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Abstract To contribute to the understanding of the links between urban planning 
and school siting and, ultimately, the impact of both on physical activity, we con-
ducted a case study of Lee County, Florida. Our study examined the extent of state-
mandated collaboration between the Lee County School Board and Lee County gov-
ernment (e.g., the Lee County Department of Planning, the Office of Smart Growth, 
and the Department of Parks and Recreation). Specifically, we investigated planning 
processes under mandated coordination between the school board and the county and 
the impact of such coordination on the integration of land-use planning and school 
facility planning. By describing the process of mandated collaborative school plan-
ning in Florida, we illustrate the promise and pitfalls of such top-down legislation and 
offer insights to other state and local governments looking for ways to improve local 
planning and to increase physical activity among children.

Introduction

Health and Physical Activity

The percentage of school-age children who are overweight is increasing 
in the United States, and the problem is greatest among African Ameri-
can and Mexican-American youth (Ogden et al. 2006). At the same time, 
levels of moderate physical activity have decreased among children and 
adolescents (Keppel, Pearcy, and Klein 2004). There is evidence that this 
decline has contributed to the overweight and obesity problem (Steinbeck 
2001; Ewing, Schroeer, and Greene 2003).
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Healthy People 2010, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices national health-promotion and disease-prevention initiative, calls 
for children and youth to engage in at least thirty minutes of moderate 
physical activity per day at least five times per week (Keppel, Pearcy, and 
Klein 2004). Increased physical activity improves aerobic endurance and 
muscular strength and may help decrease inactivity and chronic disease 
later in life (Sallis, McKenzie, and Alcaraz 1993; Malina 1996; Hallal et 
al. 2006).

Because children and adolescents spend much of their time in school 
(Davison and Lawson 2006), most research on increasing opportunities 
for physical activity has focused on physical-education classes (ibid.; 
Krizek, Birnbaum, and Levinson 2004) or recess. However, these oppor-
tunities alone do not provide sufficient occasion for increased physical 
activity. The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System found that, in 
2005, between 53 and 95 percent of youth did not attend daily physi-
cal-education classes (Brener et al. 2007). The number of high-school 
students who attended daily physical-education classes was substantially 
lower in 2003 than in 1991 (Lowry et al. 2004). A study of third-, fourth-, 
and fifth-grade students’ physical activity found that recess lasted an aver-
age of only fifteen minutes (Beighle et al. 2006). An increase in school  
physical-education participation alone is not sufficient to combat over-
weight and obesity among children (Council on Sports Medicine and Fit-
ness and Council on Student Health 2006).

Additionally, participation in physical activity outside of school remains 
low. Beighle et al. (2006) found that girls spent only 20 percent and boys 
spent only 25 percent of their free time engaged in physical activity.

School Travel

Given the low participation rates in any type of school-based physical 
activity, walking or bicycling to school could be important for increasing 
physical activity levels among children and adolescents (Rosenberg et al. 
2006; Saksvig et al. 2007; Sirard et al. 2005). Unfortunately, the percent-
age of children walking or biking to school has been declining since the 
1970s. Nationwide, fewer than 15 percent of students between the ages of 
five and fifteen walk to school (McDonald 2007; Tudor-Locke, Ainsworth, 
and Popkin 2001), compared to nearly 50 percent of students in 1969 
(Federal Highway Administration 1972: table 1). According to Martin 
and Carlson (2005), the main reason that so few children walk to school 
is that schools are too far from their homes, with 61.5 percent of surveyed 
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parents indicating that the greatest barrier to children’s walking or biking 
to school was distance alone. A simulation study suggested that limiting 
commuting distance to one-half mile could result in an increase in bik-
ing and walking combined, from a baseline of 7.9 percent to 21.4 percent 
(Ewing, Forinash, and Schroeer 2005), and a survey of middle-school 
children found that the percentage who walked to school dropped from 
52 percent, when the distance was less than one mile, to only 4 percent, 
when the commute was greater than 1.5 miles (Schlossberg et al. 2006). 
Distance had the same effect on bicycling to school.

