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Social and Environmental Factors related to Community Use in Massachusetts 

Abstract 

 The majority of children in the United States do not attain the recommended sixty minutes 

of daily physical activity.  Opening up school facilities outside of school hours for use by the 

community has been suggested to increase opportunities for physical activity.  The purpose of this 

research was to identify social and environmental factors that influence community use policies and 

practices in Massachusetts school districts.  

 Paper 1 developed a quantitative index to describe differences in community use policies.  

Written community use policies from Massachusetts school districts were collected and double-

coded. Analysis of variance was used to identify differences between template vs. unique policies.  

Districts that developed unique policies had significantly higher scores than districts that adopted 

the template (mean 20.8 vs. 16.5, P < 0.05). 

 Paper 2 aimed to identify how community use policy presence and sociodemographic 

characteristics were associated with access to low- and no-cost recreation areas in Massachusetts 

school districts.  Geographic information systems software was used to identify key variables.  

Linear regression was used to determine if geographic location or district-level sociodemographic 

characteristics were associated with recreational area availability.  In adjusted analyses, metropolitan 

districts had 2.51 more acres of recreational area surrounding schools per 1000 residents compared 

to non-metropolitan districts (P = 0.003).  

 Paper 3 utilized a mixed methods approach to identify differences in community use 

practices in high-use vs. low-use districts.  An online survey of school district administrators was 

conducted, and a subset of these administrators participated in follow-up telephone interviews. The 
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online survey results showed that high-use districts provided a significantly wider variety of services 

through community use agreements compared to low-use districts (P = 0.02).  Both high-use and 

low-use districts cited cost, maintenance, and upkeep as the biggest barriers to community use.  

 This dissertation created an index that provides a systematic and reliable way to assess school 

district community use policies.  Additionally, it identified disparities in access to recreational and 

school facilities for physical activity in non-metropolitan school districts in Massachusetts, and 

identified cost, maintenance, and upkeep as significant barriers to increasing community use.  

Training, technical assistance, and future research should focus on these areas. 
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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND:  Community use policies dictate parameters for use of school recreational 

facilities outside school hours. Ensuring equitable access to safe spaces is necessary to promote 

physical activity opportunities. This research aimed to develop a quantitative quality index to 

describe differences in community use policies.  

METHODS:  Written community use policies in Massachusetts were collected from 283 of 403 

school districts. Two raters independently coded policies; higher scores indicate greater anticipated 

ease of implementation. Range, variability, and intra-class correlation coefficients were calculated. 

Analysis of variance was used to determine whether district scores differed significantly by policy 

type (template, modified template or unique). 

 RESULTS: 34 districts used a standard template policy, 41 districts modified the template, and 208 

created unique policies. Mean total score among policies was 20.1 (± 6.4, range 6-35); domain 

subscores demonstrated adequate range (0-12) and variability (SD 1.73-3.08). Intra-class correlation 

coefficients for the domains ranged from 0.84-0.89. Districts that developed unique policies had 

significantly higher total scores than districts that adopted the template (mean 20.8 vs. 16.5; p-value 

< 0.05). 

CONCLUSIONS:  The Community Use for Recreation Policy Index provides a systematic and reliable 

way to assess overall policy context and recreation-specific domains within school district 

community use policies. 
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BACKGROUND 

 Physical activity has numerous physical, cognitive, and mental health benefits for children[1-

8].  The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that children engage in at least 60 minutes of 

physical activity daily [9], and although the positive effects of physical activity are many, less than 

half of children attain the recommendation [10].  Environmental factors that limit access to physical 

activity opportunities may be one contributor to low physical activity levels among children.  Several 

reviews have indicated that a neighborhood’s design, including availability of recreational 

infrastructure, influence children’s physical activity levels[11-13]; it has also been reported that low-

income and nonwhite populations have less access to indoor and outdoor spaces for physical 

activity, and more traffic and crime in their neighborhoods[14].  As such, providing access to safe 

spaces for physical activity is an important intervention to increase opportunities for children and 

community members to engage in physical activity. Community use agreements (also called shared 

or joint use agreements) that allow use of school recreational spaces and facilities outside of school 

hours are one potential avenue for increasing access to safe spaces for physical activity in a 

community[15].   

