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Summary
“School streets” or “play streets” are open streets that 
are run, maintained, and programmed by adjacent or 
nearby schools ranging from 3-k to higher education. 

School streets have been recognized as a successful 
way of reducing car fatalities. In the United Kingdom, a 
recent report by Doolin O’Reilly found that “one in four 
cars on the road at peak times are generated by the 
school run and that children face an increased risk of 
being fatally struck by a vehicle during this period.” In 
response, Hackney School, just outside of London, 
created a robust School Streets pilot across five different 
schools and public toolkit to reduce traffic fatalities and 
create space for children’s programming. In response to 
this new program, schools did not just find a decrease in 
fatalities and traffic, but also air pollution, increased 
walking and cycling. Part of this program’s success is 
because “it does not ban driving to school; rather it 
encourages parents to either use sustainable 
transportation for their school run or, failing that, park 
their vehicle away from the school gate and walk the final 
section of their journey.”

While school streets in NYC are a beautiful opportunity 
to create safer schools, the program has fallen short. 
Recent reporting by StreetsBlog found that “on school 
days, streets near schools are more dangerous on 
average than other city streets. 
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During the 8 a.m. hour, when hundreds of thousands of 
children stream into 1,600 city-run public schools, there 
are 57 percent more crashes and 25 percent more 
injuries per mile on streets near schools than on the city’s 
other streets. This disparity largely disappears on days 
when schools are closed.” Despite this overwhelming 
statistic, less than 40 schools currently have school 
streets, and even fewer are operational. In a city of 
almost 2,000 schools, this project asked: why is this 
the case?

As I think about this work, I want to tell you about the 
story of PS 35 in Hollis, Queens. Before I worked at 
OpenPlans, I worked for StreetLab helping with 
community engagement around DOT’s Priority A 
locations for Open Streets: open streets in 
neighborhoods of color that were hit hard by COVID and 
lack open space. One new open street, at the 
intersection of 191st and 90th, near Jamaica Avenue, 
was adjacent to an elementary school that didn’t have 
access to a substantial playground. If you’re not familiar 
with Hollis, it’s a pretty residential, semi-suburban, 
car-heavy area of Eastern Queens, and PS 35 mostly 
serves Black, South Asian, and Indo-Caribbean students. 
Even though it rained and coordinating barricades was a 
logistical nightmare, it was a very successful open street: 
teachers had some time off from instruction while we 
provided temporary programmatic support, kids ran in 
the street and played soccer (continued...) 



Summary continued
had ample open space to socially distance, wrote with 
chalk, drew, and took up the streets. The administration, 
the vice principal, principal, teachers, parent 
coordinators, were so happy about this new resource, 
and asked us to come back. We did! After the 
installation, we tried to get PS 35 to apply for a 
permanent open street near their school, but they never 
did. Why not? Was the application too difficult for an 
already overburdened school? Did they not have enough 
resources to confidently program the street without help 
of external nonprofits? Or, were the benefits of school 
streets unclear?

I thought about PS 35 a lot this summer while I worked 
on this project- and even tried to get in touch with them 
to find out more and try to help them apply - and as I 
think about this research and the work we’re doing here, 
I’m putting schools like PS 35 at the forefront: how do 
YG� IGV� UEJQQNU� VQ� HGGN� EQPƂFGPV� CRRN[KPI�� GXGP� KH�
UQOG�UEJQQNU�ƂPF�VJG�CRRNKECVKQP�NGUU�QXGTYJGNOKPI�
QT�JCXG�C�RCTGPV�VJCV�YQTMU�HQT�VJG�EKV[�YJQ�ECP�JGNR�
VJGO� CRRN[! How do we make all schools realize the 
benefits of open streets, even if some schools are near 
Vanderbilt, for example, and are familiar with the 
benefits? How do we resource all schools to not worry 
about covering the costs of additional staff or 
coordinating barricades and signs, even if some schools 
have a robust PTA that can cover the costs? 
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An open street activation at PS 35 in Hollis 
during October 2021.
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Methodology
This project took three different methodological 
approaches: spatial analysis, community engagement, 
and participant observation. 