In addition to distance, environmental factors also influence whether 
schoolchildren walk or bike to school. These factors include perceived 
neighborhood aesthetics and characteristics, such as the presence of traf-
fic lights, pedestrian crossing improvements, and walking or bicycle paths 
(Boarnet et al. 2005; Kerr et al. 2006; Merchant et al. 2007; Timperio et al. 
2006). Research has been mixed concerning the impact of sidewalk avail-
ability on walking to school: two recent studies found a positive association 
between the presence and condition of sidewalks and children’s physical 
activity (Ewing, Forinash, and Schroeer 2005; Boarnet et al. 2005), while 
at least one study found no association (Mota et al. 2005). Similarly, a com-
parison of physical activity in rich and poor children found no correlation 
between levels of activity and the presence of sidewalks (Merchant et al. 
2007). The impact of street connectivity on walking or biking to school 
remains unclear (Davison and Lawson 2006). Several studies found that 
greater street connectivity was associated with higher rates of walking or 
biking to school (Braza, Shoemaker, and Seeley 2004; McDonald 2005), 
but another recent study suggested that higher connectivity was associated 
with lower rates of walking and cycling to school among children ten to 
twelve years of age (Timperio et al. 2006). For children five to six years of 
age and for adolescents, no association was found (ibid.; Mota et al. 2005).

School Siting and Planning

Schools are often located in areas that discourage children from walking 
or biking to school. New schools typically are located in outlying areas in 
which land is less expensive than in town (Ewing, Forinash, and Schroeer 
2005; Morris 2004). School siting requirements for athletic facilities, 
parking, and classroom space often conflict with the goal of integrating 
schools into the fabric of the town (Vincent 2006).

Public policies are partly to blame for this trend (Ewing, Forinash, and 
Schroeer 2005). Minimum acreage requirements for schools can limit the 



598  Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law

search for new school sites to the periphery of communities, where larger 
sites are more readily available. These requirements may range from a 
minimum of ten acres for an elementary school to up to thirty acres for 
a high school, plus an acre for every one hundred students. In addition, 
funding formulas often favor new school construction over renovation of 
existing schools, which tend to be closer and better integrated into the 
neighborhoods they serve. Renovation of neighborhood schools is further 
discouraged by the application of building codes designed for new con-
struction (ibid.).

Institutional fragmentation makes it difficult to integrate school facility 
planning with land-use planning (Gurwitt 2004). School boards, munici-
palities, and county commissions often operate independently, with their 
own sets of rules, elected members, missions, and ways of conducting busi-
ness. Although the three entities are autonomous, decisions by one often 
affect the others. School boards are responsible for developing enrollment 
projections, generating facility plans, and building new schools. Munici-
palities and counties adopt land-use plans and policies and make decisions 
about development and the provision of infrastructure. The impact on stu-
dents’ physical activity is generally overlooked. In responding to the need 
for additional capacity, the school board may opt to build a new school on 
the urban fringe, where land is cheapest. The school’s location could influ-
ence future land use, traffic, and how children get to school. This is why 
collaboration is so important: by working together, the key stakeholders 
who control decisions about local land use and school planning can help 
ensure that their decisions facilitate children’s physical activity.

Even when collaboration is accepted as a goal, working across insti-
tutional boundaries may be difficult (Linden 2002). May et al. (1996) 
examined coercive and cooperative state mandates and found that, while 
a coercive mandate leads to procedural compliance with state require-
ments, it does not necessarily lead to lasting commitment. A recent study 
(Vincent 2006) suggested that, in contrast, a more cooperative approach 
might enhance normative commitment, although more research would be 
needed to identify incentives for collaboration.

To contribute to the understanding of the links between urban plan-
ning and school siting and, ultimately, to the impact of both on physical 
activity, we conducted a case study of Lee County, Florida. Our study 
examined the extent of state-mandated collaboration between the Lee 
County School Board and Lee County government (e.g., the Lee County 
Department of Planning, the Office of Smart Growth, and the Department 
of Parks and Recreation). Specifically, we investigated planning processes 
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under mandated coordination between the school board and the county 
and the impact of such coordination on the integration of land-use plan-
ning and school facility planning. By describing the process of mandated 
collaborative school planning in Florida, we illustrate the promise and pit-
falls of such top-down legislation and offer insights to other state and local 
governments looking for ways to improve local planning and to increase 
physical activity among children.

