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The federal transportation legislation Safe, 
Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient Transportation 

Equity Act — a Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU), passed 
in August 2005, included funds to start a new national 
program called Safe Routes to School (SRTS). The $612 
million SRTS program was to support projects to improve 
safety on walking and bicycling routes to school and to 
encourage children and families to travel between home 
and school using these modes.

Safe Routes to School programs operate in all 50 states 
and D.C., reaching thousands of communities and families 
to increase the safety of walking and bicycling to school 
and to encourage more use of these modes. These funds 
have reached far and wide. Children benefiting from 
SRTS funds live in urban, rural and suburban communities 
representing varying income levels and a range of walking 
and bicycling conditions. 

This report aims to describe how federal and state 
agencies met the requirements of the legislation; the 
program’s reach and types of projects funded; and an 
overview of how state programs are administered. The 
time frame for this report spans the passage of the 
legislation in August 2005 to December 31, 2010, at 
which point the legislation had been extended as new 
transportation legislation had not been passed. To further 
explore issues related to funding and project delivery, 
the report examines obligation rates of SRTS funds and 
the practices perceived as supports and hindrances 
to obligation. The report’s aim is to inform policy and 
program decisions for Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA), State SRTS Coordinators, and policymakers and 
stakeholders at the federal, state and local levels.

Executive Summary



2 

Federal SaFe routeS to School Program ProgreSS rePort

Implementation of legislative 
requirements
The three main requirements of the law 
included (SAFETEA-LU, 2005): 

 � a full-time SRTS Coordinator in every 
participating state 

 � the establishment of a clearinghouse for 
SRTS information

 � the creation of a National Task Force

Each of these requirements was met. All 
50 States and D.C. established programs, 
funding 4,100 applications in part or full by 
the end of 2010. The National Center for 
Safe Routes to School functioned as the 
clearinghouse for the Federal Program, 
offering technical assistance, marketing, data 
processing and training as well as program 
tracking and research. The National Task 
Force released its report in July 2008. 

State Safe Routes to School 
Programs
States had a great deal of flexibility in how they 
structured and operated their SRTS Programs. 

Funding
As set forth in SAFETEA-LU, each state’s 
apportionment is based on its share of the 
national total of school-aged children in grades 
kindergarten through eight, with no state 
receiving less than one million dollars per year. 
As of December 31, 2010, the total amount 
apportioned to states equaled $821 million. 

Project selection
SAFETEA-LU established that not less 
than 70 percent and not more than 90 
percent of allocated funds were to be 
spent on infrastructure projects such as 

sidewalk improvements and pedestrian 
and bicycle crossing improvements, and 
that not less than 10 percent and not 
more than 30 percent was to be used 
to conduct non-infrastructure activities 
including education, encouragement and 
enforcement measures (2005). Some 
states offered funds for planning and this 
was considered non-infrastructure as well. 
States announced funds for a combination 
of infrastructure; combined infrastructure/
non-infrastructure; non-infrastructure and 
planning/start up activities. Infrastructure 
accounted for 66 percent of announced 
funding; combined projects rendered 24 
percent; non-infrastructure received nine 
percent and planning/start up projects 
received one percent. Assuming that at least 
one percent of the combined infrastructure/
non-infrastructure funds goes to non-
infrastructure (and it likely represents more 
than one percent), the minimum legislated 
requirement was met. 

Program reach 
As of December 31, 2010, funding had been 
announced to reach children at more than 
10,400 schools in 50 states and D.C. These 
schools are spread throughout the country. 

SAFETEA-LU and the subsequent Federal 
Program Guidance articulated the importance 
of reaching traditionally underserved 
populations. A National Center for Safe 
Routes to School analysis of announced 
funding for SRTS programs found that the 
proportion of schools with high, medium 
and low levels of free and reduced lunch 
assistance mirrored national proportions. 
In other words, announced Federal SRTS 
Program funds are going to schools in a 
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manner that reflects the country’s schools 
with respect to income. 

Project characteristics
A review of a sample of project descriptions 
revealed that sidewalk improvements were 
the most common activity (19 percent), 
followed by traffic calming (14 percent) and 
pedestrian/bicycle access (14 percent), then 
education (13 percent). 

State program management
State programs vary by many characteristics, 
specifically: program structure; outreach and 
education; project selection process; project 
implementation and project closeout. 

Obligation rate perspectives
The success of the Federal SRTS Program 
depends on funding reaching projects. 
Obligation rate is likely the best single 
measure for understanding the level of 
activity in a state in getting projects funded 
and constructed or implemented, but it 
must be examined in an informed way. 
Obligation of funds indicates the federal 
government’s commitment to pay funds for 
a particular project. It is generally triggered 
by the signing of a contract with a funding 
recipient. State SRTS Coordinators gave 
their perspectives on factors related to high 
and low obligation rates. Not surprisingly, 
the comments for high and low obligation 
rate mirrored each other; the factors that 
contributed to a high obligation rate were 
conversely noted as being problems or 
nonexistent with low obligation rate. 
The majority of comments focused on 
three themes: the length of time for the 
infrastructure project process; the capacity of 

communities to knowledgably fulfill federal 
aid requirements; and larger issues at state 
Departments of Transportation and the 
impact of those realities on SRTS. 

Conclusion
As a new federal program, Safe Routes to 
School has made remarkable progress. FHWA 
moved quickly to facilitate fulfillment of the 
requirements of the law. All states joined 
the program and each hired a State SRTS 
Coordinator. As of the end of 2010, nearly 
$584 million dollars had been announced in 
funding, the program’s obligation rate was 
45 percent and the program was steadily 
working towards improving safety for walking 
and bicycling to school and encouraging 
more children to get to school using these 
means. At the same time, state programs 
faced challenges obligating funds and any 
future rescissions threaten funds that go 
unobligated. With the uncertain economic 
climate, the potential for rescission cannot 
be ignored. While these achievements 
and circumstances of the program are 
known, the impact of SRTS programs on 
the transportation modes that children 
and families use to travel between home 
and school and the impact on pedestrian 
and bicyclist safety must be understood. 
Identifying and promoting the best practices 
in infrastructure and non-infrastructure 
strategies and operations at the state and 
local level are also necessities for maximizing 
the potential of the Federal SRTS Program. 
Future progress reports should be part of 
a broad program evaluation that monitors 
program processes and evaluates for mode 
shift and safety outcomes.
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The passage of the federal transportation legislation 
Safe, Accountable, Flexible, and Efficient 

Transportation Equity Act — a Legacy for Users 
(SAFETEA-LU) in August 2005 marked a major increase 
in support for walking and bicycling by the U.S. Congress. 
Funds were included to start a new national program 
called Safe Routes to School (SRTS). The $612 million1 
SRTS program was to support projects to improve 
safety on walking and bicycling routes to school and to 
encourage children and families to travel between home 
and school using these modes.

As stated in SAFETEA-LU, the purposes of the program 
are (Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation 
Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU), 2005):
1. to enable and encourage children, including those 

with disabilities, to walk and bicycle to school
2. to make bicycling and walking to school a safer and 

more appealing transportation alternative, thereby 
encouraging a healthy and active lifestyle from an 
early age; and

3. to facilitate the planning, development, and 
implementation of projects and activities that will 
improve safety and reduce traffic, fuel consumption, 
and air pollution in the vicinity (approximately two 
miles) of primary and middle schools (Grades K-8).