In the context of schools, community use agreements are agreements between school 

districts and non-district entities (such as nonprofit organizations or town departments) that allow 

use of school district-controlled, -owned, or -utilized facilities[16].  Community use policies in school 

districts may influence the implementation of community use agreements by providing or easing 

obstacles for community groups to engage. For example, a policy may outline a straight-forward 

application and review process for community use in the district, thus decreasing barriers to 

community groups.  Conversely, a policy may describe multiple forms of liability insurance that a 

community group must present in order to engage in community use with the district, a potential 

barrier for some community groups.     
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A number of organizations that support school districts throughout the United States (i.e., 

state school board/committee associations, state school business official associations) provide 

template policies that school districts may use or adapt; however, studies have found significant 

differences between content of template-based policies as compared to unique policies[17, 18].  For 

example, Eyler and Swaller found differences in the inclusion of language related to application 

processes and specific facility use in template vs. unique policies in Missouri.  In addition to varying 

policy content, Slater et al. found that more detailed community use policies were related to slightly 

more frequent engagement in vigorous physical activity among adolescents[19]. 

Several governmental and national organizations including the Department of Health and 

Human Services, the American Academy of Pediatrics, and the Institute of Medicine all recommend 

increasing access to school facilities to provide more opportunities for physical activity[9, 20, 21], yet 

the proportion of schools in the United States allowing access to grounds and facilities outside of 

school hours for physical activity has not changed in recent years, with only two-thirds of school 

districts allowing community use[22, 23].  Clear, well-defined community use policies can help to 

ease the barriers and encourage more community use[24]; thus a tool that can be used to assess how 

clearly a community use policy addresses common concerns will help schools develop new or 

modify existing community use policies in order to alleviate the gap in access to safe spaces for 

physical activity.   

Two tools have been developed to assess the content of community use policies in the 

United States [17, 25], yet these indexes do not address important elements such as application 

processes, fees, and supporting facilities (e.g., access to toilets and potable water).   Our research 

team developed the Community Use for Recreation Policy Index (CURPI) to provide a quantitative 

method to discern policies that should indicate high levels of community use for recreation vs. low 

levels of community use for recreation.  The aims of this paper are first to describe the development 
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and psychometric testing of the Community Use for Recreation Policy Index, and second, to compare 

community use policy scores among school districts in Massachusetts by policy template type.  We 

hypothesized that districts that developed unique policies would have higher index scores than 

districts that utilized template policies. 

METHODS 

Development of the Community Use for Recreation Policy Index (CURPI) 

To create the index, we first performed a literature search on PubMed utilizing key words 

“community use,” “joint use,” “schools,” and “physical activity” to identify articles related to 

community use.  We screened abstracts and included them if the article focused on community use 

of schools/school facilities [9, 17, 20, 24, 26-33] [34-36].  Additionally, we identified and collected 

state working group reports [37-40].  Utilizing the literature, we identified themes related to barriers 

to community use for recreation; barriers for school officials included liability, cost/funding, 

maintenance and cleanup, supervision, and security, while barriers for community partners included 

identification of and communication with the appropriate school district official. 

After reviewing the literature, we modified an existing policy coding tool developed by 

Chriqui et al. [41]. We sought input from multiple stakeholder groups, including lawyers and policy 

experts from the Center for Health Law & Policy Innovation of Harvard Law School (n = 2), 

officials from the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (n = 2), and Massachusetts 

community officials who were actively working to implement community use in their communities 

(n = 4). Stakeholders from the Center for Health Law & Policy Innovation of Harvard Law School 

provided information on local laws and statutes that affect community use in Massachusetts, and 

officials from the Massachusetts Department of Public Health and local community officials 

provided information on the “on the ground” or practical aspects of implementing community use 
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agreements. The final tool (Appendix 1.1) was reviewed by the lawyer and policy experts from the 

Center for Health Law & Policy Innovation of Harvard Law School.  

