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Executive Summary

In 2014, BikeWalkKC was generously awarded a 
two year grant by the Health Care Foundation of 
Greater Kansas City to work with Kansas City 
Public Schools on a long-term, policy-focused, 
community-driven Safe Routes to School project.  
For this project, BikeWalkKC undertook an arrival 
and dismissal analysis for each partner school, a 
comprehensive infrastructure and site conditions 
analysis in the neighborhood surrounding partner 
schools, and engaged stakeholders through 
numerous in-person meetings and formalized 
surveys. BikeWalkKC simultaneously deployed a 
series of educational programs focused on bicycle 
lessons, safety training, and earn-a-bike programs 
that provided students with bicycles upon 
completion of the course. Together, technical 
analysis and stakeholder feedback coalesced into 
a series of key findings outlined in this repot.  The 
findings informed a range of policy, infrastructure, 
programming, and funding strategies to address 
the challenges identified, and to support the goals 
of encouraging students to walk and bike to 
school.

Project Components:  

■ Arrival and Dismissal Observations

■ Built Environment Assessment

■ Policy Review

■ Education Programming

■ Direct Engagement and Surveys

While each of the schools that BikeWalkKC 
worked with on this grant have needs and 
challenges related to their unique location and 
circumstances, several overarching themes 
emerged through engagement and analysis that 
are informing ongoing and future actions to 
promote healthy, active students within the 
school district.  Almost universally, the following 
barriers stand in the way of students walking or 
biking to school:

Infrastructure:
Many students and parents perceived or 
experienced a lack of safety and comfort due to 
speeding traffic, lack of safe crosswalks, lack of 
sidewalks, sidewalks in disrepair, and due to 
infrastructure barriers like highways, underpasses, 
and railroads.

Personal Safety:
Many students and parents perceived or 
experienced a lack of safety and comfort due to 
assaults and other crimes, loitering homeless, 
drug dealers, vacant lots and buildings, the 
presence of wandering dogs, and general lack of 
visibility and activity in public spaces.

Policy:
It is not practical for many students to walk or 
bike to school because of school attendance 
boundaries and walk boundaries that are either 
too great a distance from school, or cross major 
barriers like highways railroads, busy commercial 
streets, and steep topography.

Access and Awareness:
Many students do not own a bike, and have never 
ridden a bike. Sometimes parents and family have 
never ridden a bike either.

Common Barriers
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Recommendations

Based on two years of engagement, observation, analysis, and partnership building, the following 
recommendations define a Safe Routes to School approach for Kansas City Public Schools that 
directly responds to the barriers to walking and biking identified over the course of this grant work, 
and that addresses individual challenges in a strategic and coordinated manner.

Establish Priority Safe Routes to 
School Corridors:
BikeWalkKC recommends identifying priority 
Safe Routes to School corridors to focus resources 
in a way that facilitates walking and biking to 
school, but also provide broader benefits to 
surrounding neighborhoods. 

Focus Programming and Outreach 
in Priority Corridors:
By programming and efforts in the priority Safe 
Routes to School corridors, the school district can 
establish and reinforce a network of walking and 
biking routes that students, parents, and teachers 
know will be safe and comfortable to traverse, 
with positive activity and watchful adults engaged 
throughout.

Address Blight and Personal   
Safety in Priority Corridors:
Dangerous buildings, noxious weeds, and 
abandoned properties pose real and perceived 
barriers to walking and biking to school. It is 
unrealistic to clean up all nuisance properties 
within each school’s walk boundary. Working with 
community partners to priorit ize blight 
remediation and crime prevention efforts along 
the identified priority corridors can help maximize 
the impact of such efforts.

Expand and Formalize Education 
and Engagement:
Opportunities to support students over time can 
be strengthened and formalized by integrating 
educational programming into every school in the 
district as part of an institutionalized district 
curriculum.  Bicycle and pedestrian safety 
education, encouragement for physical activity, 
and an introduction to alternative transportation 
options should be an essential piece for youth to 
engage in their neighborhoods and live healthier 
lives.

Re-Establish Schools as          
Community Anchors:
As the lynchpins of an effective network of safe 
routes to school network, community schools can 
enhance their connectivity, engagement, and 
service to surrounding neighborhoods.

Grow and Strengthen Partnerships
A strategic and multi-layered approach to Safe 
Routes to School requires cooperation. 
Community partners can support each other and 
reinforce each other’s missions with expanded 
capabilities. 
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Introduction

In 2014, BikeWalkKC was generously awarded a 
two year grant by the Health Care Foundation of 
Greater Kansas City to work with Kansas City 
Public Schools on a long-term, policy-focused, 
community-driven Safe Routes to School project.  
Safe Routes to School is a national movement to 
get more kids walking and biking to school.  Safe 
Routes planning focuses on providing incentives 
for students to walk or bike, and providing them 
a safe environment in which to travel.

For Safe Routes to School, the six “E’s” define a 
proven, multi-pronged approach to get kids safely 
walking and biking to school:

In 1960, half of kids in the US walked or bike to 
school.  Today fewer than 15% of kids walk or bike 
to school.  Today’s kids are the first generation of 
Americans with a shorter life expectancy than 
their parents.  When kids walk or bike to school 
they not only get a daily dose of much-needed 
physical activity, they also burn off excess energy 
and arrive at the classroom ready to learn.

If students are safe walking to and from school, 
then parents, workers, and other community 
members will also be safe walking to and from 
places in the neighborhoods around schools.  
Everyone benefits from safe streets.  Everyone 
benefits from an active and engaged community.  
Everyone benefits from healthy living.  The equity 
focus of this Safe Routes to School Project 
includes a recognition that issues of health, safety, 
access to opportunity, and limited resources are 
paramount in communities around all the project 
schools.

Helping students walk or bike to 
school directly benefits students:  

Helping students walk or bike to 
school benefits the entire 
community:   

The final “E” – Equity - is the centerpiece of this 
project.  An equity focus for Safe Routes to School 
planning requires placing ground-level community 
engagement first and foremost.  This project took 
the lead from those who live, work, visit, and care 
for the communities in and around Kansas City 
Public Schools to identify urgent needs and 
develop meaningful infrastructure, programming, 
and policy recommendations to address those 
needs.  