As the administrator of the program, the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) issued Program Guidance to 
assist states in setting up and conducting their programs. 
The Guidance addressed state program operations and 
details about what could be funded and how funding 
would reach recipients.

[1] Subsequent continuing resolutions resulted in a total of $821 

million apportioned to states as of December 31, 2010.

Introduction
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Safe Routes to School programs operate in 
all 50 states and D.C., reaching thousands 
of communities and families to increase the 
safety of walking and bicycling to school 
and to encourage more use of these modes. 
These funds have reached far and wide. 
Children benefiting from SRTS funds live 
in urban, rural and suburban communities 
representing varying income levels and a 
range of walking and bicycling conditions.

As of December 31, 2010:
 � More than 10,400 schools had been 

included in announced awards, which 
translate into a potential reach of at 
least 4.8 million schoolchildren (National 
Center for Safe Routes to School, 2010) 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 
September 2009).2

 � States had announced projects for 71 
percent of the total funding apportioned 
to them at that time ($583.9 million of 
$821 million).3 This amount exceeded 
the $568.2 million4 apportioned to states 
from the originally legislated $612 million.

[2] In 2008, the average elementary school (where 

the majority of SRTS programs exist) enrolled 469 

students, which translates into a potential reach of at 

least 4.8 million schoolchildren (National Center for 

Education Statistics, September 2009).

[3] The 71 percent figure reported here differs from 

the 68 percent figure documented in the Winter 

2010 SRTS Program Tracking Report (NCSRTS, 

2011b). The latter report used an $861.9 million 

apportionment, which was the amount apportioned 

through March 4, 2011. This report is based on 

what was known as of December 31, 2010, and thus 

uses the $821 million figure, which was the amount 

apportioned to states as of that time.

[4] This amount reflects total rescissions as of 

September 30, 2009 (see Table 2). 

This report aims to describe how federal and 
state agencies met the requirements of the 
legislation; the program’s reach and types 
of projects funded; and an overview of how 
state programs are administered. To further 
explore issues related to funding and project 
delivery, the report examines obligation rates 
of SRTS funds and the practices perceived 
as supports and hindrances to obligation. The 
time frame for this report spans the passage 
of the legislation in August 2005 to December 
31, 2010, at which point the legislation 
had been extended as new transportation 
legislation had not been passed. The report’s 
aim is to inform policy and program decisions 
for FHWA, State SRTS Coordinators, and 
policymakers and stakeholders at the federal, 
state and local levels.
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The progress report complements three 
other efforts that involve the National 
Center for Safe Routes to School

Evaluation Plan for the Federal Safe 
Routes to School Program
The evaluation plan provides a framework 
for both monitoring program implementation 
and measuring for the desired outcomes of 
increasing safety and enabling more children 
to walk and bicycle to school. The safety 
outcome portion of the plan draws upon the 
findings of Considerations for Conducting a 
Crash-based Evaluation of the Federal SRTS 
Program. Available by keyword search at 
www.saferoutesinfo.org/search.

Considerations for Conducting a  
Crash-based Evaluation of the Federal 
SRTS Program
This report examines the barriers to a  
crash-based evaluation, describing the 
data needed for such an evaluation, and 
then proposes a method for conducting a 
crash-based evaluation when sufficient data 
became available. It serves as the background 
document for the development of the outcome 
component of a national evaluation plan. 
Available by keyword search at  
www.saferoutesinfo.org/search.

Safe Routes to School Noteworthy 
Practices Guide: A Compendium of State 
SRTS Program Practices
Developed by the American Association of 
State Highway and Transportation Officials 
in collaboration with the National Center, this 
document highlights how state programs have 
used the flexibility offered by the law to take 
different approaches for conducting State 
SRTS Programs. Available by keyword search 
at www.saferoutesinfo.org/search.
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The results in this report use information collected 
through a combination of existing sources and efforts 

undertaken expressly for this report. These sources will 
be referenced throughout the report.

Existing sources
 � Fiscal Management Information System (FMIS). 

The Fiscal Management Information System (FMIS) 
is a Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) financial 
database that contains apportionment and allocation 
data (including Federal Safe Routes to School funds) 
and tracks project obligations and expenditures 
against those balances. 

 � National Center for Education Statistics. 
Information from the SRTS Project Database 
combined with data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics Common Core of Data provided 
a way to examine for the SRTS Program’s reach to 
low-income communities, racial/ethnic groups and 
geographic spread.

 � SRTS Project Database. The National Center 
maintains a database of announced projects based on 
information provided by the State SRTS Coordinators. 
The collected information includes descriptions of 
announced project funding activities. 

 � SRTS Program Tracking Reports. State SRTS 
Coordinators respond quarterly to a questionnaire 
about their program status and announced funds.  
The National Center produces a quarterly report 
based on responses. 

Information Sources
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Data collected specifically for the 
Progress Report

 � Supplemental State SRTS Coordinator Program 
Tracking Questions. To gain specific information 
about additional facets of state programs, 
coordinators were asked five questions added to 
the questionnaire they completed for the Program 
Tracking Report in fall 2010. 

 � State Program Scan. In summer 2010, the National 
Center for Safe Routes to School identified and 
collected approximately 60 data points about State 
SRTS Programs. The primary source was program 
websites. Collected information was then submitted 
to State Coordinators for review and correction.

 � Coordinator Obligation Rate Questionnaire. 
During the Annual State Coordinators Meeting 
held in summer 2010, coordinators were asked to 
provide anonymous written comments about their 
perceptions of factors contributing to low and high 
funding obligation rates. The National Center  
culled the responses to identify themes from 
collected information.
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After passage of SAFETEA-LU, Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) moved to set up the 

program and begin work to support meeting the 
requirements of the law. The legislation included set-
aside funds for FHWA. FHWA put these funds towards 
expenses such as operation of the SRTS Clearinghouse 
(the National Center for Safe Routes to School) and 
SRTS Task Force Meetings. FHWA supported state 
programs in several ways such as providing a description 
of the skills necessary to fulfill the coordinator 
responsibilities to state Departments of Transportation; 
facilitating communications between FHWA Division 
Representatives and State SRTS Coordinators; providing 
technical assistance and education to State Coordinators; 
and funding travel and other expenses for annual 
coordinator meetings. 

The three main requirements of the law included: 
 � a full-time SRTS Coordinator in every  

participating state 
 � the establishment of a clearinghouse for  

SRTS information 
 � the creation of a National Task Force 

Each of these requirements was met. The remainder of this 
section provides a brief summary of the fulfillment of each. 
(SAFETEA-LU, 2005).

Implementation of 
Legislative Requirements
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State Safe Routes to School 
Coordinators
In January 2006, state Departments of 
Transportation (DOTs) around the country 
began hiring full-time Safe Routes to School 
Coordinators to lead the program. By April 
2007, all 50 states and D.C. had interim or 
full-time coordinators in place, and as of June 
30, 2007, just eighteen months after the 
first coordinators began their work, the total 
announced funding awards reached $94.5 
million (National Center for Safe Routes to 
School, 2007). In recognition for its progress 
and early achievements, the Michigan DOT 
received the James L. Oberstar Safe Routes 
to School Award in October 2007, setting a 
high standard for other states. Coordinators 
came from widely varied backgrounds both 
within and external to state DOTs, including 
planning, engineering and public health. 
Coordinators participated in an ongoing 
private listserv, regular teleconference calls 
and annual meetings to network, discuss 
challenges and share solutions. 

