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Neighborhood K-6 schools vs. Reconfiguration: 
Implications for the opportunity to support and foster carless transportation  

for families and kids: 
 
The ability to support and foster carless transportation may seem like an obscure issue in 
relation to a decision about school configuration, but in fact it strikes close to two key goals for 
the future of Amherst: equity, and the promotion of active and environmentally sound lifestyles 
in Amherst. 
 
1. EQUITY. Simply put, many low-income families do not own cars. They rely on walking and 

public transportation as their main sources of transportation, with a few also using bicycle 
transportation. While school children are provided school bus transportation to and from 
school, families are not generally transported, with current exceptions being transportation 
for a few special events at Crocker Farm. This means that to go to orientations, parent-
teacher meetings, breakfasts with the principal, etc. parents generally walk, take the PVTA, 
occasionally get rides from friends, or, if the above are difficult, don’t go. This problem 
disproportionately affects low-income families and so is a significant issue of equity.  

 
As one teacher put it in the survey comment section: 
 

“With our district being committed to promote family engagement, I would have concerns 

creating schools that do not feel like they are easily accessible (transportation ‐ wise) to the 

families. We already have a difficult time getting some families to school for assemblies, 

conferences, open house night, etc.”  

On the following page is a table with an analysis of PVTA bus / walking transportation from 
several of the housing complexes where there are low-income families, and how they are 
impacted under different school scenarios.  
 
Several observations are particularly striking about the table:  

 
 The districting “islands” (the Boulders and Mill Valley Estates) have been held up as 

examples of inequity since they are districted away from their closest school, Crocker Farm. 
This chart suggests that, because the roads and bus service from these apartment 
complexes to Crocker Farm are not very convenient, the transportation to Wildwood and 
Fort River is worse but not dramatically worse for these families than Crocker. To the extent 
it is worse, reconfiguration will not solve their inequitable transportation challenges – 
except for K-1, when their children will go to Crocker Farm. Only redistricting back to 
Crocker Farm would resolve this problem. (It is worth noting that it could be very 
reasonable and helpful if the Superintendent’s Office and School Committee weighed in on 
this as a transportation equity issue, as a new path and bridge due east from The Brook 
could make a walk to Crocker Farm very convenient and easy for residents of The Boulders 
and Mill Valley and other apartment and condo complexes in this area.)  

(Continued on p. 3)  
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PVTA / Walking Options from Low-Income Housing Areas to their Children’s School, under Different School Configurations 
 Red  Pink  Yellow  Blue Green 

    Terrible Fairly bad Neither great nor terrible Fairly good Great 

  
 

Current 
Double K-6: 
WW, FR  at 

WW campus 

Reconfiguration: 
PreK-1 at CF, 

2-6 at Wildwood campus 

 Redistricting; all South 
Amherst goes to CF, all N. 

Amherst goes to WW 

 
Comments  

The 
Boulders 

PVTA 
29 min– 2 buses + 
7 min walk  

No change PreK-1: 23 min – 2 buses + 8 min walk. 2-6: 
No change. 

23 min – 2 buses + 8 min 
walk.  

The Boulders is currently districted to Wildwood. CF somewhat 
better than WW by bus, much better by bike, OK by foot. 
Transportation not affected by switch to double K-6 but would 
improve moderately for K-1 under reconfiguration. 
Redistricting back to CF for K-6 would be best transport 
option. 

Walk 1 hr No change PreK-1: 27 min, sidewalk. 2-6: No change 27 min, sidewalk. 

Bicycle 
20 min, hill, traffic No change PreK-1: 9 min, flat, sidewalk avail. 

2-6: No change 
9 min, flat, sidewalk avail. 

Mill 
Valley 
Estates 

PVTA 
31 min– 2 buses + 
9 min walk  

 33 min – 2 
buses + 10 min 
walk  

PreK-1: 27 min– 2 buses + 11 min walk. 2-
6: 33 min – 2 buses + 10 min walk 

27 min– 2 buses + 11 min 
walk 

Mill Valley Estates is currently districted to Fort River. CF 
somewhat better than FR by bus, much better by bike. WW 
slightly worse than FR, so transport would be slightly worse 
with double K-6 and for 2-6 under reconfiguration. 
Transportation would improve for K-1 if at CF. Redistricting 
back to CF would be best option. 