I started with spatial analysis, making a map of every 
school street on the DOT website (note: data last 
updated in June). I did some basic demographic analysis 
on ArcGIS of every school street using ACS data on the 
community district level (note: community districts are a 
fairly large aggregation unit so there’s a lot of room for 
error, oversimplification, and the modifiable areal unit 
problem happening there) to understand the racial and 
income breakdowns of neighborhoods that have school 
streets. I also started to create a multi-criteria decision 
analysis to determine which neighborhoods should get 
an open street - based on indexes like open space - but 
did not have time to finish that.

I then moved to collecting and analyzing observational 
data, creating a research protocol for observing school 
streets and then visiting as many as I could before school 
went out of session. I also observed the process of PS 
92 parents advocating for new open space near their 
school, and how parents can best organize their 
administration and the city to create better futures for 
their kids. Finally, I stopped by some open streets in 
Jackson Heights and Manhattan to ask community 
members questions about school streets. I asked:
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Do you know what a school street is? Does your school 
have one? What open space resources does your school 
need? How might you use an open street? 

Finally, and for the bulk of my work, I interviewed as 
many schools that participated in the program as 
possible. I interviewed parents, PTA heads, parent 
coordinators, principals, vice principals, and teachers. I 
interviewed city council constituent service liaisons who 
helped schools get approved and had thoughtful 
suggestions about organizing strategies for open space 
work.

Note on terminology: the formal title of this program 
is open streets or open streets for schools. Despite 
that, the program is colloquially referred to a school 
streets, play streets, or closed streets, so I will use 
the terms interchangeably in this report.



Suggestions for Growth
For DOT and partner nonprofit organizations: 

Create an easier application. Many schools found the 
application process easy, but many did not. Some ways 
to make the application easier might be: 

Sharing a dummy template of a successful application 
so that schools have a greater understanding of what 
is needed from them.

Having a “schools only” application, rather than a 
broader open street application which schools complete.

Hosting info-sessions where school administration can fill 
out the application and submit during the same session

Removing the urban design / site plan component of the 
application, or providing specific guidance about how to 
complete the question.

Allowing schools to have their application carried 
over from year to year - i.e. if you get approved in 
2020, you don’t have to reapply at all in 2021.

Clarifying the extent to which schools have to interface 
with community boards to avoid schools worrying about 
negative community interactions and saving parents 
time.
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More radically: not having an application, and allowing 
schools to opt-out of the process, rather than opting in. 
This involves an element of trust towards administrators 
and schools, which urban planners could benefit towards 
instilling.

Share a simple graphic with a timeline with schools: 
i.e. this is the SPECIFIC date where you have to apply 
by, once you apply, you’ll present to community 
board within 30 days, you’ll hear back in 90 days, 
you’ll get a barricade in 91 days.

Clarify the process for acquiring barricades. While the 
DOT does supply barricades, some schools, like Peck 
Slip School, had the impression that it was up to 
individual schools to supply barriers. Their administration 
conveyed that they sourced beat up barricades from 
their local police precinct, which they took away for a 
street fair and never returned, and so they spent lots of 
time on the phone trying to get them back and they 
never got it returned. Schools do not have time for that.

2TQXKFG� OQTG� QHƂEKCN� CPF� RGTOCPGPV� UKIPCIG� VQ�
provide the program with legitimacy.

Think of creative ways to provide schools with funding 
outside of the PTA model, to avoid reinforcing broken 
structures of inequality.



Suggestions for Growth
For public space organizers and practitioners:

Find ways to help compensate or minimize volunteer 
parental labor, especially in low-income 
neighborhoods.

Navigate pushback from neighbors with schools, one of 
the biggest issues we have to tackle right now if we want 
more robust open streets! 