Between October 2006 (the release of the 
first SRTS Program Tracking Report which 
collected information about coordinator 
status) and end of December 2010, each 
quarter yielded an average of five states 
that did not have a permanent coordinator 
because the position was currently vacant, 
being filled by an interim coordinator, or the 
state did not have a SRTS program (the latter 
only occurred in the first two quarters of the 
reporting period). States had a permanent 
coordinator in place 91 percent of the 

reporting time period.5 How State SRTS 
Coordinators structured and operated their 
programs is discussed in much greater depth 
in the next section, “State Safe Routes to 
School Programs.” 

Clearinghouse for Safe 
Routes to School
In May 2006, the University of North 
Carolina Highway Safety Research 
Center launched the Federal Program’s 
Clearinghouse as the National Center for 
Safe Routes to School. In the first six 
months of operation the National Center 
accomplished major milestones including: 

 � Launching a comprehensive website
 � Coordinating the inaugural national 

conference for State SRTS Coordinators
 � Developing standardized national tools  

for collecting school trip data and  
parent attitudes

 � Promoting International Walk to School Day 
and Month within the United States and 
abroad, resulting in a 100 percent increase 
in domestic local media coverage received

 � Setting up the State SRTS  
Coordinators listserv

 � Establishing a national Safe Routes to 
School Award of achievement

[5] Coordinators responded to a question about 

coordinator status (response options included: 

permanent, permanent but vacant, interim, none) 

for the SRTS Program Tracking Report for 15 of 

the 17 quarters between October 2006 and end 

of December 2010. For the two quarters when 

coordinator status was not asked, a Program 

Tracking Report was still published. The average 

number of quarters that a state reported a 

“permanent” coordinator status was 13.6 of  

possible 15 quarters.
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Key activities of the National Center over the 
past five years include:

 � Offering technical assistance primarily 
based from the website — including 
an extensive online library and Q&A 
section — and serving as a comprehensive, 
national portal of program information, 
resources and data. Visits to the National 
Center’s website more than doubled 
between the first year and the fifth year.

 � Tracking the progress of the Federal 
Program and the overall reach of the 
program through program tracking  
briefs and a comprehensive project 
list, and making this information widely 
available and searchable on the National 
Center’s website.

 � Developing a plan for a national 
evaluation of SRTS programs and 
producing a progress report that 
describes implementation of the Federal 
SRTS Program. 

 � Supporting State SRTS Coordinators’ 
efforts and communications through a 
coordinators-only listserv and section 
of the website, and the planning and 
facilitation of regular conference calls and 
annual meetings. 

 � Developing and offering a breadth 
of SRTS training opportunities, both 
in-person and online. This training 
includes nearly 200 professionals who 
participated in Safe Routes to School 
National Course Instructor Trainings held 
around the country.

 � Coordinating and promoting International 
Walk to School events in the United 
States every October. Participation broke 
records every year. In 2010, more than 
3,500 events were registered and First 
Lady Michelle Obama provided a letter of 
support for the event. 

 � Developing two standardized data 
collection instruments, the Student Travel 
Tally and Parent Survey, as part of ongoing 
efforts to help SRTS programs gather 
information, understand the results from 
local SRTS programs, and, potentially, lead 
to discovery in the future. As of December 
31, 2010, the data system contained 
520,379 Parent Surveys and 92,127 
Student Travel Tallies from approximately 
5,223 schools located in the 50 States and 
Washington, D.C.

Task Force
The National SRTS Task Force was charged 
with developing a national strategy to 
advance SRTS programs and nationwide. 
As a federally chartered national advisory 
committee, an open nomination process 
led to selection of Task Force Members. 
Seventeen members were selected to 
reflect the representation articulated in 
SAFETEA-LU and the subsequent Joint 
Explanatory Statement of the Committee of 
the Conference including: leaders in health, 
transportation, and education, including 
representatives of appropriate federal 
agencies as well as representatives from 
state and local agencies (SAFETEA-LU, 
2005) and relevant non-profit organizations 
and associations including organizations 
or associations that represent automobile 
drivers (H.R. Rep. No. 109-203, 2005). 

The Task Force met seven times from 
January 2007 through May 2008. In July 
2008, the Task Force released its final 
report titled Safe Routes to School:  A 
Transportation Legacy. The report provided 
specific strategies to the U.S. Department 
of Transportation and Congress regarding 
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future and current efforts to make walking 
and bicycling safely to school a reality 
for American school children. The report 
included five areas and delineated respective 
actions including:
1. Spend current Federal SRTS funds 

effectively by building on successful 
implementation strategies. 
 x Address challenges created by Title 23 
and the government-wide Common 
Rule on grant management

 x Evaluate local programs
 x Provide information on best practices 
for SRTS programs

 x Share operational strategies
 x Ensure long-term sustainability 

2. Improve federal support for SRTS by 
strengthening forthcoming transportation 
legislation. 
 x Retain certain aspects of the legislation
 x Change certain aspects of the legislation

3. Promote and encourage support for SRTS 
programs among other partners with a 
stake in the success of these programs.
 x Stimulate local support for  
SRTS programs

 x Engage key partners at the state level
 x Engage key partners at the federal level

 x Develop performance measures that 
appeal to all partners

4. Address other challenges that SRTS 
programs face.
 x Engage institutional partners 
 x Address liability issues
 x Address societal issues
 x Locate, design and build school 
campuses and roadways the right way 
the first time

 x Policy issues, best practices, and other 
issues of national significance

5. Look towards the future: advance 
innovative solutions that support  
SRTS efforts.
 x Empower children to participate in 
SRTS programs

 x Develop innovative tools to support 
SRTS programs 

 x Provide national safety resources
 x Profile successful SRTS programs

The Task Force formally presented the report 
to the U.S. Department of Transportation 
Secretary Mary Peters in July 2008. FHWA 
then issued the report to Congress. See 
www.saferoutesinfo.org/about-us/mission-
and-history/task-force for the group’s charter, 
membership and final report.
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Funding
As set forth in SAFETEA-LU, each state’s apportionment 
is based on its share of the national total of school-aged 
children in grades kindergarten through eight, with no state 
receiving less than one million dollars per year. FHWA is 
responsible for identifying student enrollment numbers 
in each state and uses the National Center for Education 
Statistics Common Core of Data and the Private School 
Universe Survey, both the work of the U.S. Department 
of Education, to do so. As of December 31, 2010, the 
total amount apportioned to states equaled $821 million.6 
Table 1 lists the total apportionment to each state from the 
program’s start through the end of 2010. Table 2 provides 
major milestones of funding level changes.

[6] To be comparable with other findings dated December 31, 2010 

in this reported, this section uses the $821 million apportionment 

figure. However, it bears mentioning that on January 5, 2011, 

additional funds were apportioned to states via a continuing 

resolution, bringing the total amount to $861.9 million through 

March 4, 2011.

State Safe Routes to 
School Programs

States had a great deal of flexibility in how they 
structured and operated their SRTS Programs.  