■ Education

■ Engineering

■ Enforcement

■ Encouragement

■ Evaluation

■ Equity
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Community Needs

Many neighborhoods in the Kansas City School 
District face health disparities including high rates 
of preventable diseases.  Physical activity for 
students (and for everyone) helps to reduce risk 
of obesity and diabetes, and improves overall 
health.  

Within the attendance boundaries of the schools 
evaluated in this project, nearly one in three 
households live in poverty.  Approximately one in 
five households do not have access to an 
automobile.  A large percentage of residents 
depend on walking or transit to get to jobs and 
services.  As this Safe Routes to School project 
looks at infrastructure and education barriers for 
students, it also begins to support broader efforts 
to provide access to opportunity for everyone.

Safety is one of the most fundamental community 
needs, and safety is high on the list of priorities 
for neighborhoods in the Kansas City school 
district.  For parents of students walking or biking 
to school, safety concerns include everything 
from traffic speed to neighborhood crime.  Vacant 
lots and buildings, sidewalks in disrepair, and 
major barriers like highways and railroads make it 
less safe to walk or bike to school.  Addressing 
these barriers not only has benefits for students, 
but for the entire community around a school.

By addressing some of the hazard conditions that 
create barriers to walking and biking, Safe Routes 
to School planning can help the school district to 
be more efficient and effective with its 
transportation operations.  Safe Routes to School 
programming can also leverage partnerships with 
engaged community members to expand the 
impact to students and others.  For neighborhoods, 
Safe Routes to School Planning can inform 
focused, strategic infrastructure improvements 
that maximize the benefit of limited resources.

Safe and Comfortable 
Built Environment

Increased Physical Activity Access to Opportunity

Efficient Use of Scarce Resources

Carless Households
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BikeWalkKC’s Work With 
Kansas City Public Schools

■ 2012:  BikeWalkKC approached by KCPS to 
evaluate hazard busing, transportation costs, 
and Safe Routes to School

■ 2012:  Grant from Healthcare Foundation of 
Greater Kansas City to conduct engagement 
and programming at James Elementary

■ 2013:  Conducted arrival and dismissal 
analysis at Crispus Attucks and Washington 
Wheatley Elementary Schools in partnership 
with the KCMO Health Department

■ 2013:  Local Spokes  - a suite of educational 
and outreach programs for students -  began 
to expand throughout the school district 

 

■ 2014:  BikeWalkKC pursued funding from the 
Healthcare Foundation of Greater Kansas 
City to develop programming and policy 
around Safe Routes to School throughout 
Kansas City Public Schools

■ 2016:  BLAST (Bicycle Lesson and Safety 
Traning) program in 23 schools, Earn-a-Bike 
program in 9 schools, and Youth 
Ambassadors / Bike Club in 2 schools

BikeWalkKC is the leader for improving walking 
and bicycling in greater Kansas City.  As a 
member-supported 501(c)(3) nonprof it 
organization, BikeWalkKC has a mission to 
redefine our streets and public spaces as places 
for people to build a culture of active living.  We 
support regional partners and clients in creating 
a community that is barrier free, has complete 
biking and walking access, and has a connected 
culture of active transportation and active 
lifestyles.  

BikeWalkKC’s team of professionals has extensive 
experience at the local, state, and national levels.  
We are recognized as award-winning leaders for 
bicycle and pedestrian issues and work to raise 
the bar of professionalism in greater Kansas City.  
Our educational, professional, development, and 
consult ing serv ices empower c i t izens ,  
professionals, and communities to achieve 
excellence in advocating, planning, and 
engineering more walkable and bikeable places.  

About BikeWalkKC
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Project Background

From 2014-2016, BikeWalkKC worked with seven 
partner elementary schools in the Kansas City, 
Missouri School District to support students 
walking and biking to school, and to develop a 
district-wide strategy to achieve those outcomes. 
Existing data was extremely scarce on a local, 
granular level for student travel patterns, 
infrastructure conditions, school policies, and 
other factors influencing student travel decisions. 
Thus, initial work focused on the development 
and standardization of a data collection 
methodology, as well as a multi-pronged and 
sustained engagement effort, bringing together 
numerous and diverse partners from the school, 
neighborhood, City, and other organizations.

BikeWalkKC undertook an arrival and dismissal 
analysis for each partner school, a comprehensive 
infrastructure and site conditions analysis in the 
neighborhood surrounding partner schools, and 
engaged stakeholders through numerous in-
person meetings and formalized surveys. 
BikeWalkKC simultaneously deployed a series of 
educational programs focused on bicycle lessons, 
safety training, and earn-a-bike programs that 
provided students with bicycles upon completion 
of the course. Together, technical analysis and 
stakeholder feedback coalesced into a series of 
key findings outlined in this repot.  The findings 
informed a range of policy, infrastructure, 
programming, and funding strategies to address 
the challenges identified, and to support the goals 
of encouraging students to walk and bike to 
school.

Project Components:  

■ Arrival and Dismissal Observations

■ Built Environment Assessment

■ Policy Review

■ Education Programming

■ Direct Engagement and Surveys
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School Selection

School Enrollment BLAST Earn-a-Bike
Walk to School 
Day 

Bike to School 
Day

TOTAL Student 
Engagement in 
funded period

Attucks 341  X    48

Garcia 308  X  X   109

Garfield 773  X  X  X  537

Gladstone 553  X  X  X  381

J.A. Rogers 764    X  764

James 370  X  X   185

Whittier 458   X   X   X  X  392

Kansas City Public Schools currently operate twenty four elementary schools, two middle schools, 
and six high schools. After initial outreach to fifteen elementary schools, seven schools were selected 
for focused analysis, engagement, and programming, based on both willingness to participate and 
understanding of specific school needs.  A total of 2,416 students from the seven target schools 
participated in BikeWalkKC’s education and outreach programs throughout the grant funded project. 
Specifically, students were engaged through the BLAST (Bicycle Lesson and Safety Training), Earn-
a-Bike and International Walk and Bike to School Day programs.
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Crispus Attucks Elementary
2400 Prospect Ave

