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Determinants of Success:  Best Practices for Evaluating Safe Routes to School Programs

PROBLEM STATEMENT
Programs to promote active transportation to school have been gaining popularity as a way to incorporate physical activity into children’s lives, reduce traffic congestion in school zones and improve air quality in communities by eliminating auto trips.  While these programs are increasing in numbers and funding, little is known about the outcomes, specifically in terms of travel behavior changes and safety improvements.

The current tools to evaluate these programs provide some information on student travel behavior patterns and mode choice.  However, they are often too limited in scope to provide useful information about the effectiveness of individual program elements.  Since funding is limited for Safe Routes to School programs and evaluation, most programs have not done thorough evaluations of program components. It is critical that programs document behavior changes and safety improvements to help them focus their resources on the elements that are most likely to improve walking and bicycling to school.  Therefore, there is an opportunity for Safe Routes to School program managers to learn from leading communities that are conducting meaningful and efficient program evaluations.  Lessons learned from these leading communities should be summarized in a best practice synthesis document.
LITERATURE SEARCH SUMMARY
The number of children who walk or bike to school in the U.S. has decreased dramatically, from 50% in 1969 to only 15% in 2001 (Safe Routes to School National Partnership & Hubsmith, 2007) as more parents drive their children to school.  Driving children to school can deprive them of an opportunity for daily physical activity while generating between 20% and 30% of morning traffic in some places (Safe Routes to School National Partnership & Hubsmith, 2007). Around the country, parents, educators and community leaders have become concerned about the implications of this trend for the health and safety of their children but until recently, few programs in the U.S. existed to address this issue.

In 2005, the federal surface transportation bill, SAFETEA-LU, allocated $612 million in funding for Safe Routes to School nationwide. The funding is apportioned to each state for use between 2005 and 2009.  State Departments of Transportation (DOTs) receive the federal funds and make grants to state, local and regional agencies to implement Safe Routes to School, or SR2S, programs. 
The funding mandates that 70% to 90% of funds be used for construction projects to increase walking and cycling safety to school, and 10% to 30% of the funds be spent on education, encouragement and enforcement programs to improve safety for kids on foot and bike. The funding also requires recipients to conduct an evaluation that consists of two elements that are conducted in the fall and spring: (1) a student survey in which students raise their hand to indicate how they traveled to school that day; and (2) a parent survey which is mailed to the home.
To date, work and funding at the national level has focused on establishing state SR2S programs, which in turn fund local activities and projects.  A 2007 report on the status of the national program focuses primarily on organizational accomplishments, such as hiring state coordinators, establishing advisory committees, establishing grant application guidelines and selecting projects. Some data is available on the types and goals of programs, number of students served, and a few have been able to chart changes in travel mode to and from school. It appears that little has been done to measure the effectiveness of the projects and activities at the local level, mostly because few programs have been fully implemented and evaluation is still in the early stages (McGlynn, 2007).  A recent evaluation of the SRTS program by the General Accounting Office (NHTSA, 2008) noted a need for high-quality evaluation of the program’s effectiveness. Unfortunately, the evaluation tools that have been used to date are too limited in scope to provide useful information to program managers.  This lack of data constrains program managers in their efforts to design and refine programs to more effectively promote walking and bicycling to school.
RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The objective of this research is to describe best practices for evaluating SRTS programs and develop a set of recommended best practices for local SRTS programs. A case study approach should be used to provide examples of meaningful and efficient evaluation methods.
Methods
The cases will be identified by obtaining a list of all local programs from the national Safe Routes to School Clearinghouse and Safe Routes to School Coalition.  The investigators will work with these two organizations to identify the programs that have shown a high rate of success in changing children’s travel behavior to and from school and have developed meaningful evaluation methods.  
Investigators will contact program managers by of the identified programs email and or telephone to request a telephone interview to obtain information about their programs.  Investigators will conduct telephone interviews with consenting program managers to obtain detailed information about the elements of their program.  This is expected to include, but not be limited to:

· Number of years of program operation

· description of all program elements currently offered (education, encouragement, enforcement, engineering and evaluation)
· changes in type or number of program elements offered

· funding courses and amounts

· support from and involvement of school administrators, teachers, parents and advocacy groups

· evaluation methods used

· results of evaluation (changes in travel mode)

Once the interviews are complete, the investigators will analyze the data to:

· describe meaningful and efficient evaluation methods and
· produce a report of best practices for local SRTS programs.
Outcomes and Implications for Practitioners and Policy Makers

Outcomes from this research will include a collection of case studies to illustrate best SRTS evaluation practices.  The research will culminate in a report of recommended best practices for local SRTS programs in the U.S.  This report will be useful to State Departments of Transportation and SRTS program coordinators to help them focus their evaluation efforts on methods that are the most meaningful and efficient for documenting increased rates of walking and bicycling to school. 

Limitations

This research will be limited to those programs that are identified through one of the two national organizations and by those program managers who consent to be interviewed. Since this type of research on SRTS programs has not been conducted, there is no standard for an acceptable response rate. 

ESTIMATE OF PROBLEM FUNDING AND RESEARCH PERIOD
Research Period:  Two years
Proposed Funding Amount: $250,000 - $300,000
URGENCY, PAYOFF POTENTIAL AND IMPLEMENTATION

Childhood obesity is a critical public health issue in the U.S. today.  Effective programs to increase children’s physical activity will help to combat this national crisis.  This research will provide program managers and policy makers with information to conduct better evaluations of Safe Routes to School programs.
Since Safe Routes to School programs have limited funding, it is imperative that programs focus on meaningful and efficient evaluation methods.  This research will lead to better data for describing the program elements of Safe Routes to School that have been most successful in achieving higher rates of walking and bicycling for school-related trips. This information can be used by program managers to design programs that emphasize the elements with high success rates and downplay or omit the elements with low success rates.  
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