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School Siting Policies

MnDOT Safe Routes to School

A guide for siting 
schools to increase 

access and 
convenience for 

walking and biking



MnDOT Safe Routes to School Planning Assistance Project | School Siting Policy  2

Description and 
Recommendation 
The location of school facilities within a city or 
town significantly affects the ability of students 
and staff to walk or bicycle to school. 

A recent trend in school siting is to develop new 
schools on undeveloped land close to the fringe 
of established communities - a practice that 
reduces safe and convenient walking and 
bicycling opportunities.  

As a best practice, the following school siting 
recommendations are offered: 

1) Priority should be given to renovating existing 
schools and developing new schools on infill 
sites within the existing fabric of the 
community and in close proximity to residential 
neighborhoods (distance to school is a 
prominent factor influencing the mode of 
transportation chosen for travel to school),

2) Site schools within existing networks of 
parcels, utilities, roadways, bicycle 
connections, and public services, and

3) Choose sites with convenient and safe 
connections not just for motor vehicles and 
school buses, but for public transit users, 
pedestrians, and bicyclists.  Consider barriers 
to safe travel between schools and 
surrounding neighborhoods, such as 
roadways with heavy traffic, railroads, barren 
areas, or industrial areas.

Establishing schools in locations with a variety of 
safe connections and following the above 
recommendations lessens the need for retrofitting 
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Neighborhood schools offer greater accessibility and 

transportation options than schools located on the 

fringes of communities. Image courtesy of 

www.clarksvillesmartgrowth.com. 

Proximate school locations allow parents to incorporate 

walking and bicycling with children to school into their 

normal routes. Image courtesy of  

www.saferoutespartnership.org. 
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school sites through Safe Routes to School-
related planning and infrastructure improvement 
efforts.

Bene!ts 
Overall community benefits of these school siting 
recommendations include:

• Contributing to the revitalization of 
neighborhoods and reinvestment of 
underutilized parcels of land,

• Reusing/recycling existing land and 
infrastructure instead of developing on new land 
with new infrastructure,

• Reducing traffic congestion and providing 
environmental benefits from reduced new 
development, and

• Providing a convenient and accessible facility - 
through joint use agreements - for neighborhood 
and organizational activities, such as public 
meetings, sports leagues, and arts events after 
school hours, and thus maximizing use of 
existing public facilities and resources.

Benefits related to Safe Routes to School goals 
and student physical activity include:

• Improving public health through incidental 
exercise arising from students and staff walking 
and bicycling to and from school;

- Closer school locations allows parents the 
ability to incorporate walking or bicycling with 
their children to school as part of their daily 
routines

• Improving student performance
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Locating schools close to existing neighborhoods greatly 

improves the chances students will walk or bicycle to 

school. Image courtesy of 

www.santaclaritacitybriefs.com. 

Locating schools in established neighborhoods with 

sidewalks and bicycle infrastructure facilitates bicycling 

and walking trips to and from school. Image courtesy of 

www.saferoutestoschools.org.
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- Incorporating exercise into studentsʼ daily 
habits can improve cognitive ability and 
academic performance

• Promoting healthy living habits of walking and 
bicycling in youth for making non-recreation 
trips; 

• Enhancing accessibility of schools, particularly 
for low income populations and those who do 
not own or have access to personal vehicles; 
and,

• Reducing overall transportation costs of 
students and staff.

Resources
Several resources are available for more 
information on school siting benefits and policies, 
including:

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
http://www.epa.gov/schools/siting/downloads/
About%20_the_School_Siting_Guidelines.pdf

Safe Routes to School National Partnership
http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/state/
bestpractices/schoolsiting
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Locating schools on the fringe of communities away 

from where people live makes driving to school more 

likely and causes increased traffic congestion. Image 

courtesy of The Hunstville (AL) Times. 

Being able to make trips to and from school via public 

transit greatly improves accessibility for everyone. 

Image courtesy of The Star Tribune. 
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