Walk 1 hr 3 min 1 hr 7 min PreK-1: 34 min 2-6: 1 hr 7 min 34 min 

Bicycle 
21 min, hill, traffic 22 min, hill, 

traffic 
PreK-1: 11 min, flat, sidewalk avail 
2-6: Almost no change 

11 min, flat, sidewalk avail 

North 
Village 

PVTA 
25 min – 2 buses + 
9 min walk 

No change PreK-1: 33 min to CF – 2 buses + 10 min 
walk.  2-6: No change 

No change North Village is districted to Wildwood. Double K-6 and 2-6 
under reconfiguration have no impact. Worse for K-1 at CF, 
but bus route is not a lot worse. Walking become virtually 
impossible, and biking is possible only for strong, experienced 
adults. 

Walk 34 min No change 1 hr 30 min No change 

Bicycle 
Bike: 16 min, hill No change PreK-1: 26 min, med hill, traffic 

2-6: No change 
No change 

Village 
Park / 
Olympia 
Oaks 

PVTA 
Bus: 11-14 min  No change PreK-1: 45 min – 2 buses + 11 min walk. 

When colleges not in session 15 min – 1 
bus + 7 min walk 2-6: No change. 

No change Many of these families walk easily to/from Wildwood. CF for K-
1 is much worse for these families – although when colleges 
are not in session, the 36 bus provides a very good 
transportation option to CF. Walking become virtually 
impossible, and biking is possible only for very strong, 
experienced adults. 

Walk 17-20 min No change PreK-1: 1 hr 12 min  2-6 No change No change 

Bicycle 
5 min, sidewalk No change PreK-1: 21 min, med hill, traffic No change 

Lessey/ 
Kellogg 

PVTA 
21 min – 2 buses + 
7 min walk 

No change PreK-1: 14-17 min- 1 bus + 8-9 min walk 
2-6: No change 

If WW– No change. If CF- 
14-17 min- 1 bus + 8-9 min 
walk 

These apartments are in downtown. Wildwood is closer, and 
accessible by a good walking route, but the bus service is not 
good, except perhaps when colleges are not in session. 
Centrally located, in a two-district system it might be districted 
to either North or South Amherst. 

Walk 
17 min No change PreL-1: 46 min. 

2-6: No change 
If WW - No change.  If CF- 
46 min. 

Bicycle 
7 min, hill No change PreK-1: 14 min, hill, traffic 

2-6: No change  
Redistrict to WW – No 
change. Redistrict to CF -  14 
min, hill, traffic. 

Echo 
Village 

PVTA 
13 min – 1 bus + 7 
min walk 

40 min – 2 
buses + 6 min 
walk 

PreK-1:  38 min – 2 buses + 7 min walk. 2-
6: 40 min – 2 buses + 6 min walk 

If WW: 40 min – 2 buses + 6 
min walk  If CF:  38 min – 2 
buses + 7 min walk. 

Currently districted to Fort River. Either WW or CF sites are 
significantly worse for these families. CF is slightly better than 
FR by bus and bike. Carless families from this complex would 
probably need transportation to school events and meetings if 
the Fort River site is closed. 

Walk 
23 min, sidewalk 55 min PreK-1: 57 min. 2-6: 55 min 

 
If WW: 55 min. If CF: 57 min 

Bicycle 
6 min, flat, traffic 17 min, hill, 

traffic 
PreK-1: 19 min, flat, bike path for part of 
the way. 2-6: 17 min, hill, traffic 

If WW: 17 min, hill, traffic. If 
CF: 19 min, flat, bike path 
for part of the way 
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Observations about the table, con’d: 
 
 Reconfiguration will cause new kinds of inequities. In terms of transportation, the families 

at Echo Village, Village Park, Olympia Oaks stand to be most negatively impacted.  
Many Village Park and Olympia Oaks families, for example, have no cars, but currently 

are able to walk easily to Wildwood, to go to teacher meetings, school events, to pick up 
their children in the afternoon, etc. It is likely that if their children go to Crocker Farm for K-
1, parents will be much less able to get to know their child’s school and teachers. The only 
time they could easily get to Crocker would be when colleges are not in session, as there is a 
much better bus for them (#36), that runs from Olympia Oaks to Atkins.  