This section describes funding, project selection, 
program reach, project characteristics and management 
of state programs. 
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State
 Total 

Apportionment ($) 

Alabama $12,443,087

Alaska $6,240,000

Arizona $15,810,926

Arkansas $7,965,046

California $95,743,355

Colorado $12,038,290

Connecticut $9,487,412

Delaware $6,240,000

District Of  

Columbia
$6,240,000

Florida $41,273,091

Georgia $24,234,998

Hawaii $6,240,000

Idaho $6,240,000

Illinois $32,709,713

Indiana $16,765,806

Iowa $8,225,357

Kansas $8,072,801

Kentucky $10,826,026

Louisiana $12,199,202

Maine $6,240,000

Maryland $14,265,821

Massachusetts $15,593,191

Michigan $26,309,745

Minnesota $13,202,858

Mississippi $8,815,737

State
 Total 

Apportionment ($) 

Missouri $14,878,881

Montana $6,240,000

Nebraska $6,293,845

Nevada $7,419,407

New Hampshire $6,240,000

New Jersey $22,216,420

New Mexico $6,515,121

New York $44,514,062

North Carolina $21,886,666

North Dakota $6,240,000

Ohio $28,732,872

Oklahoma $9,724,945

Oregon $9,193,071

Pennsylvania $29,332,613

Rhode Island $6,240,000

South Carolina $11,195,149

South Dakota $6,240,000

Tennessee $15,116,021

Texas $63,776,000

Utah $8,285,678

Vermont $6,240,000

Virginia $18,767,744

Washington $15,823,523

West Virginia $6,240,000

Wisconsin $14,015,520

Wyoming $6,240,000

Total $821,030,000

Table 1. Total apportionments for 2005-2010 through December 31, 2010
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Table 2. State apportionments for the SRTS Program

Funds apportioned to all states under 
SAFETEA –LU for period ending 
9/30/2009. Includes reduction of 
rescinded funds (a one percent 
rescission in FY2006, and $27.8 million 
rescission on 9/30/2009)  
(FHWA, 2009a) (FHWA, 2009b) 

$568,238,147

Funds apportioned to all states through 
Continuing Resolutions and legislative 
extension acts that occurred during 
fiscal year 2010 (including a restoration 
of the $27.8 million originally rescinded 
on 9/30/2009)  
(FHWA, 2010a) (FHWA, 2010b)

$207,791,853

Funds apportioned to all states through 
legislative extension acts that occurred 
during the first three months of fiscal 
year 2011 (from 10/1/2010 through 
12/31/2010) (FHWA, 2010c)

$45,000,000

Total SRTS funds apportioned to states 
since the Federal SRTS Program began 
through 12/31/2010

$821,030,000
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Project selection
The vast majority of states used an 
application process to determine the 
projects to fund. Of the 9,319 applications 
received by states, 4,100 were selected 
for partial or full funding, representing 44 
percent of applications and 38 percent of 
total requested funds (National Center for 
Safe Routes to School, 2011a). The volume 
of applications received and the differential 
between what was requested and what was 
funded demonstrates the public demand and 
interest in the program. 

After selection, states then announced 
projects that were to receive funding. As 
of December 31, 2010, 71 percent of the 
total apportioned funding ($821 million) had 
been announced for projects. The proportion 
of announced funding was particularly 
impressive given that the total available 
funds included the addition of $85.8 million 
just two months earlier (October 1, 2010). 

Because the SRTS Program is a federal 
aid program, funds for a project must be 
obligated, which is the federal government’s 
commitment to reimburse the state for project 
expenditures. Obligation generally occurs 
with the completion of a project agreement. 
As such, while announced funding is usually 
the first step towards implementation and 
construction of local and statewide projects, 
obligation must occur before a project can 
move forward. Because of its importance, 
obligation rate is further discussed in a 
subsequent section on project closeout. 

Current data collection systems at the 
federal level do not offer a simple way 
to describe how funds have been spent. 
Federal Highway Administration’s Fiscal 
Management Information System (FMIS) is 
a powerful tool for tracking federal aid funds 
that have been obligated. However, there 
is a time period between announcement 
of projects to fund and obligation of funds. 
To help fill the gap in tracking funding, the 
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National Center for Safe Routes to School captures 
projects that have been announced for funding. This data 
set offers a way to look across states and describe the 
intended activities and construction by programs. 

SAFETEA-LU established that not less than 70 percent 
and not more than 90 percent of allocated funds were 
to be spent on infrastructure projects such as sidewalk 
improvements and pedestrian and bicycle crossing 
improvements, and that not less than 10 percent and 
not more than 30 percent was to be used to conduct 
non-infrastructure activities including education, 
encouragement and enforcement measures (2005). Some 
states offered funds for planning and this was considered 
non-infrastructure as well.

As of December 31, 2010, funds had been announced in 
the following proportions as detailed in Figure 1:

 � Infrastructure – 66 percent of announced funding
 � Combined infrastructure/non-infrastructure – 24 percent
 � Non-infrastructure – nine percent
 � Planning/start-up – one percent

Assuming that at least one percent of the combined 
infrastructure/non-infrastructure funds goes to non-
infrastructure (and it likely represents more than one 
percent), the minimum legislated requirement was met 
(NCSRTS, 2011a).

9% 24%

Infrastructure Non-infrastructure Combined Planning

1%

66%

Figure 1. Proportion of funds announced by type (N =  $583,896,594)
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Program reach

As of December 31, 2010, funding had been announced to reach children at more than 10,400 
schools in 50 states and Washington, D.C. These schools are spread throughout the country.

As of December 31, 2010, Federal Safe Routes to School funding had been announced to reach children 

at more than 10,400 schools in 50 states and Washington, D.C.



21 

Federal SaFe routeS to School Program ProgreSS rePort

The distribution of projects mirrors the pattern of population density of school-age children 
across the country, suggesting that programs are going where children live and reaching a 
variety of settings (Esri, 2010).  

Population Density Age 5 to 17

0 - 2
3 - 6

7 - 12
13 - 29

30 +

(Persons Per Square Mile)

Population Density Ages Five – 17 by County

The distribution of the SRTS projects announced for funding mirrors the pattern of population density 

of school-age children across the country, suggesting that programs are both going where children live 

and reaching a variety of settings. 
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To further examine the reach of programs 
to different settings, the distribution 
of schools across the United States in 
city, suburb, town or rural settings was 
compared to the locations of schools 
included in announcements of SRTS 
funds. Using designations by the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Common Core of Data database that places 
schools on a continuum from closest to a 
populous area (“city”) to farthest from a 
populous area (“rural”), schools that were 
part of SRTS funding announcements 
were similarly categorized (NCES, 2011). 
As can be seen from Figure 2, relative to 
schools across the country, SRTS schools 
were overrepresented in towns7 and 
underrepresented in rural areas.8 Otherwise, 
schools included in announcement of 
SRTS funds and schools overall were 

[7] c2 (1, N = 77,385) = 8.553, p = 0.003

[8] c2 (1, N = 77,385) = 18.845, p = 0.000

similarly distributed in city and suburban 
communities. This could be because rural 
areas are less likely to have as many children 
who live close enough to school to walk 
or bicycle compared to other settings. It is 
also possible that rural areas have less staff 
capacity to submit funding applications.

SAFETEA-LU and the subsequent Federal 
Program Guidance articulated the importance 
of reaching traditionally underserved 
populations. While no requirement was 
made for state programs to track the 
reach of their funding related to particular 
populations, having an understanding of 
the extent to which these groups are being 
reached is valuable because of their high 
injury rates and/or the need to assure that 
they are included. 

