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Olympic Hills Elementary School Walking 
Audit 
As part of the Safe Routes to School grant project at Olympic 
Hills Elementary (OHE), a walking audit was conducted on 
November 1, 2012.  This event, organized by Feet First, 
brought together community members and program partners 
to walk a chosen route in order to gain firsthand knowledge of 
the walking environment for students.  The 3-fold purpose of 
the resulting report is to: 

1. record the observations of participants,  
2. present prioritized recommendations for 

improvements, and  
3. serve as a tool to inform and enhance SRTS grant 

activity at Olympic Hills Elementary.    
While the event and reporting process are designed to be 
highly collaborative, the final report is a product of Feet First. 
All recommendations herein are made by Feet First and may 
not necessarily reflect the opinions of each individual 
involved. Any questions about this report should be directed 
to Feet First. 
 
 
 
 

Walking Audit Route 
 
The map above shows the walking audit route. The route was 
determined based on school district student locator maps and 
community input regarding areas of high pedestrian or bicycle 
traffic and/or perceived safety issues. 
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General Observations of the Walking 
Environment surrounding OHE 
 
Road Design:   

Residential streets near OHE generally lack sidewalks and have 
gravel ditches or swales along portions of the right of way.  
This is familiar infrastructure for residential Seattle 
neighborhoods north of 85th Street.  When walking in this 
area, pedestrians will either walk on existing shoulders that 
are often muddy and disconnected, or in the street itself.  
Intersections typically have wide turn radii, which facilitate 
faster turns by drivers.  In this hilly and verdant area, some 
intersections have particularly difficult sightline issues due to 
steep inclines and/or overgrowth.  With Thornton Creek 
nearby, this area experiences puddles and drainage problems 
throughout the wetter months. 

Proximity to Business District:  

Less than 10 blocks from the school, the Lake City business 
district features banks, stores, offices, and other services.  
Lake City is a five-lane roadway with a speed limit of 35 mph.  
The Lake City Branch of the Seattle Public Library and other 
services are located to the south and east of the school on 
125th street.   Metro buses serve Lake City Way, 125th Street, 
135th Street, 30th Avenue NE and 15th Avenue NE.  The 
business district attracts both car and foot traffic to the area. 

“Cut-Through” Traffic 

Faster-moving “cut through traffic” was cited frequently as a 
concern for participants who regularly walk around OHE.   
Traffic volumes on the nearby arterials of 15th Ave NE, Lake 
City Way, and 125th St are perceived to be contributors of 
more and faster vehicular traffic on the part of drivers cutting 
through the neighborhood. 

Housing:   

The majority of housing immediately surrounding OHE 
consists of single-family homes, with the exception of a 
concentration of multi-family homes and apartment buildings 
to the north and east of the school near Lake City Way.  
Because much of the multi-family housing is within the school 
walk boundary, a higher number of students can potentially 
walk or cycle from the northeast. 

Improvements Scheduled:  

OHE is scheduled for a major renovation project through the 
Building Excellence Levy (BEX IV) with the Seattle Public 
Schools.  If this levy is passed by voters in 2013, OHE will 
expect to have a new building at this location before the end 
of the decade.  The best long-range planning will keep this 
possibility in mind.    
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Top Recommendations for Olympic Hills Elementary 
School 
 

1. Conduct Pedestrian and Bike Safety Education for 
students 
Many roads in the Olympic Hills neighborhood do not have 
sidewalks but are nevertheless quiet and low-traffic enough to 
feel safe for pedestrians—for instance, NE 133rd St, and 23rd Pl 
NE. While the feeling of safety is a definite amenity for 
neighborhood residents and students at OHE, it is important 
to ensure that the proper precautions are being taken for 
walking on a road with no sidewalk. To that end, Feet First is 
available to conduct a Pedestrian and Safety Education 
activities with students, teachers, and parents at OHE.  The 
Cascade Bicycle Club Education Foundation is available to 
conduct bicycle education activities either directly with the 
school or with other interested community groups. 
 
2. Organize and adopt stairway cleanup community 
effort at NE 133rd St and 23rd Pl NE.  
The stairway at NE 133rd St and 23rd Pl NE is an important 
pedestrian route for the large concentration of OHE families 
that live to the north and east of the school.  The stairway is in 
good fairly good repair and has pedestrian scale lighting.  
Participants noted a high level of comfort in this area, except 
for the fact that there was some trash and that the autumn 
leaves made this stairs very slippery. A stairway cleanup 
community event would enhance the path’s safety during the 
fall and winter months when wet leaves affect walkability.  
3. Repair sidewalk along 20th Ave NE going north 

from school 
Many participants noted the rutted, bumpy, uneven sidewalks 
that lead directly from the north to the school property. One 
student on the walking audit commented that he liked to 
bring his skateboard to this sidewalk, as the unevenness and 
bumps made for excellent jumps. Repairing this sidewalk 
would increase walkability and wheelchair accessibility along a 
route that serves the sizable population of families living to 
the north and northeast of OHE. 
 