Garcia Elementary
1000 W 17th St

Garfield Elementary
436 Prospect Ave

Gladstone Elementary
335 N Elmwood Ave

James Elementary
5810 Scarritt Ave

J.A. Rogers Elementary
6400 23rd St

Whittier Elementary
1000 W 17th St
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Observations

Interviews

Operations Review

Site Analysis

Arrival and dismissal analysis incorporates data gathering and synthesis of all of the factors that 
impact a student’s ability to safely and comfortably walk or bike to school.  This includes everything 
from the behavior of students and parents at arrival and dismissal, to the quality of the physical 
infrastrucure on and around the school site, to the school policies and procedures that support or 
hinder walking and biking.  The synthesis of this data informs recommendations for site improvements, 
operational enhancements, and supplemental programs and policies that can support a better 
environment for walking and biking to school.

During arrival and dismissal observation periods, 
BikeWalkKC staff examines both quantitative and 
qualitative measures, including number of 
students walking, riding bicycle, and traveling via 
school bus, private automobile, or public transit.  
Observations also note travel patterns and timing 
of student arrival and dismissal to determine 
when the “waves” of student travel occur.

A school’s procedures for getting students into 
and out of the facility can impact the safety, 
comfort, and desirability of walking or biking to 
school.  Understanding how school policies 
interact with site conditions and observed 
behavior is important to create a holistic set of 
recommendations for walking and biking.

Direct engagement of parents, teachers, and 
administrators provides context to the technical 
analysis.  Interviews not only provide verification 
and explanation of observed behaviors, but also 
identify important motivations and perceptions 
regarding arrival, dismissal, and circulation issues.

Arrival and dismissal analysis includes assessment 
of the built environment and overall walkability of 
the school site and surrounding approaches.  

Arrival & Dismissal Observations

Methodology
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During arrival and dismissal observation periods, BikeWalkKC staff examined both quantitative and 
qualitative measures, including number of students walking, riding bicycle, and traveling via school 
bus, private automobile, or public transit. Observations also note travel patterns and timing of student 
arrival and dismissal to determine when the “waves” of student travel occur. Not all students could 
be observed simultaneously, especially when periods of peak activity were relatively brief.  As a result, 
these observations do not reflect a total inventory of student travel. Rather, they provide a 
representative summary of travel patterns and insight into specific operational challenges. Student 
participation in before- and after-school programs also impacted observations during standard drop-
off and pick-up times.

Attucks 

Morning Afternoon

Seven students were observed walking to school at Attucks in the morning, and just two students 
bicycled. Fifteen students walked home in the afternoon, but this still accounted for only 12% of 
student travel. The majority of students (60-69%) at Attucks were transported by bus. 

Observations Summary
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Garcia

Morning Afternoon

Just seven students walked to school in the morning, and twenty-three walked home in the afternoon. 
No students bicycled to or from Garcia. The majority of students were dropped off in a vehicle in the 
morning, while the majority rode the bus in the afternoon. 

Garfield

Morning Afternoon

Garfield is the only school out of those observed where fewer students walked home in the afternoon 
than in the morning. Fifty-two students were observed walking to school in the morning. Thirty-five 
students walked in the afternoon. No students bicycled. The majority of students rode the bus.
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Gladstone

Morning Afternoon

Significant shares of students walked to and from Gladstone. Nearly a quarter of students walked in 
the morning and just over half walked home in the afternoon. No students bicycled. Along with James 
Elementary, which also had high rates of walking, Gladstone largely serves a compact, walkable 
neighborhood surrounding it. 

James

Morning Afternoon

Of all schools observed, James Elementary had the most students observed walking to school. A third 
of students walked in the morning and two-thirds walked home in the afternoon. Along with Gladstone, 
which also had high rates of walking, James largely serves a compact, walkable neighborhood 
surrounding it. 



16 | Kansas City Public Schools

Arrival and dismissal analysis includes assessment 
of the built environment and overall walkability of 
the school site and surrounding approaches.

Built environment assessments and walkability 
audits were conducted by the Safe Routes to 
School Planner and the Safe Routes to School 
Urban Planning Intern in the summer of 2015.  
These assessments included the collection and 
analysis of conditions on a block-by-block level in 
the areas immediately surrounding each school.  

Factors evaluated included surrounding land-use, 
sidewalk condition, location and type of street 
crossings, community amenities (such as 
community gardens), amount of shade along 
given sidewalk segments, positive and negative 
activity on the street, and the overall pedestrian 
experience. More than 140 street segments were 
evaluated.  These evaluations help to inform 
recommendations and project needs for priority 
Safe Routes to School corridors.

As BikeWalkKC undertook observations of 
student travel patterns at partner schools, some 
schools had many more students walking to 
school than others. These student travel patterns 
demonstrated a strong relationship with the 
availability and quality of pedestrian infrastructure 
in school vicinities. Where there was adequate 
infrastructure and few barriers, more students 
walked to school.

Built Environment Assessment
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Assessing sidewalks and crossings 

The findings were then mapped. The mapping helps to identify infrastructure project priorities 
for school sites and priority Safe Routes to School corridors. 

Assessments were conducted for each street segment on the blocks immediately surrounding 
the school site. Street crossings at the end of each street segment were also evaluated. The 
conditions of each segment and crossing were described, scored, and recorded in a consistent 
format. 
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16  
16    
13  
38
1.8
36
19

Attucks Elementary

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (100%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (81%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels

  Vacant Buildings

Built Environment Assessment

■ Of the schools assessed, Attucks has the 
highest number of vacant parcels and 
buildings in the immediately surrounding 
blocks.

■ Many sidewalks are in poor condition: On 
some blocks, sidewalks are so covered by 
vegetation or deteriorated as to be 
impassable, or there are no sidewalks.

■ Freeways and railroad tracks in the vicinity 
of the school present a major barrier to 
walking and biking.
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Garcia Elementary

17  
16    
9  

44
2.7
13

1

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (94%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (53%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels
  Vacant Buildings

■ Attendance boundary is large, stretching 
all the way to the River Market and 
Northeast. Many students would have to 
walk or cycle over two miles to school.