Host play streets town halls with principles and local 
elected officials.

Create a tactical urbanism toolkit that shows different 
ways that schools can use school streets.

%TGCVG�CP�GCUKN[�CEEGUUKDNG�OCR�QH�PQPRTQƂVU� KP�VJG�
area that can provide funding and programmatic 
support to school streets.

Create a cohesive organizing strategy around schools 
that partners with Council members. Each council 
member should reach out to every school in their district 
(that’s between 30 and 40, which is pretty reasonable) 
and pitch them on school streets. This worked for 
Council Member Restler in Brooklyn and helped 
Brooklyn Prospect International was able to get a school 
street- according to the admin at BK Prospect 
International.
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For parents trying to organize:

If you’re interested in having a school street in your 
school, start by hosting a town-hall type meeting in 
English, Spanish, and other languages that your school 
uses. 

Make sure to bring food and coffee to the meeting.

Loop in your school administration and PTA as soon as 
possible.

Send letters to neighbors on your block telling them 
about the program and what to expect in the coming 
year (thanks, PS 34!)

Reach out to your former PTA president and people that 
are connected to your neighborhood to see “how do 
you drum up support for this” outside of the school 
community (thanks, PS 222!)

Frame school streets as wraparound services or 
community schools - area where there are least 
EQPƃKEVU��OQUV�EQQRGTCVKQP��OQUV�DGPGƂV�VQ�DTQCFGT�
community.



Method 1: Engagement
A key component in this research was talking directly to 
stakeholders involved in school streets and asking: what 
do you love about this program? What resources do 
you need to make this program as useful to you as 
possible? What did you think about the application 
process? Do you have a story that you love about 
how your students used the open street?

I talked to Peck Slip School in Manhattan, who closes off 
their open street in the morning and opens it around 3 
o’clock. They currently use it for pick up and drop off,  
but there’s a massive construction project across the 
street, there’s ongoing brownfield cleanup, a new 
development, and toxic organic mercury, so they’re 
going to use the open street for a playspace in the fall. 
They’re nervous about cars driving on the street, so they 
sometimes park their cars at the end of the open street 
as an additional barricade– what are ways that 
organizers and practitioners can help assuage these 
fears, for both parents and administrators?

I talked to PS 42, who primarily uses their school for pick 
up and drop off as well, and had the unexpected 
DGPGƂV� QH� UQEKCNK\CVKQP� CPF� EQOOWPKV[� DWKNFKPI�
between parents and teachers who were able to chat 
about their kids in an informal way at pickup, 
especially with parents who might not have time and 
resources for parent teacher conferences.
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Parents waiting for pick up at an open 
street in Jackson Heights.



Brooklyn Prospect
Brooklyn Prospect International Elementary School is a 
private elementary school in Downtown Brooklyn, near 
the Willoughby Open Street and Jay Street-Metro Tech 
train station. Brooklyn Prospect was a unique case 
because during recess, kids previously played at a play 
space auxiliary to the Metrotech space. Despite this, the 
intersection at Willoughby and Bridge is incredibly 
dangerous: there are about 8 buses that come in the 
morning and 870 kids that need to be shuttled, but there 
wasn’t an assigned or consistent crossing guard to help 
the process. In addition, the school would use Metrotech 
Plaza or the plaza near NYU Tandon for recess before 
receiving a school street. Because it’s a public plaza, 
school staff would put up cones and warn people “there 
are about to be 100 screaming kids for the next 30 
minutes.” This led to difficult situations, like commentary 
from passersby, people trying to film children, or hard 
conversations with neighboring buildings about the use 
of chalk. Now, Brooklyn Prospect uses their play street 
for recess, not pick up or drop off. They’re in the process 
of building a rooftop playground, so this play street is an 
“interim fix” prior to that. Resources wise, staff members 
bring chalk, jumprope, a ball, and rings and cones for 
coin toss. There hasn’t been a need for additional staff 
because the recess plan has always been on the street.