29%
31%

19%
22%

26%
29%

13%

32%

Suburb RuralTownCity

SRTS (n=415) National (n=76970)

Figure 2. Distribution of schools with announced funds and locations of all U.S. schools



23 

Federal SaFe routeS to School Program ProgreSS rePort

Tribal nations
The pedestrian death rate for American Indian 
children is almost four times that of the overall 
U.S. population (Federal Lands Highway, 
2010). While the original legislation did not 
specifically mention tribes, the SAFETEA–
LU Technical Corrections Act of 2008 
amended Section 1404(e) to read “Amounts 
apportioned to a state under this section 
shall be used by the state to provide financial 
assistance to state, local, tribal, and regional 
agencies, including nonprofit organizations, 
that demonstrate an ability to meet the 
requirements of this section” (2007). This 
impacted the thirty-four states that have 
federally recognized tribes (BIA, 2011).

In November 2010, 31 State SRTS 
Coordinators with tribal land in their states 
responded to a National Center for Safe 
Routes to School question on this topic. 
Seven state SRTS programs had funded 
projects or activities on tribal lands for 
a range of activities such as sidewalk 
construction, signage and safety education. 
There are a variety of factors impacting 
tribal funding for SRTS programs. State 
Coordinators have cited challenges related to 
communication, administration of funds, and 
project implementation that are unique to 
tribal schools. At the federal level, initiatives 
were begun to increase awareness about 
Safe Routes to School among tribal nations 
through work with groups including the First 
Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! in Indian 
Country (2010). 

Children with disabilities 
The program legislation states that one of 
the purposes of the program is to enable 
and encourage children, including those with 
disabilities, to walk and bicycle to school 
(SAFETEA-LU, 2005). Most SRTS projects 
already include children with disabilities 
as a matter of course, since on average 
one out of every seven students has a 
disability. Additionally, SRTS infrastructure 
projects must be accessible to persons 
with disabilities because they are subject 
to the Americans with Disabilities Act 
Accessibility Guidelines. Some states 
have funded programs that specifically 
emphasize meeting the needs of children 
with disabilities. In a survey conducted by 
the National Center, 17 of 43 responding 
State SRTS Coordinators indicated that they 
had funded, or had plans to fund within 12 
months, programs with a particular focus 
on the inclusion of children with disabilities. 
See the Safe Routes to School Noteworthy 
Practices Guide for an example of a State 
SRTS-funded project that focused on 
children with disabilities (AASHTO, 2011).
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Communities with low income

The federal funding for SRTS does not allow requiring 
applicants to provide a funding match so that those 
communities without the necessary capital can still 
participate in the program. The Program Guidance 
noted that low income communities represent a 
disproportionate amount of child pedestrian injuries 
(FHWA, 2006). 

An analysis of announced funding for SRTS programs 
found that the proportion of schools with high, medium 
and low levels of free and reduced lunch assistance 
mirrored national proportions. In other words, announced 
Federal SRTS Program funds are going to schools in a 
manner that reflects the country’s schools with respect to 
income. Figure 3 shows that low-income schools (defined 
as having 75 percent or more of its students eligible to 
receive free and reduced priced meals) represent 21 
percent of U.S. schools while approximately 23 percent of 
schools announced for SRTS funding fall into this category. 
See Appendix A for further details of the analysis and a 
comparison of findings to other similiar research.

23%

40%
37%

21%

38%
41%

HighMiddleLow
SRTS (n=415) National (n=76970)

Figure 3. Percentage of SRTS and U.S. schools within income categories during the 

2008-2009 school year.
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State SRTS Programs took deliberate 
steps to include low-income communities 
such as through application criteria that 
provided additional points for low-income 
communities or considered the geographic 
spread of projects; trainings targeted to 
low-income communities and access to 
planning assistance.

While not specifically mentioned in the 
legislation or guidance, examining for racial/
ethnic groups that would benefit from SRTS 
projects contributes to the discussion on 
program reach. As with communities with low 
income, the analysis of announced funding for 
SRTS programs found that the racial/ethnic 
mix of students benefiting from the SRTS 
program mirrored national proportions.9 

Project characteristics
The Program Guidance emphasized the 
value of funding programs that were 
comprehensive; incorporating a combination 
of education, encouragement, enforcement, 
engineering and evaluation, depending on 
the circumstances. The Guidance discussed 
eligible SRTS projects and activities as 
falling into one of two funding categories: 
infrastructure (which generally includes 
engineering treatments) or non-infrastructure 
(which generally includes education, 
encouragement, enforcement, evaluation 
as well as other activities such as planning). 
The legislation required that not less than 

[9] Students at SRTS schools were 60 percent white 

compared to 58 percent nationwide, 19 percent 

Hispanic compared to 19 percent nationwide, 17 

percent black compared to 17 percent nationwide, 

three percent Asian/Pacific Islander and one percent 

American Indian/Alaska Native compared to four 

percent and two percent nationwide respectively.

10 percent and not more than 30 percent of 
each State’s apportionment be spent on non-
infrastructure activities. 

Comprehensive programs
States employed a variety of methods 
to encourage comprehensive programs. 
According to a scan of State SRTS Program 
websites conducted in the summer of 
2010, 36 state programs encouraged 
applicants to include both infrastructure 
and non-infrastructure programming in their 
application submission, or to describe how 
their program includes components of each 
even if not applying for funds for both. 

Infrastructure, non-infrastructure and 
other awards
As of December 31, 2010, 7,357 SRTS 
projects had been announced and were 
estimated to reach 10,400 schools. SRTS 
State Coordinators identified each project in 
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one of the following categories as shown in Figure 4: 
 � Infrastructure – 43 percent
 � Non-infrastructure – 27 percent
 � Combined infrastructure/ 

non–infrastructure – 20 percent
 � Planning/start–up – 10 percent 

It is important to note that earlier in this report the 
split of infrastructure and non-infrastructure projects 
was examined by looking at project dollar value and 
concluded that at least a minimum of ten percent (but 
likely somewhat higher amount ) of the funds were going 
to non-infrastructure, thus meeting the requirement 
of SAFETEA-LU. Examining proportion of announced 
projects by type offers a look at what was most and least 
common (NCSRTS, 2011a).

Funding for planning assistance deserves special 
mention. Many state programs saw a need to provide 
planning assistance to current or prospective funding 
recipients. In a query to State Coordinators, of whom 43 
responded, fourteen states (33 percent) indicated that 
they offered funding specifically labeled for planning. Of 
those states, 11 (79 percent) coordinators thought that 
planning funds helped communities submit subsequent 
applications that were selected for further funding. 
In some cases, planning funds were offered because 
the state had required or incentivized applicants to 
complete a school travel plan prior to applying for further 
funding. Another nine (21 percent) of the 43 responding 
coordinators allowed applications for infrastructure or 
non-infrastructure projects to include planning activities 
and expenses. Twelve (28 percent) of the 43 responding 
State Coordinators noted that though they did not offer 

Infrastructure Non-infrastructure Combined Planning

43% 20%27% 10%

Figure 4. Proportion of number of project by type (N=7,357)
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planning funds, they did offer planning assistance in other ways, such as through a consultant. 
The remaining respondents (eight, or 19 percent) did not offer any planning assistance or 
SRTS funds for planning.