■ Freeways and irregular street grid add 
additional barriers to walking and cycling.
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Garfield Elementary

36
35    
20
93
2.8
17
5

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (97%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (56%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels
  Vacant Buildings

■ While sidewalks surrounding the school 
are in decent condition, an irregular street 
network limits the number of direct routes 
to the school.

■ Half of the attendance area is cut off by 
Chestnut Trafficway. Access is only 
possible via Lexington and Independence, 
which are moderate- or high-traffic streets.
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Gladstone Elementary

22
20  
15
56
2.5

3
8

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (91%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (68%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels
  Vacant Buildings

■ The Gladstone attendance area is relatively 
compact and the street grid consistent. 

■ Many sidewalks surrounding the school 
are in poor condition. 

■ St. John Avenue presents a barrier that 
could be improved with safer crossings. 
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James Elementary

10
7  
7

24
2.2

4
9

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (70%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (70%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels
  Vacant Buildings

■ The James attendance area is relatively 
compact and the street grid is consistent. 

■ Many sidewalks are in poor condition: On 
some blocks, sidewalks are so covered by 
vegetation or deteriorated as to be 
impassable, or there are no sidewalks. 

■ St. John Avenue presents a barrier that 
could be improved with safer crossings.
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Whittier Elementary

19
18  
11
41

2.5
24
10

  Total Intersections Assessed
  Missing at Least One Crosswalk (95%)  
  Intersections with No Crosswalks (58%)
  Total Street Segments Assessed
  Average Sidewalk Score (0-5)
  Vacant Parcels
  Vacant Buildings

■ Major streets near the school, such as 9th 
Street, 12th Street, and Benton Blvd, 
present barriers to walking and biking, and 
lack visible marked crossings. 

■ Many of the parcels adjacent to the school 
are vacant.

■ Trash and significant graffitti were 
observed at several points near the school.
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Policy decisions at a variety of levels affect the 
environment for cycling and walking around 
Kansas City Public Schools.  In the early phases of 
the project, BikeWalkKC staff conducted a review 
of local public policy, school district policy best 
practices, and relevant adopted plans.  There 
were several direct, key outcomes of this review 
by the conclusion of the project:

■ Some school boundaries were redrawn that 
will better support walking and biking to 
school (based on findings from the policy and 
plan review).

■ The built environment assessment established 
the strategic direction of the project’s focus 
on policy and informed much of the data 
collection, engagement, and programmatic 
activities throughout the course of the project.

■ Information from this review laid the 
groundwork for  establ ish ing act ive 
transportation as an important priority for the 
school district and individual schools.

■ The final recommendations for the district, 
schools, and neighborhoods establishes a 
policy framework for a highly effective, 
inclusive strategy for investment in the built 
environment.

Policy Review



Safe Routes to School Report  |    31

Recommendations
The Mid-America Regional Council (MARC) serves 
as the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 
for the greater Kansas City region. Every MPO in 
the nation is required by federal law to maintain 
a plan to serve as a vision for long term 
transportation planning and that provides 
framework for all transportation decisions. Called 
Transportation Outlook 2040, the plan for the 
MARC region is meant to give guidance to all 
transportation improvements in order to better 
serve the region as a whole.
 
In addition to Transportation Outlook 2040, 
MARC has adopted a plan called Metro Green 
that highlights corridors for future off-street 
bicycle and pedestrian trails. This plan overlaps 
with the city of Kansas City, Missouri’s Trails KC 
Plan referenced later. Metro Green and Trails KC 
are important to KCPS’s SRTS efforts in that 
projects on those plans (as in the case of any 
adopted plan) are more likely to receive local, 
state or federal funding versus new projects not 
on an adopted plan.

It is also important to note that all decisions 
regarding the allocation of federal transportation 
funding are made by MARC committees. These 
committees include stakeholders from a variety 
of backgrounds. Previously, each of the relevant 
federal funding sources had its own committee 
responsible for allocating funds. In the future, 
MARC will consolidate some of these committees 
to standardize project application scoring 
methodology and to prevent duplication of 
projects.

Regional Policy

■ Ensure representation on MARC Bicycle 
and Pedestrian Advisory Committee and 
any other  re levant  p lanning or 
implementation committee.

■ Advocate for inclusion on MARC’s Total 
Transportation Policy Committee (TTPC).

■ Secure a seat on the MARC Active 
Transportation Programming Committee 
and Surface Transportation Committee.
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Area Plans
From the Kansas City, Missouri Planning 
Department website:
 
Area Plans recommend strategies to help realize 
a community’s long term vision for the future and 
provide a proactive, comprehensive framework to 
guide public decisions on land use, housing, public 
improvements, community development, and city 
services. Area plans provide both proactive 
strategies (phased action steps which are outcome 
driven) and reactive guidelines (evaluation tool to 
guide future decision making). The area plan will 
be used by the City and the community alike, and 
will become an element of the City’s Comprehensive 
Plan. The City is divided into 18 geographic areas 
for which area plans are being prepared .
 
Area Plans relevant to Kansas City Public Schools 
are: Greater Downtown, Truman Plaza, Midtown-
Plaza, Heart of the City, Country Club-Waldo, 
Swope, and Stadium-Park East. Walkability and 
bikeability were popular concepts expressed by 
the public and are prioritized in the transportation 
section of many of the recently updated plans. 
These themes as well as other community 
improvements relevant to Safe Routes to School 
are found throughout the adopted plans. 

Neighborhood and Corridor Plans
Within the district boundaries of KCPS, there are 
many plans focused on improving specific 
corridors or neighborhoods. Often these include 
references to walkability, community improvement 
and other issues relevant to a school. For example, 
relevant to James Elementary, there is a plan for 
the St. John Avenue corridor that outlines 
recommended transportation improvements.  
Without strong community support, plans like 
these  can  become dormant  and the 
recommendat ions  go  un implemented . 
Additionally, without proper cooperation or a 
diverse stakeholder group, these plans can 
duplicate work. 