Brooklyn Prospect International Elementary School was 
able to materialize a play street because: Brooklyn 
Prospect is colocated with another school and was able 
to collaborate with this other school in their network.
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Additionally, a parent at Brooklyn Prospect worked at 
the Department of Transportation (DOT) and helped 
with the application. During the application process, 
Council Member Lincoln Restler visited, and then 
followed up with the DOT to escalate or bump the 
application process. During the visit, Brooklyn Prospect 
spoke with Council Member Restler about shootings in 
the neighborhood, traffic buildups in the morning, 
crossing guards, and parental concerns about play, and 
were able to discuss the existing school streets 
application. Schools should feel encouraged to reach out 
to Council Members and local representatives who may 
already have existing relationships with the DOT. 
Alternatively, local representatives should use school 
visits in order to share information about the benefits of 
open streets for schools. Despite that, administration 
found it unclear during the application process what the 
process should have been in terms of timeline or 
expectations. Increased transparency from the DOT, 
including an application with best practices or a timeline 
could make the process easier for schools.

“The school street helps our kids feel connectedness 
to the neighborhood around us and the community 
we’re in.” Local organizers hosted a march for 
children’s rights, and made sure to end the march 
where students play: their students felt part of the 
city which was powerful and positive for their 
growth.



PS 34
PS34 is a public school in Greenpoint located on a block 
of mostly multifamily residences and near a local public 
library. PS34 found out about the school through the 
Department of Education: a DOE staffer reached out to 
the school through DOE’s partnership with advocacy 
organization Open School Alliance.

The administration filed for an open street to close off 
the street for safety reasons and social distancing 
reasons, rather than for play. While it required a 
significant amount of time, they appreciated being able 
to reuse the same form for future applications. We 
suggest: the DOT carrying applications through 
between years, rather than having schools reapply 
between years.

PS34’s school street is primarily for pick up and drop off. 
Their school street has made pick up and drop off easier, 
particularly during COVID spikes because parents 
needed to drop kids off further away from the school (at 
the gate, rather than the door). This adjustment meant 
that parents needed to wait outside until PS34 was able 
to open the gates and receive families, especially as the 
school’s infrastructure has narrow sidewalks around the 
building. This new school street provides a safe walking 
area for children to be picked up and run around in the 
morning. In terms of resources, PS34 needs more staff to 
help monitor the street.
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The street cannot be left unattended with a barrier 
there, not just to ensure cars don’t pass, but in case 
emergency vehicles need to pass through or clear. 
Implementation of the school street has required 
restaffing, budget realignment, and additional personnel 
reassigned for the time that it’s closed.

Parents initially helped out with the open street 
application. In early 2020, parents wanted to expand the 
open street to have kids playing during the school street. 
This was too difficult because it required additional 
staffing that the school didn’t have, and the school 
already had two yards for outdoor learning. Instead, the 
school piloted a green outdoor team with parents to 
experiment with models of outdoor learning.

Having good relations with neighbors has been difficult 
and important. Despite that, there was significant 
community pushback that PS 34 navigated throughout 
the process. When it was proposed for students to do 
instruction on the street, parents were concerned about 
safety, the neighborhood, and lack of officers monitoring 
the street. Community members who live on the street 
tended to be supportive. One suggestion the school 
brought was: sending letters to every neighbor on 
the block letting them know how it would be used in 
advance. Because of the letter, even those who were 
initially unsupportive of the open street were not big 
objectors.



PS 42
I met with PS 42, a public school that serves mostly 
Asian-American students in Lower Manhattan, and 
spoke with Principal May Lee and their Parent 
Coordinator. PS 42’s administration requested an open 
street for help during pick up, dismissal, and drop off. As 
construction occurs during the fall, they are  trying to 
expand the open street for playspace, despite nearby 
scaffolding and construction. Currently, PS 42 takes one 
side of the street, and the other side of the street 
belongs to a laundromat and expensive clothing store 
that doesn’t open until noon. PS 42 has had a difficult 
time with the open street, and has found not all vehicles 
honor open streets, and have witnessed cars going down 
barricades during operational hours.