Upon completion, we identified four domains:  (1) application, fees, and liability, (2) users, 

(3) facilities, and (4) roles and responsibilities.  Higher scores were presumed to be better for 

promoting community use. Sample policy items and coding guidance are found in Figure 1.1.   

Figure 1.1.  Sample policy items and coding guidance 

Sample Item 
(Domain) 

Rating Guidance 

Addresses fees. 
(Application, Fees, 
and Liability) 

0 Fees for community use are not mentioned. 
1 Fees for community use are mentioned, but amounts are not 

specified. 
Example: “Groups wishing to use school facilities must pay the necessary 
fees prior to use.” 

2 Fees for community use are specified. 
Example:  “Use of fields is $75.00/hr per field (minimum 4 hours)”  

Addresses use by 
athletic organizations.  
(Users) 

0 Use by athletic organizations is not mentioned. 
1 Use by athletic organizations is mentioned, but athletic 

organizations are not a priority user. 
Example:  “Athletic organizations (Little League, Pop Warner Football) 
may schedule recurring use, subject to use by the schools.” 

2 Use by athletic organizations is mentioned and is a priority user. 
Example:  “School activities, local athletic organizations, and town 
meetings and elections have priority over other community activities.” 

Addresses use of the 
track.  (Facilities) 

0 Use of the track is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the track is not allowed. 

Example:  “The track is not available for use by any community group or 
member.” 

1 Use of the track is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, athletic fields, track, etc.” 

Addresses supervision 
of people. (Roles and 
Responsibilities) 

0 Supervision of people is not mentioned. 
1 Responsibility for supervision of people is mentioned but not 

specified. 
Example:  “Users must be supervised at all times during the hours specified 
on the agreement.” 

2 Responsibility for supervision of people is allocated to the district, 
to the user, or to both parties. 
Example:  “It is the responsibility of the using organization to provide 
adequate supervision for all members of their group at all times during the 
hours specified on the agreement.”  
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Implementation and Psychometric Assessment of the CURPI 

We collected formal, written community use policies from all Massachusetts school districts 

between February 2013-July 2013 via school district website search, or requested via e-mail or phone 

call.   Of the 403 public, charter, or regional vocational school districts in Massachusetts, policy data 

(formal written, informal, or none) were collected from 359 districts (response rate 89%); 283 of 

these districts had formal written community use policies during the 2012-2013 school year. Two 

coders were trained to complete the coding protocol in June 2013 and the policies were coded July 

2013-September 2013.  The first five policies were coded together, after which the next twelve 

policies were coded independently and reconciled in order to finalize item interpretation prior to 

coding the rest of the policies.  All remaining policies were independently coded by both coders; 

upon completion, the coders met to reconcile the coding for each policy.   

Data Analysis 

Coding results were analyzed using SAS 9.4.  We calculated basic frequencies of policy items.  

To assess the psychometric properties of the tool, inter-rater reliability and measures of construct 

validity were utilized. 

Inter-rater reliability.  The intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) was calculated to determine coding 

consistency between two independent raters.  ICC was calculated for each item and each domain, 

utilizing the entire sample of policies that were coded independently before reconciliation and after 

interpretation of the coding scheme was finalized (n = 266).  Average ICC for individual items was 

calculated. 

