A 2007 study 

confirmed this, finding that distance is the greatest limiting factor for ATS, with a direct 

elasticity of .75, indicating relatively small increases in distance significantly diminish 

ATS participation rates (McDonald, 2007). This presents an especially daunting 

challenge in rural areas, as just 2.7 percent of rural students live within a mile of the 

schools they attend (SRTSNP, 2010). In an ATS study conducted in rural Vermont and 

New Hampshire, students were found to live an average distance of 4.6 miles from 

schools, while 3 miles was found to be the maximum distance for which ATS was likely 

to occur (Dalton et al., 2011). Consistent with the findings of similar studies, 80.8 

percent of students in the study area who lived within a mile of school were active 

travelers, while only 30.3 percent of students who lived 2 – 3 miles from school engaged 

in ATS, demonstrating significant drop-off in ATS rates with short increases in distance 

(Dalton et al., 2011). 

 Safety concerns also present substantial barriers to ATS. A 2009 study found 

that 30 percent of parents living within 2 miles of school reported traffic safety concerns 

as a reason for driving their children to school, while a 2008 CDC report found traffic 

safety to be the second biggest barrier to ATS following distance (McDonald & Aalborg, 
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2009). Fear of sexual predators, criminal activity and “stranger danger” have also 

emerged as significant concerns, with three communities studied in rural Maine 

reporting them to be the greatest barriers to ATS (Yousefian, Ziller, Swartz & Harley, 

2011). In low-income communities, fear of attack on the trip to and from school emerged 

as a concern for 19 percent of students (SRTSNP, 2010). In rural areas, fear of dog 

attacks emerged as an especially prevalent concern, with some 40 – 50% of surveyed 

respondents indicating unattended dogs to be a “moderate to substantial safety 

problem” (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Notably, parents are more willing to let children undertake 

ATS when they travel with an older sibling, likely allaying some of the above safety 

concerns (McDonald, 2007). 

 

5. Opportunities 
 

While the challenges can be formidable, rural communities possess a number of 

unique strengths that can be leveraged to reap the benefits of ATS. While often 

underfunded, rural agency/administrative staff and teachers are typically resourceful 

and used to fulfilling many roles, lending them a “plucky, can-do attitude” (SRTSNP, 

n.d.-a). Furthermore, because rural communities are often tightknit, local supporters of 

ATS are likely to have greater influence on decision makers, helping fast track 

processes that might otherwise take much longer. Additionally, schools often play a 

central role in rural communities and are therefore seen as more worthy of investment 

(SRTSNP, n.d.-b).  

Implementing ATS programs can also have unanticipated benefits for rural 

communities. In addition to decreased traffic congestion around schools, these 

programs often bring economic, environmental, and health benefits for the entire 

community, including travel time savings, decreased air pollution and greater access to 

walking and bicycling facilities (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Moreover, a study of 20,000 students 

found that children who engage in ATS perform measurably better on school work 

demanding concentration, demonstrating these programs’ benefits extend beyond 

traditional appeals to health and safety (CA4Health, n.d.).  
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C. SRTS Tools and Best Practices 
 

1. Identifying and Prioritizing Communities 
 

While many rural schools could benefit from Safe Routes to School programs, 

some schools are better suited than others (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). A number of 

methodologies for identifying and prioritizing communities can help focus limited 

resources to ensure more objective decision making and greater program successes. 

These tools range from basic decision matrices that weight socioeconomic and 

geographic indicators to sophisticated(and time-intensive analyses that combine 

qualitative and quantitative methods with geographic information systems (GIS). The 

Denver SRTS Prioritization Matrix falls on the simpler end of this spectrum, examining 

percentage of students who could potentially walk to school based on their residential 

locations, percentage of students eligible for the School Lunch Program, and the 

prevalence of pedestrian-involved crashes around schools (SRTSNP, 2016).  

The National Center for Safe Routes to School’s (NCSRTS) Prioritization of 

Infrastructure Projects Process falls somewhere in the middle of the spectrum. This 

process assigns schools to one of five groups based on: (1) crash history in vicinity of 

schools and overlap of crashes with likely ATS times; (2) Safety concerns identified 

during interviews with members of the school community; and (3) Determining ATS 

potential by examining the number of students living within one-half to one-mile from 

school as well as student knowledge of walking routes (NCSRTS, n.d.). This process is 

then followed by a field review of high priority schools to allow closer observations of 

site conditions and road user behavior. Final decisions are then weighed against 

relative costs of infrastructure countermeasures, recognizing that less expensive 

interventions more widely implemented may have greater overall impact (NCSRTS, 

n.d.). 

The California Safe Routes to School Technical Assistance Center’s (CSRTS 

TAC) (2015) Prioritization Tools offer the most advanced methodology. This process 

initially examines school capacity for SRTS programs and projects through inventory 

phone calls and parent surveys. Next, schools’ internal needs are assessed through 

publicly available demographic data, taking into account School Lunch Program 
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participation, Healthy Fitness Zone rankings and a number of other indicators. External 

need is then assessed using GIS analysis of existing pedestrian facilities, posted 

speed limits, existing bicycle and trail facilities, percentage of carless households and 

frequency of pedestrian and bicycle collisions that have occurred within the vicinity of 

the school. Using weighting criteria, these factors are then tallied to yield more 

objective and informed rankings of intervention priorities. 

 

2. Reviewing Identification and Prioritization Strategies 
 

The tools summarized in this section were developed based on the project and 

community needs or capabilities. The Denver prioritization tool focused on limited 

options for low-income students, the condition of basic infrastructure in the vicinity of 

schools, and safety. Denver’s process was unique in utilizing surrogate measures such 

as free and reduced lunch programs to identify low-income students with available 

data. However, this process was not context sensitive in that it did not recognize the 

needs of the schools or other stakeholders in the process. In addition, the crash 

analysis and infrastructure audits were limited in scope.  

The NCSRTS’s Prioritization of Infrastructure Projects Process offers a more 

comprehensive process at a macro as well as a micro level. First, the process screens 

the network at a macro level and groups the high priority schools by considering the 

crash history in the school vicinity (with consideration to ATS times) and conducts 

context sensitive interviews with school officials and other stakeholders along with 

estimating the ATS potential. This process is efficient since field reviews at the micro 

level are conducted only for the top priority school ranked by the process. The other 

advantage of this process is the consideration of countermeasures and the relative 

cost which eventually helps with monetary consideration.  

The CSRTS TAC Prioritization Tool is a robust planning tool in that it considers 

elements of both Denver’s prioritizing matrix as well as the NCSRTS’s process. This 

process prioritizes schools based on safety and health concerns. It also highlights 

schools that have existing support within the community, which leads to a sustainable 

program. This tool is advanced because of the application of GIS to identify external 

needs including pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure and safety. 

http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/program-tools/safety-based-prioritization-schools-safe-routes-school-infrastructure-projects-process
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3. Creating Program Awareness and Community Buy-In 
 

A number of strategies have been identified to promote SRTS awareness and 

program participation. Foremost, the SRTSNP recommends cultivating success and 

building momentum with schools where “conditions are easiest” (n.d.-a). Following 

school selection, initial program awareness can be generated using social media, 

billboards, school newsletters, and flyers placed in students’ backpacks as a means of 

educating both parents and students about SRTS programs (it is deemed especially 

important that these notices accompany safety and infrastructure improvements) 

(SRTSNP, 2010). SRTS outreach events can also be hosted at block parties, churches, 

community centers, and other community-focused gatherings; these events will be 

significantly more effective if they are hosted by established community groups like 

housing associations, churches, and school clubs. For example, the small town of 

Crete, Nebraska’s “No Child Left Inside” program successfully partnered with high 

school student groups including the Future Farmers of America in order to recruit and 

engage SRTS volunteers (SRTSNP, 2010).  