Echo Village families without a car will face major transportation challenges for both K-1 
and 2-6.  

(Here again is another case where it could help to have the Superintendent’s Office and 
School Committee weigh in on transportation options in Amherst – having a good bus 
running up East Pleasant from downtown (or better, from South Amherst), past Wildwood 
and on to Village Park and Olympia Oaks, much like the #36, but throughout the public 
school year, would improve PVTA transportation to Wildwood for almost everyone in the 
town. If the district is putting ¾ of the district’s students at the Wildwood campus, this 
improved bus service could make a lot of difference for carless families.) 

 

 Having schools close to neighborhoods is better for families, even when neighborhoods 
are too far from school for children to walk or bike. This is especially true for low-income 
families without cars. The current three school locations provide important access for 
families by PVTA bus, biking and walking. It is likely that many low-income families have 
chosen to live in Amherst in part because of the availability of non-car transportation to 
work and their children’s school. Reconfiguration will reduce these benefits.  
 

 The school district can mitigate these impacts – for example, by timing Crocker Farm school 
events for times when the #36 bus is running (outside college sessions), or by providing 
transport for families to school events, parent-teacher meetings, etc.  However, mitigation 
is likely to cost money in terms of bus shuttles or other transportation options, and staff 
time to manage it. In short, reconfiguration is going to require increased transportation 
effort and cost not only to bus children, but also to bus parents. 
 

 With the important exception of Echo Village, only two locations are needed to optimize 
options for families: a South Amherst school at Crocker Farm, and a North Amherst school 
at Wildwood. If Amherst were to reduce from three K-6 schools to two K-6 schools, it would 
avoid causing these complex and unequal transportation effects, while also alleviating the 
cost of having to maintain three elementary campuses.  
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2. THE PROMOTION OF ACTIVE AND ENVIRONMENTALLY SOUND LIFESTLES IN AMHERST 
 
Once a year, Wildwood School has a “walk to school” day. The great irony of this event is that 
many families drive their children to Bertucci’s – forsaking the great carpool of the school bus – 
so that their students can then walk to Wildwood. Though laudable, I have often thought it 
would make more sense to organize multiple walks and bikerides from different 
neighborhoods: a walk up the hill for downtown families, a bike ride down East Pleasant from 
Cushman, and perhaps a combination bike ride and walk for families in North Amherst. The 
problem is, of course, that there is no sidewalk on East Pleasant north of Village Park, until very 
recently there was not a full sidewalk along Pine Street, and the sidewalks along North Pleasant 
have been in disrepair.  
 
These conditions, however, are beginning to change. There has been a two-decade-long effort 
to improve bike lanes in Amherst, which has borne considerable fruit. Last year’s 
Transportation Plan (https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/31462) emphasized 
the potential and the need for Amherst to greatly increase walking and biking, and it gave 
helpfully specific priorities to achieve these: Maintain sidewalks, and fill gaps in the sidewalk 
network. Connect all the village centers with sidewalks and bike paths, or multi-use paths. 
Make sure bike lanes and/or sidewalks provide routes for less confident bicyclists. 
 