Funded project activities
Reviewing announced project descriptions help paint a picture of the most common types 
of infrastructure and non-infrastructure activities. In order to identify the frequency and 
breadth of funded activities, the National Center examined a representative sample of 415 
“infrastructure,” “non-infrastructure,” or “combined infrastructure-non-infrastructure” 
projects that State Coordinators had announced for SRTS funding as of December 31, 2010.10 
Each project was counted in as many of the categories listed here as needed to capture the 
described project activities: (1) sidewalk improvements; (2) traffic calming; (3) pedestrian/bicycle 
access; (4) education; (5) plan development; (6) encouragement; (7) enforcement; (8) evaluation; 
(9) general statements; and (10) other. 

Figure 5 shows the percent of projects with descriptions containing each of these 
categories. Table 3 includes examples of activities captured in each category. Sidewalk 
improvements were the most common activity (19 percent) followed by traffic calming (14 
percent) and pedestrian/bicycle access (14 percent), then education (13 percent). 

[10]  Of the total 2,994 State coordinator-identified “infrastructure,” “non-infrastructure” and “combined 

infrastructure-non-infrastructure” projects which included coordinator-supplied project descriptions, a 

sample of 415 projects was randomly drawn for further examination. The 415 project figure was selected in 

order to reduce data collection burden, and to ensure 95 percent confidence that the sample reflected the 

larger SRTS project population within a +/- 3 percent margin of error. 

3%

3%

6%

9%

9%

10%

13%

14%

14%

19%

Other

Evaluation

Enforcement

General statements

Encouragement

Plan

Education

Pedestrian/Bicycle access

Traffic calming

Sidewalk improvements

Figure 5. Proportion of projects with specific categories of activities (N=415)
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Table 3. Types of activities included in each project category (N = 721). 

Project Category Description
Percent of 
Projects with 
Component

Sidewalk 
improvements

New sidewalks, improvements to sidewalks, 
repairs to sidewalks, gap closure, curb, curb 
ramp, ADA ramps

19

Traffic calming

Bulb outs, speed humps, median refuges, 
school zone signs, automated speed 
enforcement (cameras), raised crossings, 
flashing beacons, speed feedback signs, 
pedestrian-activated signals and countdowns

14

Pedestrian/Bicycle 
access

Bicycle racks, bicycle lanes, trails, pedestrian 
bridges, pedestrian tunnels, and crosswalks

14

Education

Pedestrian/bicycle education, safety education, 
education for others, workshops, outreach 
programs, awareness campaigns, PSAs, 
billboards, signs, trainings (including SRTS 
National Course), and marketing

13

Plan
Any project that includes the development of an 
SRTS plan 

10

Encouragement
Incentives, Walk to School Day, bicycle trains, 
walking school buses, walking clubs, mileage 
clubs, bicycle clubs

9

General statements
General statements without project 
description details (e.g., “infrastructure”, “non-
infrastructure”, “general SRTS project”, etc.)

9

Enforcement
Law enforcement overtime, crossing guards 
and training, crossing guard supplies, speed 
enforcement, neighborhood watch programs

6

Evaluation Any project that describes an evaluation 3

Other
Any other project types not categorized, such 
as needs assessments and stipends

3
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State program management
This section reviews five major components 
of state programs and gives a broad view of 
how states approached each component. 
The information reported here is based on 
a scan of all available State SRTS Program 
websites in spring 2010. The findings were 
reviewed by State Coordinators in summer 
2010. Examples of state practices mentioned 
here can be found in Safe Routes to School 
Noteworthy Practices Guide produced by 
AASHTO in collaboration with the National 
Center (AASHTO, 2011).

1. Program structure
Programs were either state administered 
or contracted. Forty-eight of the 51 State 
Coordinator positions were housed in a 
state Department of Transportation, one 
was housed in the state Department of 
Administration and two were outsourced 
to contracted consultants. One state 
established a decentralized system, 
dividing annual funding allocations among 
regional district offices which then oversee 
administration of their funds while all other 
states administer funds from a central office. 

Once projects or activities were announced, 
some state programs provided full or 
partial delivery of the project (design, 
construction, safety education, etc) either 
in-house or through contracted services, 
while some left implementation entirely to 
the local entity. Five state SRTS program 
websites indicated that an entity other than 
the DOT administered their entire non-
infrastructure program statewide. Often, 
statewide contracts existed to manage a 
specific component of the non-infrastructure 

program, such as providing pedestrian safety 
education or coordinating Walk to School 
Day events and many times partnerships 
with the State Departments of Health or 
Education were seen.

State Program Advisory Committees 
were a mechanism to gain input from 
key stakeholders ranging from policy and 
procedure advice to participation in the 
project selection process. Eighteen states 
had evidence of an oversight entity or 
advisory board on their website.

2. Outreach and education
State SRTS program marketing and education 
strategies often overlapped as states 
attempted to both promote their programs 
and any services or funding available while 
simultaneously educating communities about 
the SRTS concept. The education methods 
ranged from general SRTS information on a 
website to workshops, print materials and 
trainings on how to develop comprehensive 
programs or submit viable applications for 
funding. Nearly all state programs had a 
website that explained SRTS and provided 
links to local or national SRTS resources. 
More than one-half advertised training to 
potential applicants to educate them about 
SRTS and the application process, and some 
attached an incentive for potential applicants 
to attend such training. As a way to further 
assist applicants, 37 state websites provided 
examples of successful applications either in 
the form of descriptions or actual applications.
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3. Project selection
Project selection was generally handled 
in one of two ways: projects were either 
selected by an application process or in a 
non-competitive process administered by the 
State SRTS Coordinator. States utilizing an 
application process either provided separate 
applications for infrastructure and non-
infrastructure or combined both components 
into one application. Some states had an 
application process for infrastructure but 
provided services for non-infrastructure.

Of states that utilized an application process 
for either or both components, 44 of 
them made their applications accessible 
or downloadable online, 45 allowed one 
application for multiple schools and 42 allowed 
applicants to apply for multi-year funding.

Forty-two states asked applicants to use data, 
such as traffic counts, speed surveys, crash 
data, or information from walkability audits, 
parent surveys or student travel tallies, to 
describe the need for the project. Thirty-six 
state applications took a step further and 
asked for an explanation of how the proposed 
project would address the need, seeking 
information on how it would reduce risks, 
improve safety or impact behaviors.

Although most states established an 
application process for project selection, 
some states used alternate means to identify 
and fund projects. Some states invited 
interested schools to sign up to receive non-
infrastructure services or support. In some 
cases, this was a pre-condition to apply for 
infrastructure funds. 

4. Project implementation
States assisted project award recipients 
through both in-house assistance from 
the department of transportation and 
through contracted assistance. Similar to 
other aspects of program administration, 
states approached project implementation 
in different ways. Some states were 
very “hands-on,” providing assistance by 
identifying approved vendors or resources 
for non-infrastructure programs, or 
directly providing a service such as safety 
education. For infrastructure projects, 
some states provided project design and 
construction services, either in-house or 
outsourced to contractors. 

Several states provided enhanced project 
efficiencies by streamlining federal aid 
processes, setting up categorical exclusions, 
managing transportation improvement 
program (TIP) and state transportation 
improvement program (STIP) inclusion and 
more directly providing tools and resources 
to assist local communities in navigating 
federal aid requirements. More than one-half 
of states permitted categorical exclusion 
from National Environmental Protection Act 
(NEPA) requirements for all Safe Routes 
to School projects (McDonald, et al., 
2011). Categorical exclusions, permitted by 
SAFETEA-LU, mean that projects do not 
need the level of rigorous environmental 
impact review required of large highway 
infrastructure projects. To further assist 
project recipients, twenty-two states 
provided a timeline for completion of 
construction projects. 
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Table 4. States’ total obligation rates (through 
December 31, 2010).