Events also offer a chance to listen to local concerns and perspectives, while 

providing valuable opportunities to cultivate volunteers and champions, who often 

become the “lifeline” of successful SRTS programs (SRTSNP, 2010; CSRTS TAC, 

2015). In rural Burlington, Wyoming, one such parent champion worked with a school 

principal to obtain over $350,000 in SRTS grant funding (SRTSNP, 2010). Parent 

champions can also be identified at parent teacher association/organization meetings, 

by reaching out to parents of children who are already engaged in ATS and by speaking 

with school staff (CSRTS TAC, 2015). According to the CSRTS TAC (2015), it is crucial 

to tailor SRTS presentations at these meetings and events to prospective audiences, 

detailing and providing evidence of program benefits according to their interests. For 

example, a school principal may be most interested in learning how SRTS programs 

improve academic achievement, while a parent may be more interested in health and 

safety outcomes.  

Once program awareness and community buy-in have been established, forming 

an SRTS task force can be a crucial next step (CSRTS TAC, 2015). An SRTS task 

force is a group of community members — often composed of parents, engineers, law 
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enforcement, local agency staff, and advocates — formed to study specific ATS issues 

in their areas, and who take action to resolve them. These groups can be especially 

valuable in rural communities where funds and resources are limited, providing 

opportunities to coordinate across schools, agencies, and interests. Task force 

membership can be recruited through older adult groups, city/county government, 

schools, community organizations, and local businesses. A number of rural 

communities in Northern California have had success with task forces, where they have 

helped pass policies to support ATS and provided arrival/dismissal maps, material for 

inclusion in parent handbooks, and transportation safety information to school districts 

(CSRTS TAC, 2015). 

 

4. 5 ‘E’ Interventions 
 

Safe Routes to School programs often follow the 5 Es framework, focusing 

program efforts on engineering, education, encouragement, enforcement, and 

evaluation. This section will review the relative merits and best practices of each type 

and give examples of successful application.   

Engineering improvements have been found to lead to an immediate 3.3% 

overall increase in ATS rates (McDonald, Steiner, Smith, Zhu & Yang, 2014). However, 

because of the exponential drop-off rates in ATS participation with distance, 

researchers have concluded engineering improvements should focus on a one-mile 

radius around school (McDonald, 2007; McDonald & Aalborg, 2009). Signage and other 

walkability indicators are also an effective means for communities to convey their 

support for active travel (Yousefian, Ziller, Swartz & Hartley, 2011). Additionally, when 

rural communities can demonstrate sufficient need, they are often able to convince state 

departments of transportation to install stop lights and signs to reduce ATS crossing 

hazards (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). For example, by building sidewalks to connect two schools, 

a community in rural Lawrence County, Tennessee used engineering strategies to bring 

safety and mobility benefits to students and the community as a whole (SRTSNP, n.d.-

a).  

Education strategies have been shown to have a “significant positive impact” in 

SRTS programs, with an overall one percentage point increase in walking and bicycling 
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rates for each year of program participation (McDonald, Steiner, Smith, Zhu & Yang, 

2014). One important education method involves distribution of print or digital route 

maps that highlight safe routes, avoiding high-speed and high-volume roads as well as 

other dangers like crime hotspots, abandoned properties, and areas known to have 

dogs that pose safety hazards (SRTSNP, 2016). Teachers and physical educators can 

also incorporate bicycle and pedestrian skills and safety lessons into their curricula 

(CSRTS TAC, 2015). One example would be to incorporate students’ ATS mileage into 

math lessons, or aggregating student miles walked or bicycled to track a trip across the 

county, helping to “bring active transportation alive in the learning environment” (CSRTS 

TAC, 2015). In Northern California, rural communities have succeeded in hiring 

instructors to teach pedestrian safety classes and lead half-day workshops with families 

in order to develop student transportation plans (CA4Health, n.d.).  

Encouragement tactics have been successfully used in SRTS programs across 

the country, with gains in ATS rates comparable to those seen with education initiatives 

(McDonald, Steiner, Smith, Zhu & Yang, 2014). Paid or volunteer crossing guards 

and/or student safety patrols can improve safety and increase families’ confidence 

about their children bicycling or walking to school (CA4Health, n.d.). Walking school 

buses — a group of children who walk to school with an adult — can also be a valuable 

encouragement tool. However, liability concerns and adult walking school bus volunteer 

retention can be issues (McDonald & Aalborg, 2009). Including coverage for walking 

school buses in schools’ umbrella insurance policies, and assigning volunteer retention 

duties to a paid administrator has been identified as one way of overcoming these 

concerns (McDonald & Aalborg, 2009). In rural Wisconsin, one community successfully 

partnered with local businesses and agencies supporting worksite wellness, whose 

employees received 30 minutes of paid worktime for leading walking school buses, 

helping that community overcome its volunteer retention issues (SRTSNP, n.d.-a).  

Remote drop-offs, where children are driven most of the way to school then let 

off at a designated stop, are often used in conjunction with walking school buses, with 

school bus drivers, teachers, or adult volunteers leading the walk from the drop-off 

location to school (CA4Health, n.d.). The ideal drop location is ¼ - ½ mile away from 

school, allowing children enough walking distance to meet physical activity goals 

(SRTSNP, n.d.-a). Not only do remote drop-offs bring physical activity benefits to 
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students who are otherwise unable to walk to school, but they can decrease traffic 

congestion, injury risk, and air pollution near schools (CA4Health, n.d.). In rural 

Humboldt County, California, a remote drop off program allowed students who rode the 

bus to school, and who obtained parental permission slips, to be dropped off at 

designated locations then walk the rest of the way to school under adult supervision 

(CSRTS TAC, 2015).  

Walking and bicycling events and programs can be another valuable means of 

encouraging ATS. In rural Eureka, California, the local PTA coordinated regular 

“Walking Wednesdays,” where students were given orange safety vests; those children 

who walked to school were checked-in at designated tables and received paw print 

tokens (CSRTS TAC, 2015). Similarly, the town of Crete, Nebraska hosted two walk 

and bike to school days, incorporating walking school buses and remote drop-offs for 

students who obtained parental permission, featuring volunteer college and high-school 

athletes that acted as walking guides (SRTSNP, 2010). Finally, for students who 

encounter substantial barriers, frequent walker programs — where students engage in 

regular walking activities at school — can help ensure adequate levels of physical 

activity, and establish walking as a habit for students who may not otherwise have that 

opportunity (SRTSNP, n.d.-a).  

Enforcement strategies are generally less effective than others (McDonald, 

Steiner, Smith, Zhu & Yang, 2014). However, communities such as one in rural 

Humboldt County, California have benefited from partnering with local law enforcement 

(CSRTS TAC, 2015). In that community, law enforcement officers educated locals on 

the importance of heeding school safety zones, provided additional patrols during ATS 

travel times, assisted with the training of crossing guards, and provided the community 

with back to school safety reminders (CSRTS TAC, 2015).  

Evaluation helps provide valuable metrics on SRTS program performance and 

the opportunity to adjust program focus accordingly. The NCSRTS recommends using 

student travel tally forms to gauge participation along with parent surveys as a means of 

gathering feedback (2016). Additionally, longitudinal evaluations can examine before 

and after crash frequency involving likely ATS in the vicinity of school (SRTSNP, 2016). 
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5. Site Assessment 
 

Site assessment can help bring additional quantitative elements to the SRTS 

funding and decision making process, helping determine decisions like where crossing 

guard requests are approved and which schools are given top priority for education and 

encouragement initiatives (SRTSNP, 2010). Assessments can include tallies, counts, 

audits, and depending on the level of complexity, can be conducted by students and 

teachers, volunteers, community members, and trained professionals. Prior to 

conducting assessments, the CSRTS TAC (2015) recommends conducting key 

informant interviews in order to better understand local context and tailor assessments 

accordingly. Additionally, the NCSRTS has developed a parent survey to help 

determine factors that affect their decisions regarding ATS, along with their perceptions 

of safety (SRTSNP, 2016).  

