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In the past three decades, the number of obese and overweight individuals in Iowa and 

across the nation has skyrocketed. With obesity comes the greater risk of health 

complications and life expectancy reduction. As a result, the current generation of youth 

face a new and growing threat to their overall quality of life. In Iowa alone, 37.1% of 3rd 

grade students
 
are identified as either overweight or obese. 

 

Given the prevalence of obese and overweight individuals, it is important to promote 

healthy behaviors for all Iowans. The development of Safe Routes to School (SRTS) is 

key component of advocating for healthy behaviors. A vision of healthy Iowa communities 

must regard and value safe routes to and from school.  

 

The Iowans Walking Assessment Logistics Kit (I-WALK) program aims to provide 

community coalitions with relevant local 

information to assist them in continuously 

updating, implementing, and evaluating their 

SRTS plan. The I-WALK program is an Iowa 

SRTS project funded through the Iowa 

Department of Transportation, administered 

by Iowa Department of Public Health (IDPH) 

and Iowa State University Extension and 

Outreach (ISUEO) and implemented by 

communities across Iowa.  

 

I-WALK utilizes web mapping technologies 

and global positioning system (GPS) units to 

accurately map routes that children use to 

walk or bicycle to school and identify safety 

barriers and solutions. Creating environments 

that encourage children to walk or bicycle 

safely to school will improve health outcomes 

for children by providing additional 

opportunities to reach the recommended daily 60 minutes of physical activity, as well as 

normalize walking as a healthy lifestyle habit. 

* Iowa Department of Public Health 2010 BMI Assessment 



Multiple-choice survey questions  

Parent or Guardian completed 

Distance mapping between home and 

school 

Parent or Guardian completed 

 

Route mapping 

Parent or Guardian and child completed 

together 

Barrier/opportunity mapping 

Parent or Guardian and child completed 

together 
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I-WALK was piloted in 2010 and 2011 in twelve Iowa communities. The communities 

include Atlantic, De Soto, Fort Madison, Hull, Independence, Kalona, Riceville, Spencer, 

Tabor, Vinton, West Des Moines and West Union; the range in population is from 875 to 

56,609 people. IDPH selected the pilot communities by choosing two from each of the six 

public health regions in the 

state.  In 2012, IDPH 

received additional funding 

from the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention 

(CDC) to implement I-WALK 

in four communities: Cedar 

Falls, Dallas Center, 

Washington and Wellman. 
 

The project team includes: 

Christopher J. Seeger, 

Iowa State University 

Extension and Outreach 

Landscape Architect and Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture;  

Mary Savage, ISU Community Campus Partnerships for Health 

Tami Larson, IDPH Project Manager; 

Sarah Taylor-Watts, IDPH Program Coordinator; and  

Catherine Lillehoj, Ph.D., IDPH Chief Epidemiologist and Program Evaluator.  
 

Local Public Health (LPH) led local efforts in each community. The I-WALK project 

consisted of four components:  1) Parent/Child Survey, 2) Teacher Tally, 3) GPS 

Walkability Workshops and 4) Community Coalitions. 

1. Parent/Child Survey  

The purpose of the survey was to better understand how each child gets to and from 

school and the concerns parents have about their children walking or biking to and from 

school. While most of the survey focused on SRTS issues for those who walk or bike to 

school, parents and children that live in the country and ride the bus were also asked to 

complete the survey. The survey was divided into the following sections:  
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2. Teacher Tally  

The Teacher Tally was developed to help 

communities determine how students get 

to and from school each day. This 

information provided the baseline data 

needed to determine any change in 

walking or bicycling to and from school; it 

also helped evaluate the short and long 

term effectiveness of the I-WALK program.   
 

Over the course of several consecutive 

days, teachers listed the different ways 

students could get to school and then, with 

a show of hands, the students indicated 

how they got to and from school that day.  

The teacher recorded the information, 

along with the weather for that day, on the 

tally sheet. Individual students were not 

identified on the tally sheet, and only 

aggregate data were recorded.  
 

3. GPS Walkability Workshops  

Trained citizens conducted an inventory of 

their community using iPhones equipped 

with the Environmental Systems Research 

Institute ArcGIS application (ESRI ArcGIS 

app) that was customized for use in SRTS 

projects by ISUEO. The I-WALK team 

trained the volunteers in each of the pilot 

communities to use the iPhone app. The 

volunteers then took to the streets to 

collect data. 

 

Workshop participants mapped 

information from three categories: 

intersections, midblock sidewalks, and 

additional features that impede 

pedestrians and cyclists.  
 

At intersections, volunteers indicated 

whether or not there were painted 

crosswalks and curb cuts and what type of 

control system, if any, was in place (e.g., 

stop signs, stoplight, flashing light). 
 

Volunteers evaluated sidewalks at 

midblock, indicating whether or not there 

were sidewalks, and if so, whether or not 

they were in good condition and wide 

enough for two people to walk side by 

side. 
 

Additional features included barriers such 

as vegetation growth across the sidewalk, 

places where water frequently pools on 

the sidewalk, sidewalks that just end and 

barking dogs that scare children. 
 

4. Community Coalitions  

LPH headed up an effort to create a SRTS  

coalition in the community to help address 

issues identified by the assessment. The 

communities used resources from the 

SRTS website to guide their invitations to 

local stakeholders that could be involved. 

They were then tasked with inviting all of 

these people to be involved in the effort. 

After the coalitions were created, the 

communities started assembling funding 

for future projects.  

 

The following report includes the data 

compiled while evaluating the elementary 

school. 

Citizens collect data during a 

GPS Walkability Workshop. 
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Euclidean buffers (as the crow flies) are often used to determine the distance students live 

from a school. While this map illustrates the areas one-half, one and two miles around the 

school, SRTS planning teams should be cautioned that the true distance for a child to 

walk along a network (street or trail) to the school could be a longer distance. Note: 

Information for this map was derived from creating a GIS radial buffer around the school in 

1/2, 1 and 2 mile increments.  

Lincoln Upper Elementary School 

Washington, Iowa 

Page  5 