5. Project closeout
The success of the federal program depends 
on funding reaching projects. Obligation 
rate is likely the best single measure for 
understanding the level of activity in a state 
in getting projects funded and constructed or 
implemented. Obligation of funds indicates 
the Federal Government’s commitment 
to pay funds for a particular project. It is 
generally triggered by the signing of a 
contract with a funding recipient. 

While obligation rate is important, it must 
be examined in an informed way. First, 
state departments of transportation vary 
regarding when a project is considered 
obligated. For a few states, all funds for a 
project are obligated upon having a signed 
agreement; for most, obligation occurs 
in stages as the project is designed and 
constructed. Second, it should be noted 
that many states offer planning funds to 
assist local communities in developing 
school travel plans which describe existing 
student travel patterns and barriers to safe 
walking and bicycling to school. Providing 
planning funds can initially result in a lower 
obligation rate because the stage at which 
the largest dollar amounts are obligated 
(infrastructure) then gets pushed further 
out in comparison with a state that funds 
infrastructure projects at the outset of its 
program, but may be an important step 
in supporting efficient use of resources. 
Table 4 groups states into five categories 
according to obligation rates through 
December 31, 2010.

Note: States are listed alphabetically within 
obligation rate categories.

State
Obligated Rate 

Category

Alaska
Delaware
Florida
Iowa
Maryland
Utah
Virginia
West Virginia
Wyoming

More than 64 % 

obligated

Arkansas
California 
District Of Columbia
Idaho
Kansas
Louisiana
Michigan
Montana
Vermont
Washington
Wisconsin

52 % to 64 % 

obligated

Alabama 
Colorado
Kentucky
Massachusetts
Minnesota
Missouri
Nevada 
North Dakota
Oregon
South Carolina
Texas

40 % to 52 % 

obligated

Connecticut
Georgia
Maine
Mississippi
Nebraska
New Jersey
New Mexico
Ohio
Oklahoma
South Dakota

25 % to 40 % 

obligated

Arizona
Hawaii
Illinois
Indiana
New Hampshire
New York
North Carolina
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
Tennessee

Less than 25 % 

obligated
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To acquire more information on the variety of factors 
that can influence a state program’s obligation rate, 

the National Center for Safe Routes to School asked 
State SRTS Coordinators to provide their perspectives on 
barriers and supportive elements for both high and low 
obligation rates including particular processes, policies 
or political realities. Coordinators submitted written, 
anonymous responses which were then reviewed and 
categorized by theme. Not surprisingly, the comments 
for high and low obligation rate mirrored each other; the 
factors that contributed to a high obligation rate were 
conversely noted as being problems or nonexistent with 
low obligation rate. 

The majority of comments focused on three themes. 
First, coordinators noted the length of time needed 
for the infrastructure project process. Coordinators 
recognized that the infrastructure process takes time 
and that infrastructure projects account for the majority 
of SRTS funds. They described the various federal 
aid requirements necessary for construction such as 
getting project agreements signed, addressing National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements, and Right 
of Way (ROW) acquisition. Coordinators then noted that 

Obligation Rate 
Perspectives
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a higher obligation rate could be obtained 
through strategies such as obligating 
funds earlier in the process, funding large 
infrastructure projects (compared to non-
infrastructure projects or planning funds 
that generally carry a much smaller dollar 
amount) and categorical exclusion of NEPA 
for projects that qualify. 

Second, coordinators recognized the burden 
for communities receiving the funding and 
that many communities lack the capacity to 
knowledgably fulfill federal aid requirements. 
Specifically, coordinators explained that 
local funding recipients either lacked staff 
time or – more often – lacked knowledge of 
the federal aid process. Coordinators noted 
the importance of support for local project 
recipients through such mechanisms as 
offering planning assistance or access to 
consultants familiar with federal aid.

The third most frequent factor noted by 
coordinators related to larger issues at state 
Departments of transportation (DOTs) and 
the impact of those realities on SRTS. For 
example, the timing of when funds are 
considered obligated can influence obligation 
rate. As previously mentioned, some states 

obligate funds up front, depending on the 
type of project. The priority given to SRTS 
in comparison to other DOT projects also 
has a strong bearing on obligation rates. 
When other projects are prioritized – such 
as those funded by the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act of 2009 - then SRTS 
projects must wait to be obligated. 

When commenting on high obligation rate, 
coordinators noted leadership support 
for SRTS as a contributing factor. In a 
subsequent questionnaire to all coordinators, 
they were asked to classify their state 
leadership’s (Secretary or Commissioner of 
Transportation or State Governor) support 
for SRTS into one of three groups: Highly 
visible, somewhat visible or not very visible. 
Of the 42 coordinators who responded, six 
(14 percent) indicated their leaders had been 
highly visible in their support, doing things 
like speaking positively about the program 
in public forums (or to the media), attending 
SRTS events or elevating the importance of 
the program within the DOT. Another 20 (48 
percent) felt their leadership was somewhat 
visible in support of SRTS. The remaining 16 
(38 percent) thought their leaders were not 
very visible. 
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While not a frequent comment, stewardship 
agreements were also mentioned as 
being a support for higher obligation rate. 
Stewardship agreements exist between 
FHWA and each DOT and outline “the 
extent to which the State assumes the 
responsibilities of FHWA under Title 23” 
(FHWA, 2011). Because SRTS is included 
under Title 23, the specifications in the 
stewardship agreement can influence what 
state programs can do. More specifically, 
agreements that allowed streamlined DOT 
reviews and blanket categorical exclusions 
were seen as being supportive of a higher 
obligation. One such practice that appears 
to have facilitated some state programs 
is the inclusion of certain allowances in 
stewardship agreements between a DOT 
and FHWA. For example, stewardship 

agreements that permit oversight of SRTS 
projects at the DOT instead of following the 
more traditional model used by large capital 
highway projects that required approval by 
FHWA at many stages in a project, mean 
that projects can be built in less time. 
Stewardship agreements can also specify 
whether categorical exclusion from NEPA 
will be allowed for SRTS. As previously 
described, categorical exclusions mean that 
projects do not require the level of rigorous 
environmental impact review required of 
large highway infrastructure projects.
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As a new federal program, Safe Routes to School 
has made remarkable progress. Federal Highway 

Administration moved quickly to facilitate fulfillment of 
the requirements of the law by calculating state funding 
apportionments, preparing guidance, establishing a 
Clearinghouse and Task Force, communicating with 
states and holding the first annual National SRTS State 
Coordinators Meeting within a year of the passage of the 
legislation. All states joined the program and each hired 
a State SRTS Coordinator. As of the end of 2010, nearly 
$584 million dollars had been announced in funding; 
the program’s obligation rate was 45 percent and the 
program was steadily working towards improving safety 
for walking and bicycling to school and encouraging more 
children to get to school using these means. 

The Federal SRTS Program met the three requirements 
set forth in SAFETEA-LU. All States and Washington, D.C. 
operated programs in their state and funded statewide and 
local projects to encourage more walking and bicycling and 
make it safer to do so. Infrastructure improvements which 
account for the majority of funds to state programs, benefit 
not just students but all community members who live and 
work on school routes.