With widespread use of social media and GPS-enabled smartphones, 

crowdsourcing apps offer a promising method to engage students and community 

members. One such program is the Bike Walk Roll web app, which allows schools to 

conduct in-class student travel tallies (SRTSNP, 2016). Counterpoint is an intuitive, kid-

friendly, and free mobile app that allows students and community members to conduct 

traffic, bicycle, and pedestrian counts; the data collected in these counts can later be 

downloaded for use in SRTS planning efforts. ESRI’s web-based Storymap app utilizes 

an intuitive user interface that can allow students and community members to geotag 

potential SRTS problem areas and upload photos and explanatory text. In one example, 

school administrators at San Francisco Unified School District used de-identified 

student data along with free online tools like Google Maps and Google Fusion Tables to 

create maps showing where students lived in proximity to schools, allowing them to 

identify appropriate remote drop off locations and walking routes (SRTSNP, 2016).   

Walkability assessments can provide a valuable opportunity for school 

administrators, parents, students, and community members to understand how the road 

environment around schools help or hinder ATS (CSRTS TAC, 2015). In order to 

ensure a broad and representative group of stakeholders, additional assessment 

attendees should ideally include city/county planners and engineers, public health staff, 

emergency service personnel, local businesses, and elected officials, who can help 
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ensure expedient outcomes. These assessments are often conducted “workshop style” 

to help pinpoint shortcomings in the environment; while valuable for building community 

support, the methodological inconsistencies of these assessments can provide mixed 

results (CSRTS TAC, 2015).   

More rigorous audits include Active Living Research’s Microscale Audit of 

Pedestrian Streetscapes (MAPS) tool, which includes details about the street and social 

environments and provides an overall walkability rating; notably, there are three 

versions of MAPS, providing varying degrees of complexity depending on the 

capabilities of intended users (SRTSNP, 2016). The SRTS-focused roadway segment 

prompt list, which was adapted from the FHWA’s Pedestrian Safety Road Audit, is the 

most advanced of these auditing tools, intended to be used by a “multidisciplinary team 

of experts” or to guide an individual engineer’s field review (NCSRTS, n.d.). 

Following field assessments, the CSRTS TAC (2015) recommends SRTS 

facilitators convene a follow-up session to discuss and plot identified concerns on aerial 

maps. Additionally, it is recommended that the facilitator use flipcharts to create a matrix 

identifying short, mid- and long-term solutions to the identified issues, then determine 

action items and assign roles and responsibilities accordingly. Finally, the convener 

should create a written report summarizing findings, feedback, and takeaways to inform 

further action (CSRTS TAC, 2015).  

 

6. Policy and Institutional Interventions 
 

School districts, planning agencies, and legislative bodies in program areas can 

also take steps to help ensure successful SRTS implementation. School districts can 

start by creating a series of stand-alone policies that can be grouped with their other 

transportation related policies (e.g., district safety policies) (CSRTS TAC, 2015). 

Schools that participate in the federal government’s School Lunch Program are required 

to have wellness policies that include physical activity goals. For schools and districts 

participating in both the School Lunch Program and SRTS, this offers an opportunity to 

incorporate SRTS elements into these preexisting policies (CSRTS TAC, 2015). 

Additionally, districts can pass policies requiring assessment of ATS routes with the 

creation of maps with recommended paths; this also offers an opportunity to assess 
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how many students can feasibly walk or bicycle from their homes and to locate existing 

impediments (CA4Health, n.d.). Districts can also take the simple step of incorporating 

SRTS maps and guidelines into student/parent handbooks. One example of district-

level SRTS support can be found in Brawley, California, where the local school district 

adopted policies encouraging: (1) Establishment of new SRTS programs; (2) 

Exploration of SRTS funding sources; (3) Evaluation of community attitudes around 

walking and bicycling; and (4) Review of bicycle and pedestrian injury data and 

students’ mode choice (CSRTS TAC, 2015).  

Planners and policy makers can also support SRTS implementation. SRTS 

provisions can be added to comprehensive plans and related area or neighborhood 

plans (McDonald, Steiner, Smith, Zhu & Yang, 2014). Over the long term, integration of 

transportation, land use, and school siting policies can help ensure environments that 

support ATS. Finally, local legislatures can support active transportation and physical 

activity in rural communities by passing leash laws, and by providing funding for 

sidewalks, bicycle lanes, well-maintained shoulders, and speed controls (Scanlin, 

Haardoerfer, Kegler & Glanz, 2014).    

D. Florida’s Safe Routes to Schools Program 
 

1. How Florida Defines Rural and Under-Resourced 
 
The Florida Department of Economic Opportunity’s listing of counties and communities 

that qualify for the state’s Rural Economic Development Initiative (REDI) incorporates 

four groupings: rural communities, rural areas of opportunity (RAO), economically 

distressed rural counties (ED), and designated rural communities located in an urban 

county (RIUC). The community is considered a “rural community” if any of the following 

three criteria is met: (1) the county has a population of 75,000 or fewer; (2) the county 

has a population of 125,000 or fewer and is contiguous to a county with a population of 

75,000 or fewer; and (3) a municipality within a county has a population of 75,000 or 

fewer, or is a municipality within a county with a population of 125,000 or fewer which is 

contiguous to a county with a population of 75,000 or fewer.   

RAO, previously referred to as rural areas of critical economic concern, 

comprises a region of rural communities designated by the governor that has been 
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adversely affected by an extraordinary economic event, severe or chronic distress, a 

natural disaster, or that presents a unique economic development opportunity of 

regional impact (Rural Economic Development Initiative, 2016). 

ED refers to all communities experiencing factors such as low per capita income, 

low per capita taxable values, high unemployment, high underemployment, low weekly 

earned wages compared to the state average, low housing values compared to the 

state average, high percentages of the population receiving public assistance, high 

poverty levels compared to the state average, and a lack of year-round stable 

employment opportunities (Rural Economic Development Initiative, 2016). 

Finally, the fourth grouping, RIUC, describes a community not located in a 

nominated rural county meeting all three of the following criteria: (1) the community 

must have an employment base focused on traditional agriculture or a resource-based 

industry; (2) the community must be an unincorporated federal enterprise community or 

an incorporated rural city with a population of 25,000 or fewer; and (3) the community 

must be located in a county not defined as rural and have at least three or more of the 

economic distress factors identified previously (see Appendix A: Table of REDI 

Communities).  

 

2. Why Active Travel to School is a Challenge in Rural Florida 
 
Rural areas throughout Florida are faced with various impediments to ATS. 

These challenges range from a lack of physical infrastructure, under-resourced 

agencies, and State statutes that may not consider the special needs of rural areas.   