4. Work with SDOT to improve pedestrian safety at 
the intersection at NE 130th Pl and 19th Ave NE 
This three-way intersection of 130th Pl and the southern leg of 
19th Ave NE was the focus of many comments and concerns 
during the walking audit.  There are sightline issues due to 
inclines, bends in both roads, and a dense tree canopy along 
19th Ave NE.  Participants noted that the existing sidewalk on 
19th Ave NE does not match the desired walking path for many 
residents, leading to frequent mid-block crossings on the hill. 
The two roads meet at an oblique angle and have wide radii 
corners, which lengthen the crossing distance for pedestrians 
and allow drivers to make turns at higher speeds.  A school 
bus stop at the north side of 130th Pl brings child pedestrians 
to this intersection daily, and residents emphasize their 
concern for student safety here. The school and grant team 
should work with SDOT to find design solutions to better 
define this shared space and improve pedestrian and bicycle 
safety here. Some possibilities worth further consideration 
include placing a marked crosswalk at the preferred crossing, 
squaring the corners, and placing a speed reader board along 
130th Pl. 
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Top Recommendations, continued… 
 
5. Improve pedestrian connections along NE 130th 
St. 
Participants noted the lack of sidewalk on one or the other 
side of the street as the walk progressed on NE 130th St.  For 
our group on foot, it did not feel straightforward or obvious 
where one should be walking. Wayfinding signs pointing out 
the route to the school including appropriate crossing 
locations would greatly increase the clarity of pedestrian 
experience.  
 
 
6. Work with SPD for targeted speed enforcement at 
NE 135th Pl and 19th Ave NE 
Participants noted the impact of cut-through traffic in this 
area, particularly at the intersection of NE 135th Pl and 19th 
Ave NE.  The danger of driving fast here is exacerbated by 
wide radius turns and a nearby transit stop location with 
increased pedestrian activity, making this area a key speed 
enforcement zone.  
 

* * * 
 
Please see Appendix I: Walking Audit Field Notes for photos 
and a complete record of the issues noted during the walking 
audit event. 
 
 
 

Walking Audit Report Summary 
The Olympic Hills neighborhood has many assets for walking, 
as well as several barriers and concerns.  There is generous 
community support for Safe Routes to School in the form of 
involved parents, school staff, students, neighbors and 
community groups. Through the efforts of these individuals as 
well as grant partners from the school, Feet First, Cascade 
Bicycle Club, the Seattle Police Department and the Seattle 
Department of Transportation, the Safe Routes to School 
program is well under way at OHE. This walking audit report 
identifies recommendations to improve both physical and 
other barriers to walking in the Olympic Hills neighborhood.  
Making it safe for elementary school children to walk to 
school and bike in the area relies on addressing issues from 
multiple angles. Using a combination of education, 
encouragement, enforcement, and engineering approaches, 
the walking and biking environment at Olympic Hills 
Elementary can be greatly enhanced.  
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Appendix I - Field Notes 
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Appendix II - The SRTS Program at OHE 
 
Safe Routes to School (SRTS) is a growing movement to 
encourage and support active commuting by school children 
and families. At the intersection of public health, public safety, 
education, and transportation, SRTS helps communities by 
making it safer, easier, and more common from children to 
walk or bike to school. Safe Routes to School solutions are 
multi-faceted and can be categorized into the “5 E’s”:  
Education, Encouragement, Enforcement, Engineering, and 
Evaluation.  
 
Why Encourage Kids to Walk and Bike to School? Increasing 
physical activity lowers obesity rates, improves lung-related 
health, and enhances readiness to learn by lowering stress 
levels.  However, over the past generation activity levels and 
obesity rates have gotten worse: the share of students who 
walk or bike to school has fallen from 48 percent to 13 
percent, while childhood obesity rates have tripled. This 
change has serious consequences; obesity’s role in diabetes 
and heart disease make it one of the two leading causes of 
preventable death in King County. 
 
Who is involved in the Safe Routes to Schools Program? 
Safe Routes to Schools programs rely on a diverse group of 
participants. Under the Washington State Department of 
Transportation (WSDOT) Safe Route to School program, the 
primary participants are: 
 
City of Seattle Department of Transportation (SDOT): SDOT is 
the managing and fiscal agent of the Olympic Hills SRTS grant. 

SDOT has a SRTS department that focuses grant funds and 
funding from the Bridging the Gap Levy on safe pedestrian and 
bicycle transportation enhancements near schools. SDOT’s 
SRTS Coordinator, Brian Dougherty, is involved in all aspects of 
this grant. 
 
Olympic Hills Elementary: This school collaborated with SDOT 
to apply for a SRTS grant from the Washington State 
Department of Transportation with the intent to improve 
conditions for walking and biking to school. The school 
teachers and staff are critical allies in creating opportunities to 
engage students to participate in education and 
encouragement events that are part of the SRTS grant. 
 