25� ��� HQWPF� VJG� CRRNKECVKQP� RTQEGUU� FKHƂEWNV��
pWPENGCT�q� CPF� pEQPHWUKPI�q� KPKVKCNN[� EQORNGVKPI� VJG�
YTQPI� CRR� CPF� ƂPFKPI� VJG� UKVG� RNCP� SWGUVKQP�
RCTVKEWNCTN[�FKHƂEWNV��Despite this difficulty, PS 42 loves 
the open street: it has prevented cars from racing down 
the street and provide space for kids.

/QUV�GZEKVKPIN[��VJG�QRGP�UVTGGV�JCU�DWKNV�TGNCVKQPUJKR�
DGVYGGP� RCTGPVU� CPF� VGCEJGTU�� &KUOKUUCN� QEEWTU� CV�
������CPF�RCTGPVU�CTTKXG�VQ�RKEM�WR�VJGKT�EJKNFTGP�CV�
������ VJGUG� ��� OKPWVGU� ICXG� URCEG� CPF� VKOG� HQT�
RCTGPVU� VQ� VCNM� VQ� GCEJQVJGT�� UQEKCNK\G�� CPF� VCNM� VQ�
VGCEJGTU���DGHQTG�JCXKPI�CEEGUU�VQ�VJKU�URCEG��RCTGPVU�
YQWNF�SWKEMN[�ƂPF�VJGKT�EJKNFTGP�CPF�NGCXG��
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This has both ensured that parents are able to follow safe 
social distancing protocol (which would be difficult if this 
were occurring only on a sidewalk) and built community.

Resources wise, this has been difficult for PS 42: there 
need to be two supervisors at the barricades (one on 
each side), but crossing guards don’t work lunch hours. 
Safety is a big concern, and the school does not have the 
budget for extra aids to monitor the signs. 5KIPCIG�
YKUG��VJG�UEJQQN�WUGU�NCOKPCVGF�UKIPU�VJCV�CTG�OCFG�KP�
VJG�UEJQQN��DWV�YQWNF�RTGHGT�KH�VJG�&16�YCU�CDNG�VQ�
RTQXKFG� DTKIJV� QTCPIG�� NKIJVYGKIJV� DCTTKECFGU�� CPF�
OQTG�QHƂEKCN�UKIPCIG�VQ�RCNCEG�QP�NCORQUVU��



PS 146
I spoke to administrators from PS 146, a magnet school 
in Park Slope, who close off their adjacent street from 
7:30 am to 3 pm. PS 146 found out about the program 
because a parent at the school works for the DOT and 
pointed them towards the program. The administrators 
needed extra space to be safe during the height of the 
program, so they searched the open street program 
online to see if they were eligible for the program.

The administrators found the application process to not 
be overly difficult, but also not straightforward. In 
particular, the administrators found that the application 
was geared towards commercial strips (like Vanderbilt 
Avenue). We recommend: creating an application or 
permitting system geared towards schools 
URGEKƂECNN[��
 