Capital Improvement Plans
Each year the City creates one year and five-year 
Capital Improvements Plans (CIP) of scheduled 
infrastructure projects, including things like 
sidewalks and trails. The CIP includes projects 
requested by the various city departments, all 
well as projects requested by citizens and 
community organizations through the Public 
Improvements Advisory Committee (PIAC).

KCPS could create a list of priority infrastructure 
projects and work with the City to include these 
projects in the CIP. Parents and neighborhoods 
can apply directly to PIAC for specific projects. 

KCPS could also collaborate with other school 
districts serving the City to advocate for municipal 
policy improvements and prioritization of 
investments in infrastructure to support Safe 
Routes to School.

Local Policy

Recommendations
■ Representatives of Kansas City Public 

Schoo ls  shou ld  jo in  Area  P lan 
Implementation Committees.

■ Ensure representation on the Kansas City 
Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory 
Committee Technical Team.

■ Align City Capital Improvements Plan 
with district’s infrastructure needs.

■ Advocate for the prioritization of Safe 
Routes to School projects in the Capital 
Improvement Plan process.
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District Policy

The Safe Routes to School National Partnership 
provides comprehensive guidance on a variety of 
school policy areas to improve bicycle and 
pedestrian conditions for students. 
 

Hazard Busing
Public schools in the state of Missouri are often 
burdened by the extra transportation cost of 
busing students short distances in areas where 
streets are considered too dangerous for students 
to walk or bike. The state of Missouri has a 
complicated funding formula that only reimburses 
school districts for the cost of transporting 
students who live more than one mile from school. 
The formula does account for hazard busing that 
occurs within a one-mile radius of the particular 
school, but the state makes no additional funding 
allocations to actually offset the associated cost 
to the district. In many cases buses have to 
deviate from direct routes in order to bus students 
across hazardous conditions. In some cases 
districts have to add more buses to their system 
as a result of hazard busing.
 
Generally hazardous conditions that would 
present the need for hazard busing include but 
are not limited to:
 

■ Lack of sidewalks

■ Long distances between safe crossings of 
major streets

■ Freeways or bodies of water with inadequate 
pedestrian crossings

With modest improvements to the built 
environment many students could be safely 
connected to their schools with walking or biking 
routes. Additionally, the school district could see 
significant cost savings by consolidating bus 
routes or eliminating some routes altogether.

Recommendations
■ Create a Hazard Busing Plan.

■ Create an exhaustive list of all hazardous 
conditions that have necessitated student 
busing within two miles of all district 
schools.

■ Identify necessary improvements that 
will make walking and biking safe for 
students along those routes.

■ Perform cost savings evaluation that 
analyzes transportation budget savings if 
improvements are implemented.

■ Seek funding to implement improvements 
prescribed in hazard busing plan. For 
more information see the section on 
funding in this document.

■ Apply some or all of transportation 
budget savings to district wide Safe 
Routes to School program. Establish 
annual funding targets for district SRTS 
program. SRTS program could fund 
activities including but limited to: 

  - Walking school bus routes
  - Bike racks
  - Walk and Bike to School Day
  - Infrastructure improvements
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Consolidations & Boundaries
In the past few years the Kansas City Public 
School District has closed nearly 30 schools 
resulting in consolidations and the redrawing of 
boundaries for each of the district’s institutions. 
The boundary of a particular school plays an 
important role in determining its walkability.  It is 
important to consider several factors when 
drawing boundaries in order to maximize the 
number of students who can safely walk or bike 
to school and minimize transportation costs. 
While distance plays the most critical role in 
walkability and bikeability, other factors like major 
street crossings and dangerous intersections are 
also very important to consider. It may not always 
be possible to keep school catchment areas small, 
but by considering hazardous traffic conditions 
when redrawing boundaries a district can 
minimize the number of students having to cross 
major barriers.

Recommendations
■ Institute a district School Consolidation 

pol icy that requires analys is  of 
transportation cost and walkability audits 
any time school boundaries are redrawn.

■ When redrawing boundaries, especially 
for K-8 institutions, minimize barriers like 
major street crossings, dangerous 
intersections within each catchment area. 
Where possible, the barriers should be on 
the boundary. 

■ School Consolidation policy should 
strongly consider walkabil ity and 
bikeability.



Safe Routes to School Report  |    35

Facilities Planning

School Facilities
Factors such as secure bike and skateboard 
parking, location of school entrances, and design 
of the traffic flow can affect the safety and 
comfort of students using active transportation. 
When building a new school, renovating an 
existing one, or just planning for long-term design 
strategies, these factors should be considered.

Recommendations
■ Provide secure bike parking at all school 

facilities.

■ A c c o m m o d a t e  t h e  s a f e t y  a n d 
convenience of students, staff, and 
visitors, arriving and departing by 
different modes of transportation.

■ Minimize conflicts between those 
engaging in active transportation, school 
buses, and private automobiles by 
providing, at a minimum, safe crossings 
of parking lots and other areas of potential 
conflict.

School Zones
A school’s walkability/bikeability is largely 
dependent on the built environment of the 
surrounding neighborhood. Because of this, it is 
in the School District’s best interest to consider 
the areas immediately surrounding the school as 
part of all facilities management. Like many of the 
other recommendations found in this report, 
special focus should be paid to each school’s 
priority corridors.

Recommendations
■ Perform walkability audits around each 

facility especially along priority corridors.

■ I d e n t i f y  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r 
neighborhood improvements as part of 
ongoing facilities planning.

■ Advocate for improved City bike and 
pedestrian facilities design standards and 
prioritization framework.

■ Include provisions for built environment 
improvements in school facil it ies 
financing options.

■ Adopt district-wide crossing guard 
policies. 
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Educational programming is central to the goals and implementation of this project. Awareness and 
knowledge about biking and its benefits is one of the major barriers to more active, healthy students, 
particularly in communities where participating schools are located. Based on a strong foundation of 
successful programs, BikeWalkKC deployed programming in a systematic way in participating schools 
and throughout the district. Youth programming is designed to instill confidence, passion, and skill. 
This programming focuses on getting more kids to ride their bikes to school and for transportation, 
ultimately creating a healthier generation.  For this project, BikeWalkKC leveraged federal and 
philanthropic funds to offer programming and no cost to the school district.