 When interviewed, several stakeholders involved with increasing ATS have 

asserted that a lack of physical infrastructure in rural communities in Florida is a major 

factor discouraging walking and biking to school. For instance, Julianne Price, the 

Protocol for Assessing Community Excellence in Environmental Health (PACE-EH) 

coordinator at the Florida Department of Health (FDOH) explained that the lack of 

infrastructure in rural areas in Florida is one of the major deterrents to ATS. She also 

mentioned a lack of funding needed to hire appropriate personnel to promote and assist 

with SRTS programs. Don Connaughton, the program director at the Florida Traffic and 

Bicycle Safety and Education Program (FTBSEP) affirms Ms. Price’s sentiments by 

stressing that several rural municipalities in Florida are significantly understaffed, 
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making it especially challenging to initiate new SRTS programs. Moreover, Sean Lewis, 

the Supervisor of Rural Programs noted that the lack of sidewalk connectivity and 

speeding in school zones present further challenges to ATS. 

Along with the abovementioned comments from stakeholders, a few examples 

that highlight the challenge of walking and biking to school have been identified in 

media outlets. For instance, the residential area surrounding Wilson Elementary School 

in rural Plant City, Florida has no sidewalks within a six-block radius of the school. 

Instead, there is only a gravel shoulder along the narrow two lane road (Velaquez, 

2011). These characteristics attribute to the low walk score Wilson Elementary received 

in an audit, affirming that travel to and from this school is highly car-dependent. 

Moreover, both Wimauma and Reddick elementary schools, located in Hillsborough 

County and Marian County respectively, are characterized by heavy traffic and 

sidewalks that offer little or no buffer from speeding cars (Velaquez, 2011). 

In addition to the lack of pedestrian infrastructure and human resources in most 

rural localities in Florida, the current classifications for hazardous walking conditions 

outlined in the Florida Statutes present a disadvantage to rural areas given the lower 

traffic volumes associated with their lower populations (Hazardous Walking Conditions, 

2016). According to the statutes, walkways parallel to the road cannot be classified as 

hazardous if the road has a volume of traffic with less than 180 vehicles/hour per 

direction during the time students walk to and from school, or if the road is located in a 

residential area and has a posted speed limit of 30 miles per hour or less (Hazardous 

Walking Conditions, 2016). The statutes also outline that walkways perpendicular to the 

road will only be considered hazardous if the vehicular traffic exceeds 360 vehicles/hour 

per direction and if the crossing site is uncontrolled during the time students walk to and 

from school, or if the total traffic volume on the road exceeds 4,000 vehicles per hour 

through an intersection or other crossing site controlled by a stop sign or other traffic 

control signal, unless crossing guards or other traffic enforcement officers are also 

present during the times students walk to and from school (Hazardous Walking 

Conditions, 2016). Because traffic volumes are lower in rural areas, the criteria for 

hazardous walking conditions are difficult to meet.  
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3. How Florida Selects Safe Routes to School Programs  
 

a. Site Assessment 
 

According to the FTBSEP, six steps should be followed when assessing potential 

areas for SRTS projects in Florida. First, a boundary of the area where the students 

could walk or bicycle to school should be outlined. This step generally involves 

identifying the respective school and creating a two-mile buffer around the school. 

Following this, the residential areas within the two-mile buffer where students live such 

should be identified. Third, after highlighting residential zones, the projected walk routes 

that are intended to serve students should be pinpointed. Step four involves taking an 

inventory of existing facilities of the identified projected walk routes. This inventory 

should include an assessment of the major streets, street crossings, and sidewalks 

students will use on their way to school. While conducting the inventory, the researcher 

should also note any observed security concerns, calculate the average daily traffic, 

record the posted speed limit and the actual speed of vehicles, log available signage, 

and record the availability of crossing guards. Step five entails documenting alternative 

locations in which children can be re-routed to avoid unforeseen dangerous. Finally, for 

each route created, safety improvements that need to be completed should be noted, 

and a funding source and appropriate agency to carry out the project should be 

identified and prioritized (FTBSEP, n.d.). 

b. Goals and Implementation 
 

The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) uses the SRTS program to 

enhance the opportunity for children to walk and bicycle to school. By initiating SRTS 

projects, FDOT is able to improve walking and bicycling infrastructure, and ensure that 

programs are available to educate children, parents, and the wider community on best 

practices for walking and biking to school (2016). Notably, FDOT is able to accomplish 

the goal of reducing the barriers to walking and biking to school by offering grants to 

localities and funding several projects related to walking and biking.  

According to the NCSRTS (2016), from 2006 to 2016, 272 SRTS projects were 

funded in Florida, with an estimated total cost of approximately $84 million. Of the total 
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projects awarded in Florida, 202 were infrastructure related, 45 were non-infrastructure 

related, and 25 were both infrastructure and non-infrastructure (NCSRTS, 2016). 

E.  Engaging Partners and Stakeholders   
 

1.  Stakeholder Engagement 
 

The long-term success of SRTS projects is highly dependent on local support 

and participation, especially in rural communities (SRTSNP, n.d.-a). In addition, having 

a diverse group of stakeholders ensures that the five ‘E’ intervention types ― 

engineering, education, enforcement, encouragement, and evaluation ― are covered. 

As a result, the project team has made significant effort to engage representatives from 

several organizations that share mutual interests in promoting the benefits of ATS. 

These agencies include Action for Healthy Kids, Florida Rural Health Association, the 

Institute of Food and Agriculture Sciences (IFAS), the FTBSEP and the Florida state 

agencies responsible for transportation, education, economic opportunity, agriculture, 

and health (see Appendix B: List of Interviewees). After communicating with 

representatives from each of the aforementioned agencies, several initiatives were 

highlighted as possible opportunities to strengthen SRTS projects in rural Florida. These 

programs include the Coordinated School Health Partnership (CSHP), Florida’s 

Healthiest Weight, the Comprehensive School Physical Activity Program (CSPAP), the 

Department of Agriculture’s Community Development Program, the IFAS Extension 

Program, the 5210 Let’s Go Program, and the Department of Health’s Rural Health 

Needs Assessment and Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP) (see Appendix C: 

Identifying Programs That May Complement SRTS Efforts).  

The CSHP has several partners committed to working together to improve the 

health of children, adolescents, and staff in Florida schools. These partners include The 

Alliance for a Healthier Generation, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

Directors of Health Promotion and Education, Fuel Up to Play 60, Healthier US School 

Challenge, Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Florida Foundation, Inc. and Florida Action for 

Healthy Kids. This initiative focuses on advocating and creating policy and partnerships 

that promote increased access to health care for all children. By linking SRTS projects 

with the CSHP initiative, the possibility exists for additional school representatives to 
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become more aware of the goals and mission of SRTS, and hopefully assume an active 

role in initiating SRTS projects.  

Similar to the CSHP, linking SRTS with CSPAP and 5210 Let’s Go represents 

another avenue to invite additional school representatives to become active participants 

in SRTS. CSPAP is a multi-component approach by which school districts and schools 

use all opportunities to encourage students to be physically active (CDC, 2013). The 

nationally recognized childhood obesity prevention programs, 5210 Let’s Go, partners 

with schools, child care and after-school programs, and community organizations to 

promote active living.  

Along with the previously mentioned strategies, the FDOH has several programs 

that can further propel future SRTS projects. One area for further exploration is the 

Public Health Action grant the FDOH has received from the CDC. This particular grant 

focuses on implementing Complete Streets in order to increase the opportunity for 

active transportation. FDOH is also responsible for overseeing CHIP for each of the 

localities in Florida. Both of the abovementioned programs serve as viable options for 

recruiting the human resources to support successful SRTS projects in rural Florida. For 

instance, a major part of CHIP is conducting a walkability assessment, analyzing the 

built and natural environment to establish if there are any gaps that limit healthy 

lifestyles, and formulating an action plan to address the perceived limitations. According 

to the FTBSEP, the method for conducting a site assessment for an SRTS project 

follows a similar process.  