PS 146 uses their school street all day long, from arrival 
to dismissal. They have worked the open street into the 
curriculum, integrating dance, movement, research, and 
lunch. During early spikes of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
class periods had to be dispersed because of the amount 
of people on the street, and the open street allowed for 
a lot of space to work with. Amy noted that normally 
dismissal for school was in the cafeteria, and was 
“mayhem” because PS 146 is a school of 600 kids. An 
open street allowed for more movement, freedom, and 
space. PS 146 also hosts outdoor classes for academic 
reasons, not just recreational. Finally, PS 146 hosts a 
biking program, where a formal principal teaches bike 
riding to students who don’t have bikes or can’t ride.
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Resource wise, PS 146 received additional funding 
because of COVID, so they were able to hire new 
sub-teachers, paraprofessionals, and additional support 
to have adults where needed. PS 146 leaves barricades 
up during the day because they are very heavy, and leans 
on parental support. During the first year of the 
program, PS 146 had parent volunteers come out to the 
barricades as much as possible. Invariably, the city would 
come to inspect when there was no parent at the 
barricades, so PS 146 would get written up. After the 
second year of the program, the DOT stopped 
inspecting barricades (and potentially lessened 
requirements around adults at barricades), so PS 146 
stopped sending parents out there. Both administrators 
underscored the importance of working directly with 
neighbors, and being on good terms. At the end of the 
year, this productive relationship was rewarded, the 
school wanted to have graduation at 6 pm and while the 
neighbors could have said no, the great relationship 
allowed for neighbor presence.

I also spoke with Kiki, a parent at PS 146, who shared the 
vast diversity of street usages. PS 146 is creative with 
programming, hosting “June Share,” where students 
share projects they worked on during the school year 
and display them outside, presenting them to their 
school. Kiki encouraged schools who are interested in 
communicating to their neighbors about school streets 
to use media to spread the word about the program, like 
pitching stories and op-eds to PATCH and Next Door.



PS 222
In my opinion, PS 222 and the strip of schools on 34th 
Avenue are a true open streets success story, full of 
ample play space and programming. PS 222’s open 
street is used for playtime and recess, and requires no 
additional support staff.

I spoke to Noelia Pacheco, the president of the PTA at 
the time, who described the process of getting an open 
street as  “team effort.” When the playground was shut 
down due to construction, Noelia looked up the 
application process online and spoke to supportive 
parents. In parallel to advocating to the DOT, the 
Principal submitted a form to the local precinct and 
prepared to speak to the local Community Board (CB2). 
Noelia underscored the need to work closely with 
administration, she noted that their school’s principal, 
Principal Marrero, was happy to collaborate on the 
initiative and supportive from the beginning of the 
process.

While the application wasn’t overly onerous, the first 
form that PS 222 filled out was incorrect, and so they 
needed to reach out to the DOT for guidance. PS 222 
assumed that they had to present to CB2 for approval, 
but did not end up speaking. In preparation for this, 
Noelia prepared parents with talking points to speak at 
the community board.
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Noelia had tangible advice for other schools trying to 
organize their communities to support a school street. 
Firstly, this requires talking to parents and letting them 
know that they need support. Noelia announced it at a 
PTA meeting. PS 222’s PTA was intentional about 
bilingual organizing: holding PTA meetings and 
sending out communications in English and Spanish. 

In addition, the PTA was proactive about garnering 
neighborhood support, reaching out to former PTA 
presidents, the SLT, local open streets organizers, and 
people connected in the neighborhood to ask “how do 
we drum up support for this?”



Peck Slip School
I spoke to administrators at the Peck Slip School, an 
elementary school in Lower Manhattan who closes off 
their open street in the morning (before school) and 
opens it for cars at 3 pm. Their open street is a narrow 
cobblestone street between Pearl and Water, and 
primarily used for arrival, dismissal, and recess. 
Infrastructurally, it was formerly a 1-way street that didn’t 
get a ton of car usage. Peck Slip has a small playspace on 
the roof, so it was initially instrumental in making sure 
arrival and dismissal are safe for students, and easing 
scheduling of recess. Peck Slip School has also used 
the open street to host events outside, they’ve 
hosted an annual Halloween march and the chorus 
sings Halloween-themed songs outside for families.

Peck Slip School provides a unique case: across the 
street from the school is a Brownfield Opportunity Act, 
leading to a massive construction project, cleanup, and 
toxic organic mercury, so there is real earned sensitivity 
about potential environmental hazards from playing in 
the street. There has been conflict with the Mayor’s 
office and developers, so Peck Slip School will not have 
access to their playspace in the fall.