Bicycle Lesson and Safety Training 
(BLAST)
BLAST is an outdoor mobile classroom, generally 
taught through PE classes, that encourages 4th-
6th graders to bike safely, engage in physical 
activity, and learn valuable traffic skills. The 
BLAST core concepts are to instill confidence, 
safety and skill in young bicyclists through three 
hours of fun, active learning and real-life traffic 
scenarios. Since the inception of the BLAST 
program in 2012, over 10,000 students in more 
than 50 schools and 11 school districts across the 
region have participated. 

Earn-A-Bike
Earn-a-Bike is an after school program that 
empowers 4th-6th grade students to learn basic 
bicycle mechanics, small-scale advocacy, and 
more advanced safety skills. Class size is generally 
smaller, and is ideally offered with or after BLAST. 
This eight-week course was developed as an 
attempt to address the barrier of under-resourced 
students not having bicycles at home. Students 
who successfully complete the Earn-a-Bike 
program receive a bike and safety package 
(helmet, lights, multi-tool and lock).

Youth Ambassadors
Youth Ambassadors, also known as Bike Club, is 
a unique skill-building experience for young 
people interested in bicycle and pedestrian 
advocacy, transportation planning, or community 
organizing. This eight-week program empowers 
middle and high school aged youth to take the 
lead on community improvement by picking real-
life infrastructure problems and mapping out 
workable solutions. Some of the work done by 
Youth Ambassadors feeds into ongoing projects 
supporting neighborhood mobilization and youth 
investment in communities.  

Programming Summary
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International Walk to School Day
International Walk to School Day began in 1997 as 
a one-day event and has since grown into a global 
movement including communities from more 
than 40 countries.  Locally, schools host formal 
and informal events to recognize students who 
walk and celebrate these small wins, in hopes to 
continue the momentum and spread awareness 
about walking as a viable means of transportation 
to school and as a way to live healthy lifestyles.  
Garfield, Gladstone, J.A. Rogers, and Whitter 
Elementary participated in organized Walk to 
School Day events through this grant.

Kansas City Public School Programming
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Community outreach was a critical piece for this 
project. Over the last two years, BikeWalkKC met 
regularly with neighborhood associations, PTA 
groups, district personnel, and other community 
organizations to expand participation. This was 
particularly important for BikeWalkKC to get a 
sense of the unique challenges and barriers that 
each school community faced.

A total of 2,477 students from the seven target 
schools participated in BikeWalkKC’s education 
and outreach programs throughout the grant 
preiod. Specifically, students were engaged 
through the BLAST, Earn-a-Bike, and International 
Walk and Bike to School Day programs.  School 
participation in these programs are based on 
interest and availability - each of the seven target 
schools were invited to participate in all 
programming activities.  Twenty-six engagement 
and education programs were offered overall.

The school community and parents were also 
involved in programming conducted through this 
grant. Over 1,100 parents received educational 
information for both the BLAST and Earn-a-Bike 
programs. This info served as a way to promote 
bicycle safety education to the families, and 
included important bicycle and pedestrian safety 
tips.  Over 100 parents, teachers, and community 
members directly participated in the various 
International Walk and Bike to School Day 
celebrations by walking with students to school.  
Through the relationships forged with school and 
neighborhood communities, programming is 
scheduled to continue beyond this project into 
2017 and beyond.

Engagement Summary

Through this project, BikeWalkKC built and 
maintained many important relationships that 
were critical to the project’s success and future 
work. Not only were the individual schools 
continually engaged throughout the process, but 
also neighborhood associations, community 
organizations, city departments, and school 
district administration were heavily involved in 
shaping the project’s progress:

■ Target Schools:  Principals, staff, Local 
Investment Commission (LINC) coordinators, 
PTA’s

■ Community Organizations:  Mattie Rhodes, 
Westside CAN, Northeast Alliance Together 
(NEAT), Pendleton Heights Neighborhood, 
Scarritt Neighborhood, Indian Mound 
neighborhood 

■ School District:  Administration, board 
members, transportation, planning, and 
communications departments, district 
advisory council meetings

■ City of KCMO:  Kansas City Police, Housing 
and Neighborhood, Animal Control, Public 
Works, and Planning departments 

One of the most significant connections to emerge 
from this grant is between the school district and 
the City of KCMO. BikeWalkKC’s efforts through 
this grant aim to build a common strategy 
between the district and city to address 
infrastructure and programmatic needs. The goal 
of this project in its final stages is to use the data, 
resources, and relationships formed to make the 
case for prioritized infrastructure improvements 
with the school as the anchor of these investments. 
In this way, the Safe Routes project was the 
catalyzing force in connecting these (and other) 
major players in unique ways to improve policies, 
infrastructure, and programming around active 
transportation.

Education and Outreach Partnerships
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Parents at participating schools received a survey 
that collected information about student travel 
patterns and specific barriers they face that 
prevent their children from walking to school. The 
most common barriers preventing students from 
walking reported on these surveys were: 1) crime 
and violence and 2) safety at intersections and 
concerns with traffic. This feedback was important 
in informing programmatic and pol icy 
recommendations, found later in this report.

Surveys
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Findings

Many students and parents perceived or 
experienced a lack of safety and comfort due to 
speeding traffic, lack of safe crosswalks, lack of 
sidewalks, sidewalks in disrepair, and due to 
infrastructure barriers like highways, underpasses,
and railroads.

While each of the schools that BikeWalkKC worked with on this grant have needs and challenges 
related to their unique location and circumstances, several overarching themes emerged through 
engagement and analysis that are informing ongoing and future actions to promote healthy, active 
students within the school district.  Almost universally, the following barriers stand in the way of 
students walking or biking to school:

Common Barriers

Many students and parents perceived or 
experienced a lack of safety and comfort due to 
assaults and other crimes, loitering homeless, 
drug dealers, vacant lots and buildings, the 
presence of wandering dogs, and general lack of 
visibility and activity in public spaces.