Construct validity.  Construct validity refers to how well an index behaves, theoretically, in the way it is 

expected to behave[42].  Construct validity can be demonstrated using known-groups validation if 

the index is able to differentiate among groups of scored items based on index scores[42], in this 

case template vs. unique policies.  Schwartz et al.[43] utilized this method to demonstrate construct 
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validity of a school wellness policy coding system by demonstrating that the range and variability of 

their coding system allowed them to rank the policies by overall quality.  Similarly, in this sample 

construct validity was assessed by calculating the range and variability of each domain and the 

overall score (n = 283).  Additionally, we performed analysis of variance to determine whether 

domain or total scores differed significantly among policies utilizing the template policy versus 

policies utilizing a modified template or a completely unique policy to demonstrate known-groups 

validation. 

RESULTS 

The mean total score among all policies was 20.08 (±6.44, range = 6-35).  Domain subscores 

demonstrated good range and variability[42] (Table 1.1).  When comparing policy content of districts 

utilizing the template to the content from districts with unique policies, we found that school 

districts that developed unique policies had significantly higher Total; Application, Fees, and 

Liability; Facilities; and Roles and Responsibilities scores (Table 1.2), supporting our hypothesis that 

unique policies would have higher scores than template policies.  

 

Table 1.1  Score distribution, total and by domain 

Score Mean ± SD Range Theoretical 
Range 

Total 20.08 ± 6.44 6-35 -15-52 
Application, 

Fees, and 
Liability 

6.98 ± 1.82 2-9 0-9 

Users 2.24 ± 1.73 0-12 0-16 
Facilities 3.54 ± 1.85 1-8 -15-15 
Roles and 

Responsibilities 
7.31 ± 3.08 2-12 0-12 
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Table 1.2.  Mean total and domain scores by policy type 

Policy Type N Total Application, 
Fees, 

Liability 

Users Facilities Roles and 
Responsibilities 

Template 
(ref) 

34 16.5 5.1 3.1 2.7 5.6 

Modified 
Template 

41 19.2 6.5* 2.8** 3.4 3.4** 

Unique 208 20.8* 7.4** 2.0** 3.7** 7.7* 
*P < 0.05  ** P < 0.01 

 

The ICC for the domains were 0.84 for Application, Fees, and Liability; 0.84 for Users; 0.89 for 

Facilities; and 0.88 for Roles and Responsibilities, and the mean intra-class correlation coefficient for 

individual items was 0.71, demonstrating excellent inter-rater reliability [44]. Some individual items 

(open gym for children, open gym for adults) had zero variance due to 100% agreement and thus 

were not included in the ICC calculations. Though these items had limited variability, they were 

included in the index due to their theoretical importance in community use for recreation. Intra-class 

correlation coefficients and basic frequencies of each policy item are included in Table 1.3.   
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Table 1.3.  Description of items and frequency of inclusion 

 MA 
Overall 

(n = 283) 

Template* 
Policy 

(n = 34) 

Modified 
Template 

Policy 
(n = 41) 

Unique 
Policy 

(n = 208) 

Intraclass 
Correlation 
Coefficient 

Domain 1:  
Application, Fees, and 
Liability 

     

The policy addresses an 
application process.a 

85.9% 94.1% 95.1% 82.7% 0.72 

The policy addresses fees 
for community use.a 

93.3% 100% 100% 90.9% 0.82 

The policy addresses 
liability insurance.a 

64.7% 55.9% 63.4% 66.3% 0.84 

The policy follows the 
state template policy.a 

88% 100% 0% 0% n/a 

The policy addresses 
whether contact with the 
school board is necessary 
for community use.a 

66.8% 17.6% 36.6% 80.8% 0.67 

Domain 2:  Users      
The policy addresses 
community use by Parks 
and Recreation 
Department.c 