Apart from the programs offered by the FDOH, the Community Development 

program at IFAS provides an additional means of collaboration that can assist in 

acquiring funding for under-resourced communities to build infrastructure more 

conducive to walking or biking. For instance, IFAS has representatives known as 

“extension agents” that assist localities with identifying issues and creating solutions. 

These agents can play a pivotal role in developing training materials that outline best 

practices for rural communities to follow when applying for SRTS funding. 

 

2.  Existing Partnerships 
 

Over the years, several agencies throughout Florida have embraced the mission 

of SRTS and have pledged an interest in strengthening the success of SRTS projects. 
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Notably, this network of existing partnerships consists of advocacy groups, government 

agencies, non-profits, and universities that help ensure SRTS succeeds by leveraging 

additional resources, removing barriers to walking and bicycling to schools, and creating 

an institutional framework for generating long-term policy change (see Appendix D: 

Existing Partners Throughout Florida) (National Association of Chronic Disease 

Directors, 2011). 

 

4. Partnership Building 
 

Throughout the first phase of the project, the project team pursued several 

opportunities to strengthen local partnerships. First, the investigators attended two 

regional SRTS workshops, one in Panama City and the other in Midway, Florida. At 

both workshops, the researchers were able to establish initial contact with local 

government officials and to further strengthen relations with Dewberry Engineering and 

with Barbara Lee, the FDOT District Three SRTS coordinator.  

Second, the study team obtained contact information for the educators located in 

the REDI communities who are collaborating with the FTBSEP on non-infrastructure 

SRTS components (see Appendix E: List of REDI Communities Collaborating with 

FTBSEP). These contacts will have a close relationship with local law enforcement, 

school representatives, and CTSTs. As such, they will serve as key partners in 

prioritizing and identifying future SRTS infrastructure projects in underserved 

communities that will require technical assistance. Finally, the investigators are 

exploring the option of partnering with the IFAS Extension at the University of Florida. 

 

4. Regional Planning Councils 
 

Florida is divided into ten Regional Planning Councils, which provide a variety of 

planning support and services to its member counties and municipalities. Planning 

services provided to the region and its local governments include economic 

development, emergency management, community planning, and local government 

assistance. Some regional planning councils, such as the North Central Florida 

Regional Planning Council, are also home to transportation planning organizations. The 

focus on regional planning and transportation issues make regional planning councils a 
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potential partner for SRTS projects. Regional planning councils may provide a forum for 

providing SRTS application education and capacity-building workshops, and serve as 

key partners in prioritizing and identifying future SRTS communities and infrastructure 

projects.  

F. Pilot Programs 
 

1.  Technical Assistance   
 

Since no provision is made in favor of rural areas under the current eligibility 

requirements and ranking criteria for SRTS grant applications, rural communities often 

find it difficult to effectively compete for available funding (See Appendix F: Ranking 

Criteria for Examining SRTS Infrastructure Applications). According to the SRTSNP 

(2010), “townships, rural jurisdictions, tribal governments, individual schools, and 

economically disadvantaged communities often do not have the staff resources needed 

to complete the steps necessary to access the funds [for SRTS projects].” As a result of 

the lack of human resources and competition from urban centers, rural and under-

resourced communities often encounter difficulties competing for funding opportunities 

(CSRTS TAC, 2015). Providing technical assistance to these rural and under-resourced 

communities represents an opportunity to improve the chances for funding, especially 

since FDOT had no previous provision established to assist rural localities. 

 

2. Site Selection 
 
Pilot communities were selected based on recommendations from the SRTS 

State Coordinator and project team local knowledge of REDI communities in Alachua 

County. The project team contacted prospective pilot communities to assess their 

readiness and ability to participate in the 2016 SRTS grant cycle. Pilot communities 

needed to have a potential or actual project, have a REDI designation, a good 

relationship between the local government and community school, a willingness to 

participate in the SRTS process, and a need for technical assistance. 
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3. Pilot Communities 
 

a. Gadsden County 
 

Gadsden County was selected as the initial pilot community based on advice 

from FDOT staff. However, after attending Gadsden County’s CTST meeting in July of 

2016 and speaking with the county’s transportation director, it became apparent that the 

CTST had already chosen two projects to submit for the 2016 call for SRTS 

infrastructure grant applications. Additionally, Gadsden County’s CTST had previously 

engaged the engineering firm Dewberry to assist with the application. According to a 

Dewberry representative, the firm planned to complete the requirements of the grant 

application on behalf of the CTST. In return, once the application was approved for 

funding, Dewberry would be offered a contract for the project’s engineering 

requirements. However, after CTST and Dewberry representatives learned of the 

opportunity to receive technical assistance to complete the grant application, both 

parties welcomed help completing the parent surveys, student tallies, and the overall 

public engagement aspects required for the grant. 

While the Gadsden County CTST did not request technical assistance during the 

2016 grant cycle, the project team plans to follow up with the CTST and Dewberry 

during the second phase of technical assistance to discuss the possibility of assisting 

with the public engagement requirements of the grant application.  

b. Newberry 
 

Newberry, a town of approximately 5,000 residents in southwest Alachua County, 

was also selected as a pilot community. Following a conversation with the town’s 

principal planner, a sidewalk extension of approximately a quarter-mile that would 

connect Oakview Middle School (Oakview) with a nearby subdivision was identified as a 

target for SRTS infrastructure funding. The project’s intent was to improve safety for 

Oakview students already engaged in ATS, while encouraging additional students from 

neighboring residential communities to walk to the school. Additionally, by increasing 

connectivity to existing sidewalks, the proposed extension could increase walking 

potential for area students attending other nearby schools such as Newberry 

Elementary School and Newberry High School, which are located on the opposite side 

of the town’s main thoroughfare (SW 250th St.).  
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An initial site visit was conducted in November of 2016, and included the town 

planner and the director of the city’s public works department; a secondary site visit and 

audit was conducted in the following weeks with an engineering consultant from the 

Florida Transportation Technology Transfer Center (T2 Center) retained by the project 

team. While the town’s public works director affirmed a need for the sidewalk, reporting 

that students living in the area were currently walking in the street with traffic, a number 

of design and administrative challenges were also identified. First, the sidewalk 

extension would have to cross two active driveways. Second, the school’s principal was 

not immediately supportive of the proposal.  

While the sidewalk extension was deemed a worthy investment, a number of 

important details needed resolution before an application could be submitted. Members 

of the project team and Hawthorne city staff agreed that the 2017 grant cycle would be 

more practical, and would allow time to discuss the benefits of the proposed project with 

Oakview’s principal and other community stakeholders, while also addressing potential 

design tradeoffs. The project team remains in contact with Hawthorne city staff and 

plans to submit an application for the sidewalk extension during the 2017 grant cycle.   

c. Hawthorne 
 
The City of Hawthorne, a small rural town in eastern Alachua County, was the 

third pilot community selected. Hawthorne’s city manager was initially contacted in 

November 2016 to explore opportunities for SRTS grants. During the consultation, the 

city manager affirmed Hawthorne’s need for a sidewalk extension to serve Chester 

Shell Elementary School (Shell) students. Following a review of the proposal, the 

project team pursued the opportunity to offer Hawthorne technical assistance. The 

graphic below highlights the technical assistance phases: outreach, coordination with 

the school principal, public engagement, site audit, and miscellaneous technical 

assistance.  

 



Implementing SRTS Programs in Rural Florida Communities 
 

33 

 

Figure 1. Hawthorne Technical Assistance Phases. 

Throughout the grant writing process, the city manager and Shell Elementary 

School principal were actively involved in gathering essential components for the 

application. The city manager contacted several representatives throughout the 

community to solicit letters of support for the proposed sidewalk extension. These 

representatives included the county sheriff, the president of the local chamber of 

commerce, and a teacher at Shell. Additionally, the school principal asked teachers to 

conduct in-class tallies and had students take surveys home for their parents to 

complete.  