Parents / Students / Community Members: Parents, students 
and community members can provide invaluable information 
on their community’s assets and barriers. These participants 
are the clients of this grant and are critical to the success of 
the project. 
 
Feet First: Feet First, Washington’s only pedestrian advocacy 
nonprofit organization, has been working to ensure walkable 
communities since 2001. Feet First promotes walkable 
communities for health, transportation, environment and 
enjoyment, helping people take steps that create better 
places to live, learn, shop, work and play. Feet First manages 
the Education, Encouragement and Evaluation aspects of the 
grant.  
 
Cascade Bicycle Club Education Foundation: The Cascade 
Bicycle Club Education Foundation (CBCEF) was created in 
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2001 to provide education programs and consulting services 
to the local community, in the interest of creating a better 
community through bicycling. CBCEF works with schools on 
bicycle safety education programs and Safe Routes to School 
grants. 
 
 
Project Details / Methodology 
The following steps were undertaken to produce the walking 
audit event and report. 
 

1)  Information Gathering: Feet First met with Principals 
and PTA to gain an understanding of where students live, 
where they go after school, and the biggest challenges they 
face as walkers and cyclists.  
 
2)  Ground-Truthing: Feet First visited the neighborhood 
and compared map data and in- person observations. Notes 
and photographs were taken on pedestrian infrastructure-
related assets and issues. Based on these observations, 
points of interest were chosen and a route map was 
prepared for the community walking audit. The map was 
distributed electronically to PTA president Elise Morrison, 
as well as other involved parents, teachers, and community 
members. Based on the feedback from these stakeholders 
the route was adjusted to represent the goals and concerns 
of the community members.  
 
3)   Scheduling:  Thursday, November 1, 2012 was chosen 
for the walking audit event. This day was chosen based on 
availability of the school and participants’ schedules. The 

audit was conducted from 3:30pm to 5:45pm in the 
evening.  
 
4) Outreach: Feet First attended PTA meetings and worked 
with school staff and PTA members to encourage 
participation from parents, city staff, and other community 
members. Fliers and newsletter material were provided for 
outreach to the school community. 
 
5) Group Participation:  Audit participants were given maps 
and clipboards, and kids were given digital cameras to use 
during the audit. Feet First led the walk and facilitated 
conversation about safe walking in the neighborhood. 
Participants recorded their observations by writing on the 
maps and taking photographs. Community members who 
were unable to participate on the walking audit received 
the worksheet electronically and were asked to provide 
input. 
 
6) Reporting: Feet First collected the comments and 
cameras, and then compiled the findings into this report. 
The field notes represent the compiled comments and 
corresponding photographs taken by participants.  
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Overview of Olympic Hills Elementary School 
OHE serves 267 K-5 students representing 30 different 
countries and 18 different languages in the Olympic Hills 
neighborhood of the City of Seattle. 109 students live within 
the walk zone. According to the Safe Routes to School Student 
In-Class Travel Tally, 10% of students currently walk to school, 
while 53% arrive by school bus, 35% arrive by private vehicle, 
and 1% is part of a carpool.  
 

 
 
Notes on School Parking Lots 
As part of the Washington State Department of 
Transportation Safe Routes to School grant, Feet First is 
conducting an in-depth twelve-month analysis of student 
drop-off and pick-up procedures for OHE. Please contact Feet 
First SRTS Program Director Jen Cole by calling 206-652-2310 

ext. 2 or emailing jen@feetfirst.org for questions or concerns 
regarding the pick-up and drop-off study. Some general 
observations about school ground and drop-off and pick-up 
routines are noted here. 
 
School drop-off and pick-up areas often pose particular 
difficulty for students getting to school. The combination of 
high numbers of family vehicles, yellow bus service, 
pedestrians, and bicycle traffic can make the final approach to 
the school difficult for students and adults alike. 
 
To make a clear separation between different travel modes it 
is important to have discrete areas dedicated to bus loading, 
family vehicles, and bicycles and pedestrians. Signage and 
curb striping should be unambiguous. Schools should 
distribute information that clearly states the school 
procedures, and adequate staffing should be provided to 
supervise each area. 
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Appendix III - Participant List 

 

In order to gather participants for the community walking 
audit, the PTA together with the principal, faculty, and staff at 
Olympic Hills Elementary School worked to gather parents, 
neighbors, and concerned citizens together for the event. The 
full list of participants is shown at right. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Special thanks to the following OHE students and young 
neighbors for their participation and photos: Miles, Alexandre, 
Malcolm, Paige 

 

Haregu Abraham- PTA 

Janet Arkills- Parent 

Mahilet Bekele- Parent 

Paul Brown- Faculty/Neighbor 

Lee Anne Clark- PTA 

Chuck Dickey- Neighbor 

Brian Dougherty- SDOT 

Ann Hilman- Parent 

Dave Morris- DPC 

Laura Ruchinskas- SDOT 

Aaron Rude- Parent 

Julie Salathe- Cascade Bicycle Club 
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