32.5% 97.1% 58.5% 16.8% 0.87 

The policy addresses 
community use by 
community groups.c 

82.3% 100% 97.6% 76.4% 0.68 

The policy addresses 
community use by 
YMCA.c 

1.8% 0% 2.4% 1.9% 0.75 

The policy addresses 
community use by 
athletic organizations.c 

25.8% 2.9% 17.1% 31.2% 0.75 

The policy addresses 
community use by 
Boys/Girls Clubs.c 

0.35% 0% 0% 0.5% 0.60 

The policy addresses 
community use in the 
form of open gym for 
children.c 

0% 0% 0% 0% n/a 

The policy addresses 
community use in the 
form of open gym for 
adults.c 

0% 0% 0% 0% n/a 

The policy addresses 
community use by other 

20.5% 2.9% 14.6% 24.5% 0.48 
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recreational groups.c 

Domain 3:  Facilities      
The policy addresses use 
of general facilities.c 

98.2% 100% 100% 97.6% 0.79 

The policy addresses use 
of school 
grounds/property.c 

86.9% 97.1% 95.1% 83.6% 0.55 

The policy addresses use 
of athletic fields.c 

42.8% 14.7% 31.7% 49.5% 0.88 

The policy addresses use 
of basketball courts.c 

2.5% 5.9% 4.9% 1.4% 0.34 

The policy addresses use 
of tennis courts.c 

10.2% 2.9% 12.2% 11.1% 0.91 

The policy addresses use 
of running/walking 
tracks.c 

93.3% 5.9% 9.8% 6.7% 0.91 

The policy addresses use 
of playgrounds.c 

7.4% 2.9% 9.8% 7.7% 0.67 

The policy addresses use 
of pools.c 

6.7% 5.9% 9.8% 6.2% 0.94 

The policy addresses use 
of gymnasiums.c 

54.4% 20.6% 36.6% 63.5% 0.81 

The policy addresses use 
of weight rooms.c 

1.8% 0% 0% 2.4% 0.79 

The policy addresses use 
of locker rooms.c 

83.0% 8.8% 12.2% 19.2% 0.79 

The policy addresses use 
of toilet facilities.a 

86.9% 2.9% 2.4% 18.7% 0.76 

The policy addresses 
availability of potable 
water.a 

1.4% 0% 0% 1.9% 0.66 

The policy addresses use 
of multi-purpose rooms.c 

3.2% 0% 4.9% 3.4% 0.32 

The policy addresses use 
of outdoor facilities 
without a permit.c 

5.3% 2.9% 12.2% 4.3% 0.46 

Domain 4:  Roles and 
Responsibilities 

     

The policy addresses 
availability of equipment.c 

71.7% 44.1% 56.1% 75.0% 0.50 

The policy addresses 
supervision of people.b 

100% 100% 100% 100% 0.72 

The policy addresses 
supervision of facilities.b 

100% 100% 100% 100% 0.82 

The policy addresses 
custodial duties.b 

48.4% 14.7% 39.0% 55.8% 0.80 

The policy addresses 10.6% 0% 4.9% 13.5% 0.59 

Table 1.3. (Continued) 
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maintenance.c 

The policy addresses 
restitution and repair.b 

73.5% 64.7% 65.8% 76.4% 0.75 

*Note:  MASC had optional “community use regulations” that some districts opted to include in 
their community use policies.  This accounts for the frequency of inclusion of items on the MASC 
template not always being 0% or 100%. 
a question added by Harvard School of Public Health 
b question/coding modified by Harvard School of Public Health 
c same as Chriqui et al. [45] 
 

DISCUSSION  

The Community Use for Recreation Policy Index provides a systematic and reliable way to assess 

overall policy content and recreation-specific domains within school district community use policies.  

The index is designed to measure how well a policy is anticipated to promote community use.  Our 

results reveal that districts with a unique policy have significantly higher total and domain-specific 

scores than do districts using a template policy.  The analysis of Massachusetts school district 

community use policies shows that the state template policy could be revised in order to include 

components that are known to facilitate community use agreement implementation. For example, 

the template currently states that community use groups must contact the school board as part of 

the application process; eliminating this requirement would decrease barriers for potential 

community partners. Additionally, to promote use for physical activity, the template could include 

language specific to physically active recreational users, such as adult and youth athletic 

organizations or other recreational groups, such as non-sport groups (e.g., dance or capoeira 

groups.) Such language would identify physically active recreational users as accepted and prioritized 

users, thus easing administrative barriers for these groups.  