In order to meet additional requirements of the application, the project team 

assumed several roles in the grant writing process. First, public engagement assistance 

was provided. This process involved supplying the city manager with templates for the 

support letter, press release, and a letter addressed to parents highlighting the 

importance of SRTS. In addition, the project team presented the proposed SRTS project 
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at the city’s regularly scheduled commission meeting in December of 2016. At that 

meeting, the mayor, commissioners, and several residents were informed of the project 

through a presentation and were able to provide comments. The attendees were also 

provided with a flyer outlining the benefits of SRTS and ways to promote SRTS 

initiatives in their community.  

Second, the project team gathered the required information for the engineering 

portion of the application. This phase involved an initial assessment of the proposed 

project site with the mayor of Hawthorne, a representative from the city’s public works 

department, and the T2 Center engineering consultant. Under the guidance of the 

consultant, a site audit was conducted on a subsequent site visit. The team provided the 

measurements and notes from the audit to the engineering consultant so cost estimates 

could be calculated.  

Finally, the project team provided miscellaneous technical assistance for the 

grant application. This assistance included entering results from the parent surveys and 

in-class tallies into the NCSRTSs data inventory; creating maps of the current site and 

the proposed improvements on the site; completing a GIS analysis of ATS potential at 

the school; and providing the city manager with a template for a cover letter. Following 

the completion of the technical assistance phases, an application for SRTS 

infrastructure funding was submitted to FDOT on December 27, 2016 (see Appendix G: 

City of Hawthorne 2016 SRTS Application). The application is pending review at the 

time of writing.  

G. Conclusion 
 

1.  Project Recap 
 
 The first phase of the project focused on reviewing SRTS best practices, 

identifying resources, selecting the pilot communities, and initiating technical assistance 

phases. A number of relevant methodologies for rural SRTS site evaluation, 

prioritization, and implementation have been identified. Apart from reviewing existing 

literature, many partnership and project opportunities have also been identified. 

Potential partners include Florida’s state departments of transportation, education, 

economic opportunity, agriculture, and health, as well as IFAS’ Community 



Implementing SRTS Programs in Rural Florida Communities 
 

35 

Development programs and the FTBSEP. Moreover, after conducting interviews, the 

following programs and projects have been identified that could potentially support rural 

SRTS implementation efforts: Coordinated School Health Partnership, Florida’s 

Healthiest Weight, Comprehensive School Physical Activity Program, the Department of 

Agriculture Community Development program, Action for Healthy Kids, DOH Rural 

Health Needs Assessment, and Community Health Improvement Plan.  

Finally, the research team have pursued pilot projects in three REDI 

communities: Gadsden County, and Newberry and Hawthorne in Alachua County. 

Gadsden County, designated a RAO and ED is located within FDOT District 3. 

Newberry and Hawthorne are both designated as RIUC and located within FDOT 

District 2. Both counties have active CTSTs, and all but Hawthorne are LAP certified. In 

the case of Hawthorne, an SRTS infrastructure application was submitted to FDOT and 

is presently pending review.   

 

2.  Lessons Learned 
 

a. Pilot Programs 
 

In Gadsden County, the project team was not initially aware that the community 

had already selected projects and engaged a private engineering firm (Dewberry) for 

technical assistance. Going forward, partnerships with private firms such as Dewberry 

may increase overall project reach and quicken application turnaround time by 

leveraging the public engagement expertise of the project team and the auditing and 

cost estimation knowhow of engineering firms.  

In Newberry, the sidewalk extension proposal came from city staff rather than 

from the community or the school itself. Coming to the project late in the grant cycle, the 

project team did not have adequate time to initiate public engagement to ensure 

necessary support from school administrators and other community stakeholders. 

Additionally, the presence of easements along the proposed right-of-way complicates 

the design process and will likely require further discussion and compromise.  

In Hawthorne, the project team learned several lessons that will assist in the 

creation of methods for Phase Two communities. There were many positives associated 

with the Hawthorne SRTS project. Hawthorne had a viable project stemming from an 
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existing community issue – the routing of school bus traffic through a neighborhood 

using a substandard local road. Since the issue had been identified as a community 

safety issue, the city was prepared to quickly respond to the application requirements. 

Hawthorne also had a strong relationship with its affected school – Shell Elementary. 

This relationship allowed for the efficient mobilization of Parent Survey and In-Class 

Student Travel Tally forms. Finally, there was broad community support for the project. 

Challenges presented during the preparation of the Hawthorne application 

included the availability of city records, involvement with the CTST, and LAP 

certification requirements. Like many small and rural communities, records showing 

proof of right-of-way and documentation of easements are not easily accessible or 

available. However, for future projects, the project team anticipates having more time to 

research and assemble applications, which would allow for closer examination of right-

of-way issues. Hawthorne is not LAP certified. Many small and rural communities are 

also not LAP certified, which could be a hindrance to a successful application. Finally, 

Hawthorne is not involved with the Alachua County CTST. The Alachua County CTST is 

primarily focused on the city of Gainesville and the urbanized unincorporated area. 

CTST participation may be an issue for rural and small communities. Rural counties 

may not have an active CTST; small or rural communities may not be encouraged to 

participate in the county CTST. Phase Two will focus on a closer examination of these 

partner relationships. 

The project team also engaged the engineering services of the T2 Center for the 

Hawthorne project. Hawthorne has a consulting engineer, but given the application 

response timeframe it was more efficient to utilize the T2 Center for engineering 

projects and cost estimates. For future technical assistance, the role of the T2 Center 

may be for site assessment, engineering project cost estimates, or for quality assurance 

reviews. 

 

b. Regional Strategy and Local Opportunity 
 
Following the outreach and engagement phases, the project team agreed on the 

importance of pursuing a regional strategy. This strategy was based on the unique 

characteristics encountered in each FDOT district and the need to comply by local rules 
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and procedures. By working with regional bodies and coordinators, the project team can 

avoid redundant efforts and amplify its reach and impact. While regional planning 

councils represent one of the greatest opportunities, not all of them are structured to 

provide technical assistance to rural communities. Inconsistencies such as these 

encourage tailoring projects to local considerations rather than pursuing a one-size-fits-

all approach. Likewise, CTSTs offer similar benefits and challenges at a more localized 

level. While they are actively engaged in improving traffic safety in their communities, 

not all are focused on schools. Where CTSTs are engaged with schools, an opportunity 

exists to tap into a local network that has goals that are consistent with SRTS. Gadsden 

County is one example of a CTST attuned to school safety and represents a promising 

partner for implementing local SRTS improvements.  

3.  Phase Two 
 

The objective of the second phase of the SRTS Technical Assistance project is 

to build on the knowledge gained during Phase One to provide technical assistance and 

create ongoing support for SRTS efforts throughout the state. During this phase, 

identified communities and schools will be solicited for interest in participating in the 

SRTS program. Selected schools and communities will be given technical assistance on 

how to implement the school site assessment and data collection methodologies; how 

to engage the community to create support for the SRTS project; and how to prepare an 

application for an SRTS project. This phase will involve an ongoing refinement of the 

tools and data collection methodologies; the engagement of a diverse set of local 

stakeholders; the stakeholder participation processes; and the ongoing cultivation of the 

support of regional and state organizations that are involved in ensuring or advocating 

for children’s health, safety, and physical well-being. The next set of schools that will be 

provided with technical assistance will be chosen based upon their expressed interest in 

consultation with school transportation coordinators in rural counties, the state Safe 

Routes to School Coordinator, local governments, and other interested persons and 

organizations. Additional analytical techniques will also be used to further rank and 

refine potential sites.  