Background and Politics: Mandated 
Collaborative School Planning in Florida

Between the early 1970s and 2000, Florida’s population increased from 
6.78 million to nearly 16 million (figure 1). Correspondingly, school 
enrollment jumped from about 1.4 million to just under 2.5 million over 
the same time period (figure 2).

To keep pace with demand, the state built hundreds of new schools: 
fifty-six were built in 2000 alone. The schools were built with little coor-
dination between local governments, which approve new subdivisions, 
and local school districts, which are responsible for building new schools 
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to meet the demand for additional capacity. In 2002 and 2005, the lack 
of coordination spurred the state legislature to enact laws to encourage or 
require local governments and schools to work together more closely.

Florida has a long history of state-mandated local planning. In 1985, the 
state adopted legislation requiring local governments to prepare compre-
hensive plans that address such specific issues as housing, transportation, 
and infrastructure. In addition, the state required that local plans be con-
sistent with regional plans and with state planning goals. In 2002, Florida 
adopted legislation (S.B. 1906) that required coordination between school 
boards and local governments (counties, cities, and towns), with the goal 
of fostering cooperative relationships to help align school planning with 
decisions about residential development and the provision of infrastruc-
ture. Under S.B. 1906, local governments and county school boards must 
adopt interlocal agreements (ILAs) that address school siting, enrollment 
forecasting, school capacity, infrastructure, colocation, joint use of civic 
and school facilities, and dispute resolution. The goal of the legislation is 
to integrate local land-use planning with school facility planning, which 
could result in schools that are better integrated into neighborhoods and 
could increase the number of children who walk or bike to school. Greater 
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collaboration between schools and local governments could also result in 
jointly developed recreational facilities, such as ball fields, which provide 
opportunities for physical activity for children and adults alike.

In enacting S.B. 1906, the Florida legislature recognized the tremendous 
growth pressures at work in many of Florida’s sixty-seven counties. The 
Florida legislation requires each of the sixty-seven county school boards 
(there are exemptions for slow-growing counties in which the school board 
has no plans for new schools) and local governments to adopt ILAs that 
address

■  coordination of population projections and school enrollment projec-
tions;

■  sharing of information regarding school facilities and land develop-
ment;

■  local government participation in the preparation of school facilities 
plans and school site selection;

■  school board participation in rezoning and comprehensive plan 
amendments;

■  colocation of facilities, such as ball fields, parks, and recreation cen-
ters; and

■  a process for resolving disputes.

To facilitate implementation of the legislation, the Florida Department 
of Community Affairs conducted pilot programs in three counties: Lee, 
Pasco, and Polk. Those pilots generated, among other things, model ILAs 
that are easily adapted to local conditions, both urban and rural.

By the end of 2003, all jurisdictions in Florida had adopted the required 
ILAs. There is some evidence that the ILAs have improved information 
sharing and coordination as well as school siting and planning (Hubbard 
2004). However, the full effect of this legislation has not yet been com-
pletely understood or documented.

We chose Lee County as our study site because it was one of the three 
pilots and is representative of the many Florida counties experiencing 
heavy growth pressures. As is often the case, the school board and county 
government are separate entities. Lee County, home to the cities of Fort 
Myers and Cape Coral as well as many smaller communities, had a popu-
lation of about 455,000 in 2005.

With over seventy thousand students and eighty-two public schools, the 
Lee County School District is the tenth largest in the state and sixtieth 
largest in the nation. The school district plans to build thirty-five schools 
over the next ten years. In response to this growth, the state enacted leg-
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islation requiring local governments to coordinate planning with local 
school boards. The state Department of Community Affairs facilitated 
implementation of the legislation by providing technical assistance, includ-
ing model agreements, to local governments and schools. More recently, 
the state adopted legislation requiring that, by December 1, 2008, school 
capacity be in place concurrent with residential development — the so-
called school concurrency requirement.1