Instead of just an open street, administrators would 
love for streets to be remapped and for people in the 
neighborhood to be able to gather. 
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Peck Slip School applied for an open street in 2015, and 
found the process incredibly difficult and “old school.” 
Now, the process is much easier and streamlined. Peck 
Slip School has found difficulty with barriers: they got 
“super beat up” barriers to use when they first became 
part of the program, but the local police precinct took 
the blue barriers for a street fair. Peck Slip School called 
the precinct repeatedly for their barriers back and they 
were never returned. When speaking more about the 
barriers, it was the school’s impression that it was their 
job to supply barriers. We suggest that the DOT 
proactively reach out to schools that are accepted 
into the program and provide barriers, rather than 
waiting for schools to reach out.

Peck Slip School has also found challenges with parking 
and lack of DOT enforcement. In terms of support staff, 
custodial staff helps to set up the barricades in the 
morning and clean garbage on the street. Despite this 
staffing, people still park on the street in the morning 
which makes leftover cars difficult for recess. In addition, 
people don’t respect the open street and move the 
gates to park sooner than 3 pm. Parents and teachers at 
Peck Slip School are nervous about exposing their 
students to open streets after someone recently drove a 
truck on a bike path on the Upper West Side during 
school dismissal on Halloween. In response, a parent 
who worked at the city’s Office of Emergency 
Management suggested parking staff cars on the end of 
each side of the open street.



Council Member Restler
After meeting with Brooklyn Prospect International and 
hearing about how Council Members can be 
instrumental in securing an open street for schools, I met 
with a staffer for Council Member Restler to discuss the 
process, and also how schools can be intentional about 
their engagement models. In Downtown Brooklyn, the 
primary concern was room for playspace and fresh air 
and mayhem at pick up and drop off hours. In addition, 
the block leading up to Metrotech had residential 
buildings with dangerous parking entrances.

The staffer noted that the interaction with the 
Department of Transportation about Brooklyn Prospect 
International’s open street was only a few emails, but the 
relationship with the school began because the Council 
Member made it a priority for community advocate 
staffers to visit every public and charter school in the 
district, to help understand their needs and build out a 
priority list.  This is a sustainable engagement model 
for schools - there are around 40 to 50 schools in each 
Council District. CMs should visit open space 
institutions and show community members that play 
streets are a net good, through, in part, posting on 
social media.
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CM Restler’s staffer suggested that the DOT should 
engage in more standardized formal correspondence 
(outreach, emails) with schools. Local government can 
also better engage schools through creating media (like 
videos, pictures of kids enjoying the play street) and 
making the case that play streets are well run, useful, and 
needed. In addition, each Council Member should 
help build neighbor support by hosting play streets 
town halls with principals: more Council Members can 
FQ�UKIPKƂECPV�GPICIGOGPV�CTQWPF�QRGP�UVTGGVU�



Method 2: Observation
I started observation by looking at how school streets 
work in practice. There were a lot of questions that I 
wanted to understand, like how does the school use the 
space and which spaces do they use? Is the school street 
solely for the school or do the neighbors use the school 
street? Is there buildup of traffic on the sides of the 
road? Is there through traffic on the street? What kind of 
illegal or knockoff behavior is happening (double 
parking, u-turns, idling)? Are there any physical elements 
on the street besides barricades? (Planters?) Do cyclists 
still access the streets? Micromobility (scooters, ebikes)? 
Is there potential for conflict on the street? I created an 
observational protocol so that I could ask and answer the 
same questions at every site. There are of course 
massive limitations to this method: there are many 
cases where schools did not have barricades, did not 
have barricades inside, could have an early dismissal, 
could be off that day for parent teacher conferences 
that weren’t published online, especially because this 
is the end of the year, there’s a lot of room for error 
in these methods. In particular, I visited a strip of private 
schools on the Upper East Side, which is a big 
constituency of beneficiaries of the program, and most 
of the schools were not using their school streets (i.e. no 
barricade, barricade on the side of the street) or they 
were completely empty at pick up (i.e. a barricade and 
paid additional security guard staff, but no students 
walking or playing on it). But, I learned, towards the end 
of the year, private schools have unusual and variable 
pick up times that don’t always correspond with the DOE 
calendar, their websites.
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Observation on 34th Avenue Open Street 
in Jackson Heights featuring the author!