Conclusion
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States, using the flexibility of the law, set up 
programs in a variety of ways. This flexibility 
both respected states’ rights and provided 
an opportunity for the program in general to 
be “tested” with different implementation 
strategies. State programs announced 
funding for infrastructure, non-infrastructure 
and planning in rural, urban and suburban 
settings reaching a range of children. At the 
same time, state programs faced challenges 
obligating funds and any future rescissions 
threaten funds that go unobligated. With the 
uncertain economic climate, the potential 
for rescission cannot be ignored. While 
these achievements and circumstances of 
the program are known, the impact of SRTS 
programs on the transportation modes 
that children and families use to travel 
between home and school and the impact 
on pedestrian and bicyclist safety must be 
understood. Identifying and promoting the 
best practices in infrastructure and non-
infrastructure strategies and operations at the 
state and local level are also necessities for 
maximizing the potential of the Federal SRTS 
Program. Future progress reports should 
be part of a broad program evaluation that 
monitors program processes and evaluates 
for mode shift and safety outcomes. 

Making the best use of resources and 
being able to describe the impact of SRTS 
are vital because while communities are 
recognizing the benefits of making it possible 
for students to safely walk and bicycle to 
school, there is not enough funding to reach 
the vast number of schools and communities 
that would like to participate. As the report 
of the National Safe Routes to School Task 
Force points out, the Safe Routes to School 
funding provided through SAFETEA-LU will 
reach less than six percent of elementary 
and middle schools nationwide. Even among 
the schools that receive funding, most will 
only receive a fraction of what they need 
to address safety concerns (National Safe 
Routes to School Task Force, July 2008). At 
the same time, in many places arriving to 
school in a parent’s vehicle remains the norm 
and barriers discourage families from trying 
to walk and bicycle to school. 

Rising community-level interest combined 
with the knowledge and experience gained 
by states, communities, federal agencies and 
researchers sets the stage for even more 
possibilities. There remains ahead a great 
opportunity to increase safe walking and 
bicycling for America’s schoolchildren and 
have communities throughout the country 
reap the benefits.
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Analysis 

To determine the extent to which the 
Federal SRTS Program reached low income 
communities as well as all racial/ethnic 
populations, the National Center for Safe 
Routes to School selected a representative 
sample of schools that were funded to 
implement SRTS projects using the National 
Center for Safe Routes to School’s project 
list database. Projects that did not specify 
schools to be reached, were statewide 
in focus, or were known to have been 
canceled were removed, leaving 3,960 
project listings as of November 30, 2010. 
To acquire reasonably accurate estimates 
of the distribution of SRTS activity (e.g., 
+/- three percent margin of error), minimize 
the burden of data collection, and allow 
room for a 15 percent data collection error 
rate, 460 records from the original 3,960 
projects maintained within the project list 
database were randomly selected. Of the 
460 randomly selected schools, 45 were 
excluded due to an inability to match school 
names maintained in the National Center’s 
database with those listed in the National 
Center for Education Statistics Common 
Core of Data database. This resulted in a final 
sample of 415 schools that were funded to 
implement SRTS projects. These selected 
schools represented communities across 46 
states and the District of Columbia.  

To place project schools in a national context, 
the SRTS sample with a representative sample 

of Kindergarten through eighth grade schools 
across the United States were compared. 
Drawing from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) Common Core of 
Data database (NCES, 2010), school selection 
was limited to those schools with ten or more 
enrolled students and excluded schools with 
grade spans of ninth through 12th grade, as well 
as those which only offered pre-Kindergarten 
classes. These procedures yielded a total of 
76,970 schools across the nation. 

Using the same technique as a study 
conducted by the California Safe Routes 
to School Technical Assistance Resource 
Center (TARC, 2010), school communities 
were divided according to the proportion of 
the schools’ students who were eligible to 
receive free/reduced price meals (FRPM) 
during the 2008-2009 school year (the 
most recent year in which national school-
level data are available). “Low-income” 
school communities were designated as 
those with 75 percent or more of students 
eligible to receive FRPM; “middle-income” 
school communities as those with between 
40 and 75 percent of students eligible to 
receive FRPM; and “high-income” school 
communities as those with 40 percent or 
less of students eligible to receive FRPM.

Referencing the NCES Common Core of 
Data database, school-level information 
was collected on the following school-level 
characteristics for both the SRTS and the 
nationally representative sample: (1) grade 

Appendix A: Announced SRTS funding 
and school population 
characteristics
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span; (2) total number of students enrolled; 
(3) enrollment by race/ethnicity (including 
American Indian/Alaskan Native; Asian/
Pacific Islander; Black; Hispanic; and White 
categories); (4) the number of students eligible 
to receive free and reduced-price lunch; and 
(5) the schools’ urban-centric locale. 

To compare SRTS schools with the national 
sample according to measures of free and 
reduced meal price meals and race/ethnic 
distributions, an independent samples 
t-test was performed. The test revealed no 
statistically significant intergroup differences 
in terms of these measures (p > 0.05).

Discussion

The current findings differ from the results 
of similar studies conducted by TARC (2010) 
and Moudon, Stewart, and Lin (2010). 
Authors of the TARC study examined the 
distribution of federal and state SRTS funds 
in the state of California and discovered that 
both sources disproportionately favored 
low-income schools, even after controlling 
for the percentage of applications received 
across the three income groups. Moudon 
and colleagues (2010) performed a Census-
based analysis and discovered that SRTS 
funds in the state of Washington were 
allocated to schools with higher-than-average 
racial minority populations and lower-than-
average economic status in 2007. However, 
these researchers also found that contrary 
to Census-derived trends, schools affected 
by a SRTS project had a lower percentage 
of children eligible to receive the reduced 
or free lunch program than the 2007 state 
average. Such conflicting results suggest 
that student populations may draw from 

areas not captured using traditional Census 
boundaries (e.g., Census tracts). Thus, 
as geographic boundaries (captured in 
the Census) may not accurately reflect 
school-level populations, the percentage 
of students eligible to receive FRPM may 
be the preferred measure of school-level 
income distribution. In the present analysis, 
we found that SRTS schools did not 
differ significantly from a large nationally 
representative sample of schools with 
respect to income distribution. 

Presumably, the distinct findings of the 
present analysis and studies by TARC 
(2010) and Moudon et al. (2010) are due 
to examining somewhat different funds. 
Whereas TARC examined California state and 
federal SRTS grants administered between 
2005 and 2008, and Moudon and colleagues 
analyzed SRTS funding allocations solely in 
the state of Washington, the present analysis 
examined federal and state SRTS funds 
across 46 states and the District of Columbia 
administrated as recently as November 2010. 
Further, unlike the TARC study, projects 
were not divided into infrastructure and non-
infrastructure categories; nor were funding 
rates examined (i.e., the number of grants 
obtained / number of schools x 1000). 

The current analysis expands upon previous 
studies by investigating the extent to which 
SRTS programs may have impacted racial/
ethnic minority groups across the country. 
Findings indicate that the mean percentage 
of racial/ethnic minority groups attending 
SRTS-benefiting schools was nearly identical 
to the mean percentage of these groups’ 
representation across the nation’s schools.11

[11]  t(77,383) = -1.208, p = 0.227
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