Study Methods

To examine the impact of mandated collaboration between school boards 
and local governments, we conducted a descriptive case study of Lee 
County, Florida. Case-study research is ideally suited to understanding 
factors that support or hinder collaboration between school boards and 
local governments and the resultant effect on physical activity, because 
case-study research clearly defines the boundaries of the object of study 
(Merriam 1998). Our study involved an initial review of existing plans 
and intergovernmental agreements and subsequent semistructured inter-
views with key informants to identify perceptions of and experiences 
with legislatively mandated coordination and collaboration between local 
governments and local school boards. We also explored the attitudes of 
key informants on integrating local land-use planning with school facility 
planning. Key informants were selected from the principal stakeholder 
groups, including state policy makers and facilities officials, as well as 
local planners, the school superintendent, and county manager, plus repre-
sentatives from the local school board, county commissions, and the Lee 
County Health Department. After developing an initial list of key infor-
mants, we used conceptually driven sequential sampling to identify and 
recruit additional participants (Miles and Huberman 1994). Since most 
new schools are being built in or planned for the unincorporated areas 
of the county rather than the cities, our focus was on the ILA between 
the Lee County School Board (a countywide school district) and the Lee 
County Government (see table 1).

The semistructured interview questionnaires for key informants were 
drawn up after a review of relevant materials to orient the interviews in the 
local context. Materials included model and actual ILAs for several coun-

1. S.B. 360, signed into law on June 24, 2005, and effective July 1, 2005, requires all local 
governments and school boards not eligible for a waiver or exemption to adopt school concur-
rency by December 1, 2008. See paragraphs 163.31777 and 163.3180(g) F.S.
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ties, Web sites for the various agencies and organizations, the 2006 – 2010 
Strategic Plan for the Lee County School District, copies of Florida S.B. 
360, and memoranda and reports on the status of the legislation. Given 
a paucity of information about the impact of ILAs on land use, Linden’s 
(2002) study of individual, organizational, and societal challenges to col-
laboration informed our research. Questions relating to physical activity 
and the environment were grounded in the literature on environmental 
correlates of physical activity (Saelens, Sallis, and Frank 2003; Humpel, 
Owen, and Leslie 2002), with particular emphasis on barriers (Ewing, 
Schroeer, and Greene 2003). Each questionnaire included a core set of 
questions, with additional items tailored to the specific knowledge and 
roles of each group of key informants.

Key informant interviews, each lasting approximately one hour, were 
conducted in person and by telephone. Interviews focused on learning 
about (1) the current status and results of coordination and collaboration 
at the local level following ILA implementation and (2) how local land-
use ordinances (e.g., zoning and subdivision regulations) and school siting 
criteria affect the planning process and the goals of active schools. We 
also explored possible obstacles to building schools that could facilitate 
or promote physical activity.

All interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed (with multiple passes 
through each recording to ensure accuracy), and coded for analysis. The 
interviewers also took field notes by hand during and after interviews. 
Initial coding categories were taken from the discussion topics contained 
in the semistructured interview guide; emergent themes arose from the 
transcribed interviews.

A thematic analysis of verbatim transcripts revealed categories and 
themes, which the researchers discussed after initial transcription of 
interviews and revised to account for emerging, overlapping, and con-
flating themes. Each transcript was coded by two team members other 
than the interviewer; discrepant codes were discussed until agreement 
was reached. After all responses were coded, they were grouped into cat-

Table 1 Lee County at a Glance 

Population (2000) 440,888
Population growth (1990 – 2000) 31.6%
Size 804 square miles
School enrollment (2005) Over 70,000
Number of schools 82
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egories and again reviewed until the team reached consensus on all codes. 
This iterative process allowed the research team to discern major and 
recurring themes as well as differences in how the ILA legislation and 
the collaborative process are viewed by participants at the various levels 
of government.

Findings

Detailed review of the transcripts generated from our case study revealed 
that there were three categories, each with multiple themes. The first cat-
egory, processes, comprised background knowledge of the issues, institu-
tional obstacles to collaboration, communication, role of personalities and 
personal ties, and the limited role of the health department. The second 
category, impact, included lack of follow-up, degree of success, attitude 
toward concurrency, siting, and joint use of facilities. The third category 
comprised additional barriers to increasing physical activity of children 
through mandated collaboration: suburban model, school choice, and 
parental attitudes and perceptions.