It is not practical for many students to walk or 
bike to school because of school attendance 
boundaries and walk boundaries that are either 
too great a distance from school, or cross major 
barriers like highways railroads, busy commercial
streets, and steep topography.

Many students do not own a bike, and have never 
ridden a bike. Sometimes parents and family have 
never ridden a bike either.

Infrastructure Personal Safety

Policy Access and Awareness
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Additional Findings
BikeWalkKC’s work through this grant project 
helped to identify and enrich understanding of 
key barriers to walking and biking for students in 
Kansas City schools. In addition to identification 
of barriers, the following findings help to provide 
clarity and direction for district-wide policy 
decisions:

■ No schools had a significant number of 
students who biked to school.

■ Operational challenges on and around school 
grounds create safety issues for students, but 
there are often simple changes to procedure 
that can address concerns.

■ There is significant variation in the level of 
walking and biking between schools.

■ There appears to be a strong relationship 
between the quality of pedestrian infrastructure 
around a school and the percentage of 
students who walk or bike.

■ Schools with a high percentage of walkers 
have few barriers like highways, railroads, 
overpasses, busy commercial streets, missing 
sidewalks, or steep topography.

■ Schools with a high percentage of walkers 
also have more complete and comfortable 
sidewalk network on neighborhood streets.

■ Schools with a low percentage of walkers 
typically have major barriers between schools 
and student residences as well as major gaps 
in the surrounding sidewalk network. In some 
cases, the size and shape of attendance 
boundaries has a major impact on how many 
students walk to school.

■ In general, more students walk in the afternoon 
than the morning.  This is not surprising 
because school pick up times occur during 
work hours for many parents.  
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School Comparison 

Garcia Elementary

Garcia Elementary has just three percent of 
students who walk in the morning, with just 
seventeen percent walking in the afternoon. 

As with other schools with a low percentage of 
walkers, Garcia has major barriers between the 
school and student residences, as well as major 
gaps in the surrounding sidewalk network. The 
school is cut off from much of its attendance area 
by two interstates to the north and east and by 
railroads to the west and south. Even in the blocks 
immediately surrounding the school, the street 
grid is irregular, potentially making the trip to 
school very indirect and/or confusing to students. 

This case also demonstrates the impact of the 
size and shape of the school’s attendance 
boundary on rates of walking and cycling. The 
Garcia attendance area is very large and irregular. 
It extends across Downtown, River Market,w and 
the Crossroads into the Historic Northeast. Many 
students would have to travel two miles to the 
school, crossing additional barriers, such as the 
Downtown freeway loop and US Highway 71.

Afternoon

There is significant variation in the level of walking and biking between schools.  The following 
comparison explores two schools - one with a high percentage of walking students, and another with 
a low percentage of walking students - to understand how various policy and built environment 
factors impact decisions.
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James Elementary

AfternoonOf the observed schools, James Elementary had 
the largest percentage of students walking or 
biking.  Thirty four percent of students walked in 
the morning while nearly two-thirds of students 
walked home in the afternoon.

Almost of of the students and James Elementary 
live within just a few blocks of the school. 
Furthermore, the path to school for almost every 
student follows narrow, quiet neighborhood 
streets.  There are no major topographical or 
infrastructure barriers between students and the 
school.  Walking routes avoid busy arterial streets 
with fast moving traffic.  For the most part, 
neighborhood streets include sidewalks, and 
many intersections around the school have 
painted crosswalks.

In the end, James largely functions as a traditional 
neighborhood school, serving the surrounding 
blocks.  While there is still room for improvement, 
students have a route to school that is relatively 
direct and comfortable. 
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Recommendations

Based on two years of engagement, observation, analysis, and partnership building, the following 
recommendations define a Safe Routes to School approach for Kansas City Public Schools that 
directly responds to the barriers to walking and biking identified over the course of this grant work, 
and that addresses individual challenges in a strategic and coordinated manner.

The Big Opportunity:

■ This project has strengthened partnerships at 
many levels, including individual schools, 
district adminstration, City officials, and 
neighborhood and community organizations.  
There is an opportunity to leverage those 
partnerships.

■ A framework exists for a multi-layered, multi-
partner strategy that benefits multiple groups 
and areas.

Everyone benefits from better 
infrastructure, increased safety, active 
living, and local engagement.  

■ There is an opportunity for infrastructure, 
programming, education, and engagement to 
be deployed together in a way that is mutually 
supportive.

■ Everyone benefits from better infrastructure, 
increased safety, active living, and local 
engagement.
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The schools participating in this project and the 
school district at large suffer from inadequate
community infrastructure. The neighborhoods of 
the partner schools are faced with decades of 
deferred maintenance and disinvestment. With a 
challenging fiscal environment for the City, 
securing resources to make major investments in 
infrastructure like sidewalks, crosswalks, and bike 
lanes is a daunting challenge. However, with a 
strategic approach the City and school district 
have the potential to identify priority corridors 
that concentrate scarce resources where they 
can have the greatest impact.

BikeWalkKC recommends identifying priority 
Safe Routes to School corridors to focus resources 
in a way that facilitates walking and biking to 
school, but also provide broader benefits to 
surrounding neighborhoods. Careful consideration 
of priority routes is crucial to effectively impact 
student transportation decisions. Using the data 
collected and analyzed in this grant, BikeWalkKC 
can identify a matrix of variables that impacts 
walkability and bikeability. Based on those factors, 
ideal routes can be chosen. Considerations include 
how close students within the attendance 
boundary are to a priority corridor, connections 
to other schools, parks, and destinations, the 
safety and comfort of the street environment, 
directness of route, presence of bus stops, and 
avoidance of discouraging barriers.

Where potential safe routes to school corridors 
have existing infrastructure deficiencies, these 
are locations that make sense to prioritize for 
infrastructure improvements. By approaching 
reinvestment in basic infrastructure through this 
strategic lens, the City and the school district can 
avoid piecemeal improvements with limited 
impact, and quickly establish a lean network with 
real mobility benefits.