These goals and new infrastructure are specifically intended to include children and families. In 
the town’s Public Transportation, Bicycle and Pedestrian Committee, on which I have served for 
a number of years, we adopted a vision last year which prioritizes making “bicycling, walking 
and public transportation integral parts of daily life in Amherst, so that persons of all ages, 
abilities and circumstances use these modes of transportation for all types of trips.” (I attach the 
PTBPC’s Vision as an Appendix to this letter.) The Public Works Committee has pushed hard for 
sidewalk improvement and maintenance. The Planning Board has also been supportive of 
efforts to concentrate development in village centers, and to provide good walking and bike 
routes between them. The Select Board and Town Meeting have been supportive. The Public 
Works department has built excellent new walking and biking infrastructure (and bus 
infrastructure too), and they continue to do so. The state and neighboring towns have also 
helped. 
 
As a result of these efforts, we now have, for example: 

- Improved bike lanes and sidewalks along Route 116 
- A sidewalk along the full length of Pine St 
- A renovated rail trail 
- Improved sidewalks, bike lanes (and bus stops) along College St 

 
These kinds of developments are more relevant to schools, and schools are more relevant to 
this effort, than either school advocates or transportation advocates seems to have recognized. 
For example, a sidewalk or multi-use path that ran down East Pleasant from Pine would put 
Wildwood School in easy and safe bikable distance for a whole set of neighborhoods. Though 
school children would still take the school bus each day, a safe non-car route would encourage 

https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/31462
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more parents to pick their kids up from after-school events by bike or foot. More kids, 
especially in the older elementary years, would be able to get themselves home from school 
(and even more middle school and high school students of course). In many parts of town, 
improved sidewalks and bike routes are coming, and they will make it much more possible for 
families and children to take non-car routes to and from school when they have schedules that 
don’t fit those of the school buses.  
 
Imagine if better infrastructure teamed up with “Walk or Bike to School” efforts at schools. The 
implications are potentially significant. If families walk and bike to and from school more, they 
are more likely to walk and bike at other times as well. Wildwood instituted a walk-around-the-
school-building routine each morning to get kids to do some basic active exercise. How much 
more would be possible, if schools and town infrastructure worked together to promote 
walking and biking! 
 
But this hoped-for increase in family walking and biking relies on having schools that are, in 
fact, within walking and biking distance of schools. This is where the difference between 
having a school 2-3 miles away, as we generally do now, and having schools 4-6 miles away (e.g. 
South Amherst Common to Wildwood, or Cushman to Crocker Farm) really makes a difference.  
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Appendix 

Vision for Transportation in Amherst  

Amherst Public Transportation, Bicycle and Pedestrian Committee 

Amherst, Massachusetts 

ADOPTED April 2015 

 

Vision: We seek to make bicycling, walking and public transportation integral parts of 

daily life in Amherst, so that persons of all ages, abilities and circumstances use these 

modes of transportation for all types of trips. 

 

Benefits: 

Benefits of achieving this vision extend well beyond increased convenience for existing users of 

these modes of transportation. They include: 

 More fit and healthier citizens 

 Less traffic in roadways 

 Reduced pressure on limited parking spaces 

 A greater sense of community in neighborhoods and in downtown, and a deeper 

appreciation for the town and its resources, as people travel more slowly and in closer 
connection to local businesses, parks and amenities 

 Thriving businesses and village centers as more people gather and shop locally within 

Amherst 

 Increased mobility, transportation options and safety for those who cannot drive private 
cars – including children, the elderly, the disabled, and low-income residents 

 Reduced carbon emissions and reduced impact on other environmental resources used 

to produce and run private vehicles 

 Residential neighborhoods that are livable, and safe for kids to bike, play, walk 

 

Components of the vision: 

1. Facilities, infrastructure and routes for alternative modes of transportation that are 

convenient, safe, efficient, easy to access, and affordable for persons of all ages, abilities and 

circumstances. 

2. Networks of alternative transportation routes and options – bus routes, bicycle lanes and 

paths, pedestrian paths and sidewalks, multi-use streets and paths, and systems of vehicle 

(car and bicycle) sharing – together with inter-modal transfers that interconnect all parts of 

town and beyond in ways that provide viable and desirable alternative transportation options 

for all Amherst residents, businesses, commuters and visitors.  

3. Transportation users in Amherst who, whatever mode of transportation they are using, are 

safe, lawful, and aware and courteous of other travelers.  