Processes

Background Knowledge of the Issues. Participants were generally aware 
of the impetus for the ILA and the new concurrency requirement. One 
participant explained that “when local governments make land use deci-
sions, . . . that is the appropriate time . . . to be coordinating with the 
school board in terms of what school impacts are going to be, and plan-
ning for those impacts.” Another observed that “each local government 
is required to have in their plans policies that encourage the location of 
schools in residential areas that they’re serving, and that also they seek to 
colocate schools with other public facilities, like parks.”

Although participants acknowledged the need to include schools in the 
planning process, they did not generally recognize the impact on physi-
cal activity. For example, a participant commented that discussions of 
school design or location did not consider physical activity beyond ensur-
ing facilities for physical-education classes. Another added that policy to 
date had focused on providing physical activity within the school setting. 
One participant, however, indicated that there was some discussion at the 
state level about the need to encourage more schoolchildren to walk or 
bike to school.



Lees, Salvesen, and Shay ■ Collaborative Planning and Active Schools  605  

Institutional Obstacles to Collaboration. Fragmentation of governance 
was seen as the greatest obstacle to collaboration: “Down here, school 
districts [are] . . . separate from the county. There were few incentives 
to collaborate: the statutes really leave it up to the school board itself to 
determine their site planning needs. The only time the local government 
can really get involved is with respect to environment issues, adjacent 
compatibility issues, and public safety issues.” Fragmentation also occurs 
at the local school level. As one interviewee commented, “I think the 
interesting thing about schools is, they may be under the umbrella of the 
Lee County School District, but they belong to themselves. Whoever is in 
charge of that school is the boss.”

The related lack of formal communication was also identified as an 
obstacle. One key informant observed, “There are sixty-seven counties; 
most of them have been operating independently of [school districts] for-
ever. Some have better relations [with the schools] than others. Some have 
horrible relations — they don’t even talk.” Another echoed this observa-
tion. Even when communication between government entities did occur, 
key informants stated that there was little consistency.

Communication was often described as personality based or personality 
dependent. One participant explained that “where there was an individual 
that had a lot of initiative and cared a lot, [who] wanted to . . . make sure 
that they shared information and that their plans were coordinated, . . .  
then [communication] usually occurred. Where there wasn’t that sort of 
dedication or initiative, it occurred sporadically if at all.”

In addition, collaboration seemed to occur when the parties had a long-
standing relationship based on trust and open communication. A county 
official explained that a recent successful collaboration between the school 
board and the parks and recreation department occurred because “both 
M__ and I have been with the county for thirty years . . . , and I have 
a continuity and a sense of history.” In contrast, turnover among policy 
makers and staff at the school district hindered collaboration: “M__ and 
I have worked with . . . over twenty different people at the school board 
who have been our liaison, but there is no sense of history there.” Another 
county official commented, “The school board planner just changed, a 
new one started today . . . so she won’t know” about working within the 
scope of the interlocal agreement.

Limited Involvement with the Local Health Department. The impact of 
collaborative planning on physical activity was not perceived as central. 
One official admitted that for the schools, at least, “it’s not a high priority.” 
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The role of the health department was limited: one high-ranking health 
department official stated flatly, “I am not aware of any coordination,” 
and “we are not part of any interlocal agreement.” Another, however, had 
observed some efforts at involving the health department: “Used to be 
that we were maybe the last ones invited. Now, when they have a meeting, 
they want someone from public health at the table . . . I think a lot of that 
came about too when our growth started escalating so much.” Programs, 
however, had been limited to walk-to-school days and programs on bicycle 
and pedestrian safety.

Impact of Legislation

Degree of Success. Participants were divided on their assessment of the 
success of the ILAs. Some saw very little impact: “I don’t have any evi-
dence that they have been [successful].” A local official reported that the 
ILA had been “on the shelf” ever since statutory compliance. Another 
stated that the agreement had worked well sometimes but not always. Oth-
ers were enthusiastic in their support. A state official remarked that local 
governments and schools have found that the ILAs have “systematized 
and made more regular their coordination with one another and that the 
local governments and school boards are working more closely on siting 
schools. The fact that they’re working together is a big step in the right 
direction.”