The second phase will be broken down into four primary tasks. The first task will 

consist of identifying and prioritizing communities, which will include identifying and 
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mapping Areas of Opportunity (those school locations that meet certain criteria selected 

from existing data collection and site assessment methodologies), and solidifying 

existing outreach efforts, such as those being undertaken by FTBSEP. The second task 

will consist of outreach and partnership building, which will include the preparation of a 

technical assistance presentation, and coordination and attendance of regional SRTS 

workshops. Deliverables of the second phase include a presentation adaptable to 

varying audiences that outlines the nature of technical assistance offered, as well as a 

contact database of local governments, communities, schools, and other agencies 

requesting technical assistance.  

The third task will involve the provision of data collection and site assessment 

technical assistance methodologies tested during the initial phase and the development 

and implementation of a stakeholder participation technical assistance plan, which 

includes presentations to a variety of stakeholder groups (at minimum, this task will 

involve conducting an initial “kickoff meeting” to review the project’s scope and 

methods). The fourth tasks includes the development of draft recommendations to 

update the Florida Safe Routes to School Tool Kit, which was developed almost 20 

years ago.   
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I.  Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Table of Rural Economic Development (REDI) Communities 
 

FDOT District 1 

County Municipality 
REDI 1 

Classification 

Engineers 

on Staff 

Active 

CTST2 

LAP3 

Certified 

Desoto   RAO, ED4     

Glades   RAO, ED      

Hardee   RAO, ED     

Hendry   RAO, ED       

Highlands  RAO, ED       

Okechobee  RAO, ED    

Collier  NC5    

 Immokalee RAO       

Polk  NC    

 
Fort Meade 

(02/01/18) 
RIUC6       

 
Haines City 

(03/01/18) 
RIUC       

 
Lake Hamilton 

(06/23/18) 
RIUC       

                                            
1 REDI - Rural Economic Initiative 

2 CTST – Community Traffic Safety Teams  

3 LAP – Local Area Program 

4 RAO – Rural Areas of Opportunity; ED – Economically Distressed 

5 NC – Not Classified 

6 RIUC – Rural in Urban County 
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FDOT District 2 

Baker  RAO, ED      

Bradford  RAO, ED      

Columbia  RAO, ED       

Dixie  RAO, ED     

Gilchrist  RAO, ED    

Hamilton  RAO, ED     

Lafayette  RAO, ED    

Levy  RAO, ED      

Madison  RAO, ED    

Putnam  RAO, ED       

Suwanee  RAO, ED     

Taylor  RAO, ED      

Union 

 
 RAO, ED     

Alachua  NC    

 
Hawthorne 

(08/01/17) 
RIUC       

 
Newberry 

(08/01/17) 
RIUC       

 
Waldo 

(05/25/18) 
RIUC       

St. Johns  NC    

 
Hastings 

(02/01/18) 
RIUC       

FDOT District 3 

Calhoun  RAO, ED      
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Franklin  RAO, ED      

Gadsden  RAO, ED      

Gulf  RAO, ED     

Holmes  RAO, ED      

Jackson  RAO, ED      

Jefferson  RAO, ED     

Liberty  RAO, ED      

Wakulla  RAO, ED     

Washington  RAO, ED      

Walton  RAO, ED       

Santa Rosa  NC    

 Jay (11/14/16) RIUC       

FDOT District 5 

Flagler   RAO, ED       

Sumter  NC    

 
Center Hill 

(10/06/16) 
RIUC       

 
Coleman 

(08/01/17) 
RIUC       

 
Webster 

(05/25/18) 
RIUC       

Lake  NC    

 
Umatilla 

(12/16/17) 
RIUC       

 
Astatula 

(05/25/18) 
RIUC       
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FDOT District 4 

Indian River  NC    

 
Fellsmere 

(03/20/17) 
RIUC      

Palm Beach  NC    

 Belle Glade RAO     

 Pahokee RAO     

 South Bay RAO     

Figure 2. Table of Rural Economic Development (REDI) Communities. 

7 

                                            
*There are no REDI communities in FDOT District 6 and 7 
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Appendix B: List of Persons Interviewed 
 

Figure 3. List of Persons Interviewed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name  Org. Role Email  

Chris Goddard USDA Community 
Programs Specialist 
 

Christine.Goddard@fl.usda.gov 

Don 
Connaughton 
and John 
Egberts  

Florida Traffic 
and Bicycle 
Safety 
Education 
Program 

Program Director; 
Associate Program 
Director 

danc@hhp.ufl.edu ; 
safety@hhp.ufl.edu 

Jamie Forrest Department of 
Health/ Action 
for Healthy 
Kids 

Epidemiology and 
Evaluation Program 
Administrator/ 
Committee Member 
for Action for 
Healthy Kids 

Jamie.Forrest@flhealth.gov 

Julianne Price Department of 
Health 

PACE-EH 
Coordinator 

Julianne.price@flhealth.gov 

Kwintin 
Eastberg  

Apalachee 
Regional 
Planning 
Council  

Assistant Director, 
Healthy Schools 

Keastberg@thearpc.com 
 

Laura 
Hampson 

Florida Rural 
Health 
Association  

Ex-Officio Contract 
Manager 

lhampson@srahec.org 

Michael 
Spranger 

University of 
Florida, 
Institute of 
Food and 
Agriculture 
Sciences (IFAS) 
Extension 

Professor/Research
er 

spranger@ufl.edu 

Nichole 
Wilder 

Department of 
Education 

Assistant Director, 
Healthy Schools 

Nichole.Wilder@fldoe.org 

Sean Lewis Florida 
Department of  
Economic 
Opportunity  

Supervisor of Rural 
Programs 

Sean.Lewis@deo.myflorida.com 

mailto:danc@hhp.ufl.edu
mailto:safety@hhp.ufl.edu
mailto:Julianne.price@flhealth.gov
mailto:lhampson@srahec.org
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Appendix C: Identifying Programs That May Complement SRTS Efforts  
 

Program Main Organization Link to Website 
Community 
Development 
Programs 

Institute of Food and 
Agriculture Sciences 
(IFAS) 

http://ifas.ufl.edu/ 

The 
Coordinated 
School Health 
Partnership 

Department of Health  http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-
services/childrens-health/school-
health/coordinated-school-health/index.html 

Florida’s 
Healthiest 
Weight  

Department of Health http://www.healthiestweightflorida.com/index.
html 

The 
Comprehensi
ve School 
Activity 
Program 

Department of 
Health/ Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/physicala
ctivity/cspap.htm 

52010 Let’s 
Go Program 

The Barbara Bush 
Children’s Hospital   

http://www.letsgo.org/ 

Community 
Health 
Assessment 
and 
Community 
Health 
Improvement 
Plan 
(CHA/CHIP) 

Department of Health  http://www.floridahealth.gov/%5C/about-the-
department-of-health/about-us/state-and-
community-health-assessment/index.html 

School Health 
Program 

Department of Health http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-
services/childrens-health/school-
health/school-health-program.html 

Healthier 
School 
Challenge 

United States 
Department of 
Agriculture (USDA)- 
Southwest Regional 
Office 

http://www.letsmove.gov/join-healthierus-
schools-challenge 

Community 
Facilities 
Program 

United States 
Department of 
Agriculture 

http://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-
services/all-programs/community-facilities-
programs 

Rural Health 
Needs 
Assessment 

Department of Health  http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-
services/community-health/rural-health/ 