Recommendation: 
Establish Priority Safe Routes to School Corridors
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N
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Priority Safe Routes to School corridors help to 
address one of the major barriers to walking and 
biking – inadequate infrastructure – but 
infrastructure fixes alone are not enough to create 
a safe and comfortable environment. To overcome 
the perception and reality of personal safety 
cha l lenges ,  s tudents  need support ive 
programming, and active eyes on the street. 
Programs ranging from walking school buses, to 
deployed crossing guards, to volunteer block 
watch during arrival and dismissal, all can enhance 
safety for students. 

By focusing these efforts in the priority Safe 
Routes to School corridors, the school district can 
establish and reinforce a network of walking and 
biking routes that students, parents, and teachers 
know will be safe and comfortable to traverse, 
with positive activity and watchful adults engaged 
throughout. This focused programming not only 
benefits students, but can also help to create 
positive engagement in the community at large. 
Together, infrastructure improvements by the 
City and programming efforts by the School 
District can support each other in a mutually 
beneficial manner.

New focused programming should occur 
alongside the increasingly established and 
integrated education and safety programming 
already offered at many district schools. These 
programs have proven very successful during the 
grant period, and are critical to overcome one of 
the key barriers to walking and biking – many 
students don’t have access to bicycles and don’t 
know how to safely walk or bike to school.

Recommendation: 
Focus Programming and Outreach in Priority Corridors
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Recommendation: 
Address Blight and Personal Safety in Priority Corridors

Dangerous buildings, noxious weeds, and 
abandoned properties pose real and perceived 
barriers to walking and biking to school. It is 
unrealistic to clean up all nuisance properties 
within each school’s walk boundary. Working with 
community partners to priorit ize blight 
remediation and crime prevention efforts along 
the identified priority corridors can help maximize 
the impact of such efforts. Such an approach can 
help make the most of scarce resources.  

Kansas City Public Schools should work with the 
Land Bank to prioritize its property maintenance 
along priority Safe Routes to School corridors.  
The school district can also work with KCMO 
Neighborhood Services to develop a systematic 
approach to code enforcement that addresses 
the most critical violations without putting undue 
burden on homeowners for minor infractions.  
Coordination with the Kansas City Police 
department could include extra presence and 
enforcement before and after school focusing on 
priority corridors.
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Recommendation: 
Expand and Formalize Education and Engagement

BikeWalkKC’s youth education programming has 
reached several thousand students of Kansas City 
Public Schools over the last five years. As 
education offerings expand, students are 
increasingly able to participate in successive, 
multi-year programs from elementary to middle 
to high school.  This is especially encouraging 
because it creates conditions to not only increase 
skills and knowledge, but to support lasting 
behavior change.

These opportunities to support students over 
time can be strengthened and formalized by 
integrating educational programming into every 
school in the district as part of an institutionalized 
district curriculum.  Bicycle and pedestrian safety 
education, encouragement for physical activity, 
and an introduction to alternative transportation 
options should be an essential piece for youth to 
engage in their neighborhoods and live healthier 
lives.

Specifically, there is value in hosting the equivalent 
of BLAST (Bicycle Lesson and Safety Training) in 
every elementary PE class for 4th-6th graders; 
Earn-a-Bike in every middle school; and Youth 
Ambassadors: Bike Club in all high schools. These 
types of programs weave skills training, safety 
and maintenance knowledge, youth development 
and advocacy, and bicycle access together to 
build a culture that values bicycling and walking 
as a means of transportation, connecting them to 
their community.

Kansas City Public Schools been very responsive 
to hosting bicycle and pedestrian education and 
outreach events. These efforts could create a 
sustainable impact through greater district 
investment and commitment to youth education 
programming. One opportunity is the purchase of 
district bike fleets to rotate through each school, 
with ongoing technical and training from local 
partners like BikeWalkKC. This investment, 
coupled with the integration of bicycle and 
pedestrian education into district curriculum, will 
allow bicycle programming to be more accessible 
and standardized in each school. 

Investing in a full-time Safe Routes to School 
coordinator for Kansas City Public Schools would 
provide direct, ongoing support for bicycle and 
pedestrian education and outreach activities 
district-wide. With the help of supportive partners, 
a Safe Routes to School Coordinator would not 
only be able to manage youth education 
programming, but also prioritize bicycle and 
pedestrian safety concerns, encouragement 
activities, and other efforts. A Safe Routes to 
School Coordinator could also serve as a liaison 
to the City for bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure 
accommodations around schools and bus stops 
for students.  There is also a long term need for 
the School District and City to plan for and partner 
on investments and programming beyond the 
existing federally funded education grants.
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Recommendation: 
Re-Establish Schools as Community Anchors

If Kansas City schools are successfully linked by 
an effective network of Safe Routes to School 
corridors, they become more accessible to the 
entire community. Historically, schools have 
served as community anchors, hosting community 
meetings, social gatherings, special events, and a 
wide variety of other activities. As the lynchpins 
of an effective network of safe routes to school 
network, community schools can enhance their 
connectivity, engagement, and service to 
surrounding neighborhoods.

A strategic and multi-layered approach to Safe 
Routes to School requires cooperation.  
Transportation, personal safety, education, 
infrastructure maintenance,  community 
participation, and other elements critical for Safe 
Routes to School necessarily bring together many 
different partners and constituents.  This adds 
complexity to the planning and implementation 
of Safe Routes to School initiatives, but also 
opportunity.  Community partners can support 
each other and reinforce each other’s missions 
with expanded capabilities.  For example, while 
neighborhood infrastructure is the responsibility 
of the City, it directly impacts the performance of 
schools.  While School District programming is 
focused on the students, it has benefits for parents 
and the neighborhood at large.  By recognizing 
these connections and being deliberate in 
partnership and coordination, community 
stakeholders can grow their resources and 
capabilities in ways that benefit everyone.

Recommendation: 
Grow and Strengthen Partnerships
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This report was produced for Kansas City Public Schools and made possible through funding by the 
Healthcare Foundation of Greater Kansas City.

BikeWalkKC
3269 Gillham Road, Suite C
Kansas City, MO 64109
816-205-7056 
info@bikewalkkc.org

Our mission is to redefine our streets as places for people to build a culture of active living.