Communication among agencies has been enhanced by the ILA. Com-
ments included, “The county commission and the school board are sepa-
rate. Now it’s kind of forcing them to get together and talk,” and “Now that 
we have a school board member that’s required to be an ex-officio member 
of the local planning agency and now that we have these interlocal agree-
ments that require that they share information, there’s more awareness of 
what the local government’s doing and what its impact is on the school 
board and their ability to keep up.”

One of the cited limitations of the ILAs was that there is little, if any, 
monitoring and enforcement. Many interviewees stated that the ILAs 
lacked teeth and that signing the agreements was largely a paper exercise, 
because there is no penalty for failure to implement or act on the ILAs. As 
one interviewee remarked, “We met once to sign the agreement and that 
was it.” Another key informant stated that, “in terms of their actual effect, 
there’s been no follow-up.”

Attitude toward Concurrency. Although there was some disagreement, 
key informants were generally optimistic in their expectations for the new 
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concurrency requirement. One participant called concurrency “a useful 
tool” and indicated that it would change how schools are built or located. 
Concurrency was described as “forward-looking planning.” While the 
ILAs had lacked real incentives for collaboration, key informants felt that 
the new requirement would be enforceable: “This new legislation actually 
has teeth to it, where their funds can be withheld.” One expressed doubt, 
however, saying, “I don’t know whether you can make a mandate. You 
know [you can] put the water out there but that doesn’t necessarily make 
the horse drink.”

Impact of Collaboration on School Siting. There was disagreement about 
the impact that the ILA had had on the location of schools. One key 
informant stated, “I believe that it has made a difference in terms of how 
schools are sited,” but admitted to an inability to give specific examples. 
In contrast, another commented, “I don’t have any evidence that they have 
been [successful].” There was hope for future collaboration under concur-
rency: “although we have a . . . long history [of collaboration], we have 
not been involved in any site selections. So, maybe that will help get us 
involved.”

Increased Joint Use. Joint use of facilities by school districts and local 
governments was seen as key to promoting greater collaboration and to 
increasing physical activity. Veteran’s Park, a joint project between the 
Lee County Department of Parks and Recreation and the Lee County 
School Board, was an example of success. A Parks and Recreation official 
explained that “we gave them twenty acres [in Veteran’s Park], and then 
we entered into an agreement to build a recreation center attached to their 
gymnasium. The community can use the recreation center half, the school 
uses the school half, and then in the evenings the community can use all of 
it.” A representative from the Lee County Health Department observed, 

I think one of the most interesting things I’ve heard lately as far as 
schools and physical activity was when we went over to that meeting 
in Lehigh, and they were using a Parks and Rec facility . . . located 
right next door to a school, and . . . they were sharing that facility with 
schools, which I thought was a very cool idea . . . Parks and Rec is 
running into the same problems as the school district as our growth is 
increasing.

Additional examples of collaboration included swimming pools built with 
county dollars on school board property, as well as outdoor athletic facili-
ties at several schools.
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One key informant observed that the new concurrency requirement 
would go further than the ILAs regarding promotion of physical activity: 

Now they’re going to have to actually have dialogue and talk about the 
future and how they’re going to make it better together. One of those 
pieces needs to be schools, and it also needs to be how we’re going to get 
kids to and from schools. It can’t be cars, and it can’t be buses, totally. 
We’ve seen everywhere that that costs too much money and it’s tying up 
too much roadway and everything else. So if there’s a safe way to get 
them to school walking and biking, we definitely need to explore that.

Additional Barriers to Increasing Physical Activity 
through Mandated Collaboration

Despite optimism over the anticipated impact of the concurrency require-
ment, key informants identified numerous barriers to increasing the physi-
cal activity levels of school-age children through collaboration between 
the local government and the school board.