Figure 4. Identifying Programs That May Complement SRTS Efforts. 
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http://www.healthiestweightflorida.com/index.html
http://www.healthiestweightflorida.com/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/physicalactivity/cspap.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/physicalactivity/cspap.htm
http://www.letsgo.org/
http://www.floridahealth.gov/%5C/about-the-department-of-health/about-us/state-and-community-health-assessment/index.html
http://www.floridahealth.gov/%5C/about-the-department-of-health/about-us/state-and-community-health-assessment/index.html
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http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-services/childrens-health/school-health/school-health-program.html
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http://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/all-programs/community-facilities-programs
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Appendix D: Existing Partners Throughout Florida  
 

Existing Partners throughout Florida 

 1000 Friends of Florida 

 All Children’s Hospital 

 Alliance for a Healthier Generation 

 American Planning Association, Florida 

 Bicycle/Pedestrian Advocates of 

Sarasota 

 Bike Walk Lee 

 Broward County Metropolitan 

 Center for Urban Transportation 

 Directors—ACHIEVE Initiative 

 East Central Florida Regional 

 Education Program 

 Florida A & M University, School of 

Architecture 

 Florida Bicycle Association 

 Florida Department of Community 

Affairs— Division of Community 

Planning   

 Florida Department of Education—

Office of Educational Facilities 

 Florida Department of Education—

Office of Healthy Schools 

 Florida Department of Education—

School Transportation Management 

 Florida Department of Environmental 

Protection- Office of Greenways and 

Trails 

 Florida Department of Health – Division 

of Environmental Health 

 Florida Department of Health—

Division of Family Health Services, 

Bureau of Chronic Disease Prevention 

and Health Promotion 

 Florida Department of Health—Office 

of Injury Prevention 

 Florida Department of 

Transportation— Roadway Design 

Office 

 Florida Department of 

Transportation—State Safety Office 

 Get Active Orlando 

 Green Mobility Network 

 Health Masters Club, Inc. 

 Healthy Jacksonville 

 Hoke Design, Inc. 

 Jackson Memorial Hospital 

 MORE Health, Inc. 

 Naples Pathways Coalition 

 National Association of Chronic 

Disease 

 Orange County (Planning, Public 

Schools and School Safety 

Departments  

 Palm Beach County Parks and 

Recreation  

 Pinellas County Health Department, 

Office of Health Promotion and 

School Health 

 Planning Council 

 Planning Organization 

 Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, 

Florida 

 Research University of South 

Florida 

 Sarasota County Health 

Department, Community Health 

Improvement Partnership 

 Sprinkle Consulting 

 St. Joseph’s Children’s Hospital 

 St. Lucie County School Board 

 Tallahassee-Leon County Planning 

Department 

 The Corrandino Group 

 TranSystems 

 University of Florida, Department 

of Urban and Regional Planning 

 University of Florida, Florida 

Transportation Technology 

Transfer Center 
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 Florida Division of Federal Highway 

Administration 

 Florida Metropolitan Planning 

Organization Advisory Council 

 Florida Parent-Teacher Association 

 Florida Police Chiefs Association 

 Florida Public Health Association 

 Florida School Boards Association 

 Florida Sheriffs Association 

 Florida State University, College of 

Social Sciences, Urban and Regional 

Planning 

 Florida Traffic and Bicycle Safety 

 University of Miami School of 

Medicine, WalkSafe and BikeSafe 

Programs 

 Volusia County Health Department, 

Office of Chronic Disease 

Prevention and Wellness 

 Volusia County Schools 

 Volusia Transportation Planning 

Organization 

 Walkable and Liveable 

Communities Institute, Inc. 

 Winter Park Health Foundation 

Figure 5. Existing Partners Throughout Florida. 
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Appendix E: List of REDI Communities Collaborating with FTBSEP 

  
FDOT District 1 Educational Programs 

Desoto 2016-2017 

Fort Meade, Polk (02/01/18) 2015-2016 

Glades 2016-2017 

Haines City, Polk (03/01/18) 2015-2016 

Hardee 2016-2017 

Hendry 2016-2017 

Highlands 2016-2017 

Immokalee,Collier 2015-2016 

Lake Hamilton, Polk (06/23/18) 2015-2016 

Okechobee 2016-2017 

  

FDOT District 2 Educational Programs 

Baker 2018-2019 

Bradford 2017-2018 

Columbia 2018-2019 

Dixie 2018-2019 

Hamilton 2018-2019 

Hastings, St. Johns (02/01/18) 2017-2018 

Hawthorne, Alachua (08/01/17) 2017-2018 

Levy 2018-2019 

Newberry, Alachua (08/01/17) 2017-2018 

Putnam 2017-2018 

Suwanee 2018-2019 

Taylor 2018-2019 

Waldo, Alachua (05/25/18) 2017-2018 

  

FDOT District 3 Educational Programs 

Calhoun 2018-2019 

Franklin 2018-2019 

Gadsden 2018-2019 

Gulf 2018-2019 

Holmes 2017-2018 

Jackson 2018-2019 

Jefferson 2018-2019 

Liberty 2018-2019 
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Wakulla 2018-2019 

Walton 2017-2018 

Washington 2017-2018 

  

FDOT District 4 Educational Programs 

Belle Glade, Palm Beach 2016-2017 

Fellsmere, Indian River (03/20/17) 2015-2016 

Pahokee, Palm Beach 2016-2017 

South Bay, Palm Beach 2016-2017 

  

FDOT District 5 Educational Programs 

Flagler 2017-2018 

Astatula, Lake (05/25/18) 2016-2017 

Center Hill, Sumter (10/06/16) 2016-2017 

Coleman, Sumter (08/01/17) 2016-2017 

Umatilla, Lake (12/16/17) 2016-2017 

Webster, Sumter (05/25/18) 2016-2017 

Figure 6. List of REDI Communities Collaborating with FTBSEP. 
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Appendix F: Ranking Criteria for Examining SRTS Infrastructure Applications 

 

 

 Completeness of the school-based SRTS planning committee. 

 Comprehensiveness of the SRTS planning process (including such tasks as addressing 

all 5 E’s of SRTS and consideration of various solutions to the problems identified. 

 Comprehensiveness of the public outreach process, including the affected 

neighborhoods and parent teacher association (PTA) or parent teacher organization 

(PTO) at affected schools. 

 The level of interest on the part of the school in supporting walking and bicycling to 

school, and willingness to participate fully in a comprehensive SRTS program. 

 Whether the project complies with SRTS guidelines. 

 Demonstrated need and community support for the project. 

 Potential of the proposed project to increase the number of students walking and 

bicycling to school. 

 Potential to increase the safety of high numbers of students already walking or 

bicycling to school in hazardous conditions. 

 Identification of safety hazards and the potential of the proposed project to reduce 

child injuries and fatalities. 

 Potential for the proposed project to eliminate the need for hazardous or courtesy 

busing routes. 

 Potential for the project to complete a priority pathway, with connections to 

neighborhoods and public destinations like parks, other schools or libraries. 

 Demonstrated need for financial assistance to complete these priority pathway 

connections. 

 Constructability (including clear right of way) 
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 Consideration and suggestion of alternative locations for projects facing 

constructability problems. 

 Ability of the applicant or maintaining agency to complete the project, or a workable 

plan to complete the project another way. 

Figure 7. Ranking Criteria for Examining SRTS Infrastructure Applications. 
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Appendix G: City of Hawthorne 2016 SRTS Application 
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Proposed Improvements Map 
Chester Shell Elementary School 
Safe Routes to School 
Hawthorne City, Florida 

Improve	Lighting	for	Pedestrians	

Extension	of	

School	Zone	

Enhance	Crosswalk:	

FDOT	and	ADA	

standards	

Add	Trash	

Receptacle	

&	Bench	
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