Observation Checklist

I used this same checklist at every school that I visited or 
stopped by to try to provide consistency between 
locations. Despite that, I found that some of my 
questions were repetitive or hard to answer in practice 
(i.e. air quality).
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PS 34

I visited PS 34 and found no operational school street, 
except two barricades hidden in a school yard. Despite 
that, based on my interview with administration, I likely 
visited on a half day.
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PS 13Q 39

A non operational school street in Corona 
despite a deep need for traffic calming.



PS 398

PS 398 is extremely intentionally programmed, and I 
stopped by while there was afterschool programming for 
young children while parents watched and socialized on 
the meridian.
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PS 212

PS 212 is near a school street, but does not technically 
have one. So, they close off the street in front of the 
school routinely on special Fridays. I spoke to the 
crossing guard, Sharmin, who loves the open street and 
told me that when the school is closed to cars, it’s not 
additional work for her.
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Community Engagement 55

Community engagement on 34th avenue 
with fellow interns Henry and Walker!

There were two types of more conventional broader 
community engagement that this project took.

Firstly, I visited a parent meeting on 34th avenue of 
parents trying to agitate for a school street outside of PS 
92. This meeting was in Spanish (which I translated!) and 
English, and occured because another intern, Henry, and 
a parent, Marta, gathered parents from outside of the 
school during drop off. The meeting was very successful 
because: the organizers brought donuts and coffee and 
sat on the meridian in front of a more well resourced 
open school street in walking distance. The questions 
were very easily accessible and allowed participants 
to feel comfortable speaking and getting to know 
other organizers: are you from the neighborhood? 
How do you use the open street? What kinds of 
resources do you wish your school hard? After the 
meeting, the parents created a WhatsApp group and 
continued to organize.

In addition, I visited 34th Avenue again and the 
Columbus Open Street to ask passerbys how they would 
creatively use an open school street, if they knew what it 
was, and if their school already had one. The most 
exciting answers were around stormwater 
management, creative science education, radical civic 
education programming, arts and theater education, 
and kids who drew smiley faces on post it notes in lieu of 
answers.



Method 3: Spatial
Initially going into the project, spatial analysis was a key 
component of the work in determining key demographic 
features of the program. Because there were so few 
school streets participating in the program (under 40), 
spatial analysis and drawing larger patterns becomes 
difficult and almost entirely extrapolating information. 
For example, I tried to do a racial breakdown and 
income breakdown for all of the schools participating in 
the program using ACS data on the community district 
level. But, this ignores that schools are not always 
community schools. This is particularly important in this 
sample set, where over half are charter or private 
schools. In future iterations of this research, it would be 
useful to track:

How do school streets change air pollution patterns and 
air quality?

How can schools navigate truck patterns and traffic 
flows?

What are ways that school streets mitigate or change 
traffic patterns? What about traffic fatalities?

Where are locations in the city that SHOULD have access 
to school streets but don’t? Is there room for creating a 
priority metric for areas that should have greater 
investment in outdoor school infrastructure?
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Some observation checklists on 34th 
Avenue open street.



Where are school streets?
Everyone deserves access to open playspace and safe drop off zones, but does everyone get it?

25% of school 
streets are in 
Brooklyn.

There are two 
school streets 
in the Bronx.

Almost 50% of 
school streets 
are in 
Manhattan.

There are 7 
school streets 
in Queens.

There are no 
school streets 
in Staten Island.
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