Land Use. A major barrier was the spread-out, low-density, automobile-
centered model upon which the county had been built: “I don’t know that 
we have much hope for going back to neighborhood schools . . . The sub-
urban model that we’ve developed in this county is not going to lend itself 
real well to us being able to . . . do that.” Retrofitting would not be success-
ful because it would entail “trying to do something that doesn’t really fit 
the model.” The scarcity and cost of land were related issues: the school 
board was “just chasing down whatever [land] they can find that’s large 
enough” and “the high cost of land sometimes drives the school board to 
look for sites that are further out that would certainly not be walkable, 
but may be less expensive for them in terms of land cost.” Because of the 
need to locate schools in greenfield areas, there were few sidewalks, and 
schools were often located near major thoroughfares. One key informant 
summed up the problem of school siting, saying,

We’re going in the opposite direction, all the way from neighborhood 
schools to mega schools that are located more for just transportation, 
well, (a) they can get the land, and (b) more of something that’s con-
ducive to a lot of vehicles coming in and out of the school, and you get 
shut down when you try to do that in the neighborhood, with the size 
of these schools, so they’re putting them on the intersections or nearby 
on busy roads.



Lees, Salvesen, and Shay ■ Collaborative Planning and Active Schools  609  

School Choice. School choice, which had recently replaced a more than 
twenty-year-old desegregation order, was also perceived as an obstacle to 
increasing the number of children who walk or bike to school. Some par-
ticipants observed that parents would choose schools convenient to their 
places of work rather than in their neighborhoods.

Attitudes and Perceptions. Parents’ attitudes and perceptions were another 
barrier to increasing walking and biking. Speaking of traffic safety, one 
key informant observed, “I think you just have to structure your schools 
so that [they are] conducive for walking . . . If you can design and build 
schools, make it safe to walk and ride bikes, kids are going to walk and 
ride bikes.” Another concurred that “if there’s safe access, if there’s a 
place to walk or ride that’s not directly on the road, if there’s not a lot of 
cut-through traffic, if they don’t have to cross any major intersections . . .  
I think those are the kinds of things that encourage children walking to 
school.” However, “some neighborhoods don’t want schools because of the 
increased traffic they would generate.” Key informants noted that personal 
safety was also an issue for parents, and several key informants used the 
term “stranger danger.” According to one interviewee, the key factor that 
discourages children from walking or biking is “crime, in general. I know 
as a parent, I wouldn’t want my child riding a bike or walking to school, 
if they had to go more than a few blocks, just because of the people that 
could ride by and pick them up.”

Conclusion

Coordinated Planning

Florida has a long tradition of state-mandated planning initiatives. Because 
of this, some of the institutional infrastructure for coordinated planning 
already exists, such as concurrency for roads, water, and sewer. In Florida, 
however, as in other states, one of the challenges of improving coordina-
tion across institutions is that school boards and local governments often 
have no history of working together. School boards and county commis-
sioners are elected separately and have their own missions and budgets. 
Building the trust and relationships necessary for collaboration takes time. 
In addition, school concurrency requires a much stronger link between 
residential development and school capacity. The ILAs, then, have set the 
stage for the greater intergovernmental coordination that will be required 
under concurrency, offering school districts and local governments a 
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means to practice collaboration before it is forced on them in 2008. The 
looming concurrency requirement itself, however, may have an unknown 
effect on current collaboration, as county and school officials try to antici-
pate and accommodate the requirements that concurrency will impose; 
some may delay otherwise timely action because of uncertainty about the 
impact of the legislation.

To improve planning across agencies, it is necessary to break down 
existing institutional barriers (Vincent 2006). We found that participants 
agreed that the voluntary ILAs sparked more discussions across depart-
ments, boards, or agencies. The level of collaboration, however, continued 
to be dependent on factors such as turnover among key staff, personal 
relationships, and the commitment of the parties. Interviewees from dif-
ferent levels of government (local, county, and state) and from different 
professional perspectives (planning and school management) tended to 
express different opinions about the current status and future potential of 
the legislation: state officials were more optimistic about the effectiveness 
of the agreements, while local officials were more circumspect.

Joint Use

In fast-growing regions where land prices have risen dramatically and 
land for schools is scarce, schools and local governments may be drawn 
together to coordinate their planning. Across the country, school boards 
and local governments are looking for creative ways to stretch scarce 
public resources. One recommendation is to share the cost of planning, 
designing, constructing, and operating such facilities as ball fields, librar-
ies, and gymnasiums. By combining resources, schools and local govern-
ments can achieve together what they could not alone. Participants in our 
study were enthusiastic in their descriptions of facilities shared between 
the county and the schools. Joint use of parks was given as an example 
of the way in which local government and schools encouraged physical 
activity. These findings support the recommendation made for joint use of 
facilities in a 2004 presentation to the National Institute of Environmental 
Health Sciences Conference on Obesity and the Built Environment (Mor-
ris 2004). Recently, a model has been developed to guide public use of 
school facilities for physical activity (Spengler, Young, and Linton 2007). 
A growing emphasis on environmental change as a means of increasing 
physical activity has motivated collaboration between public health prac-
titioners and urban planners (Hoehner et al. 2003).

Despite the advantages, joint use poses several obstacles, such as the 
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lack of coordination and difficulty communicating across departments. 
Communication between agencies was one concern expressed by key 
informants at all levels in our study. Planning and funding cycles of agen-
cies are often asynchronous, making it difficult to plan jointly. There may 
be disagreements over responsibilities, and issues of turf may need to be 
settled. Finally, agencies may fear loss of control if they agree to share 
facilities. Joint use offers many advantages, including substantial cost sav-
ings, but it also poses major challenges, including financing of facilities. 
More research will be needed to determine how joint use can best be 
facilitated and what the impact on children’s physical activity can be.

Limited Impact on Physical Activity

Nationwide, there are few comprehensive plans that mention health 
or physical activity (Morris 2004). Although participants in our study 
acknowledged the need for such environmental supports as increased side-
walks and protected crossings at intersections, they did not explicitly link 
these changes to health outcomes. The role of the local health department 
in planning was largely ignored, and there was a disconnect between gov-
ernmental support of programs sponsored by the health department that 
encourage walking and bicycling and the lack of infrastructure needed to 
enable such activities. Health department officials should be involved at 
every level of planning. By ignoring health and activity as key components 
of good planning, stakeholders are missing an opportunity to educate the 
public and advance other progressive planning goals (ibid.).

Even when collaborative planning takes into account children’s physical 
activity during the school commute, there remain barriers to walking or 
bicycling to school. The suburban model with its inherent sprawl, the loca-
tion of large schools in outlying areas, the presence of multilane roads, 
and the absence of sidewalks and crossings all limit the ability of children 
to walk or bicycle. Other goals, including desegregation and the need to 
provide quality education to all socioeconomic levels, may conflict with 
providing opportunities for physical activity.

Key informants also identified parental attitudes and behaviors as bar-
riers to increasing physical activity. Even when planning resulted in acces-
sible schools, few children walked or biked to those schools. Personal 
safety, particularly the threat of abduction, was a major factor in parents’ 
decisions to drive their children to school. Perceived levels of personal 
safety may bear little resemblance to actual levels, however (McMillan 
2005). Additionally, parents found it more convenient to choose schools 



612  Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law

close to their workplaces, rather than ones in their neighborhood. Educa-
tional campaigns may be a necessary component of planning in order to 
assuage fears and increase parental awareness of the advantages of walk-
ing or biking to school as a component in children’s physical activity.

The state and local officials represented in our study were clearly dedi-
cated to the health and well-being of schoolchildren and interested in find-
ing new strategies for increasing physical activity. The issue of collabora-
tive planning involving local government and school boards is complex, 
however, and more research is needed to determine how such planning 
can best contribute to increased physical activity for children. Environ-
mental conditions for active travel to school are necessary but not suffi-
cient. Collaborative planning with school boards alone cannot counteract 
the trend toward increasing automobile travel, given environmental and 
socioeconomic realities. Similarly, school-based opportunities for physi-
cal activity are not sufficient.

Creative approaches are needed to overcome barriers to physical activ-
ity. Joint-use facilities, in-school programs, and changes in school siting 
and design all show promise for effecting change. A transdisciplinary 
approach involving communication among all governmental agencies, 
including the health department and school boards, will be necessary to 
identify which barriers are immutable and which are not (Davison and 
Lawson 2006). Some solutions may be simple: removing fencing and 
gates to provide access to such facilities as tracks, tennis courts, ball 
fields, and gyms and using public awareness and education campaigns to 
lower such perceptual barriers as fear of crime and traffic. Other solutions 
may require long-term changes in society’s attitudes toward land use and 
travel.
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