The Maricopa County Department of Health found that school districts in Arizona that utilized 

a unique policy instead of a template policy had greater community use than districts that used the 

template policy[46], and Slater et al. found that more specific community use policies were related to 

Table 1.3. (Continued) 
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increased physical activity among adolescents[19].  Thus, our results indicate that the lower index 

score associated with template policies may be indicative of lower levels of community use and 

physical activity.  Though creating policies tailored to the barriers or concerns of individual districts 

may promote use, improving template policies could enable those districts with fewer community 

use resources and/or skills to construct high quality community use agreements until the districts 

develop the skills and capacity to create community use policies tailored to their unique needs.  

Program implementation is influenced by a number of factors, including community-level policies, 

district characteristics, capacity and skills, and training and technical assistance[47]; thus, improving 

template policies could facilitate community use at the policy level while district capacity and skills 

are developed.  

Descriptions of community use policy or agreement content have been previously reported[17, 

24, 48], and in comparing the content of Massachusetts policies to other state[17, 48] and national 

samples[24], we found the content of Massachusetts policies to be similar to community use policies 

and agreements throughout the country. This indicates that the index, though developed based on 

Massachusetts community use policies, could be used in other state and national samples.  Certain 

index items (i.e., fees) were developed based on Massachusetts state regulations, but the wording of 

this item allows for use in other states (0 = Fees are not addressed, 1 = Fees are addressed but not 

specified, 2 = Fees are addressed and specified.)  This item was relevant to the Massachusetts 

assessment because the Massachusetts Recreational Use Statute (Chapter 21, Section 17C of 

Massachusetts General Laws) states that a person or organization that allows access to its property 

for the purpose of recreation without charging a fee will have protection from liability for personal 

injuries or property damage incurred by persons utilizing the property[49]. Massachusetts’ school 

districts may only charge users the amount that it costs them to engage in community use but may 

not charge a fee that would make a profit in order to maintain this limited liability status. Thus, in 
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Massachusetts the “fee” item serves two purposes: 1) it helps us understand the district’s liability 

risk, and 2) it decreases potential barriers for community groups by providing cost information up 

front.  In states with different recreational use statutes[50], the “fee” item may only provide the 

latter information. 

This index builds on other community use coding systems and provides a reliable way to code 

and analyze community use policies for the purpose of research.   The strengths of the study include 

that a multidisciplinary team (i.e., law, community advocacy) provided input into the development of 

the index, and that nearly eighty-percent of districts that had formal written policies provided their 

policies for analysis. However, this study only assessed policies in Massachusetts, so it is possible 

that the tool may not perform similarly when used for policies from other states.  Due to lack of 

available data, we do not take into account the number of schools in a district, which would likely 

influence the number of community use agreements a district is able to implement as larger school 

districts would have more schools and facilities available for community use.   Finally, we were 

unable to compare our index results to a “gold standard” due to a lack of a gold standard 

community use policy.  Similarly, we were unable to assess whether index score predicted the 

number of community use agreements in a district due to lack of information on the number of 

community use agreements in place in each district.   

Improving access to opportunities for physical activity is necessary to address children’s poor 

engagement in physical activity, and schools are often ideal locations to increase these opportunities. 

The Community Use for Recreation Policy Index provides a reliable and systematic way to assess the policy 

content for community use in school districts.  Future research should identify key factors that relate 

to community use policy implementation, and whether interventions to implement or improve 

community use policies and agreements can impact community or child physical activity levels. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH  

The Community Use for Recreation Policy Index can be used to discern how community use 

policies differ according to domain-specific content areas that may influence community use for 

recreation.  Governing organizations that provide template policies and individual school districts 

can use the index to determine which policy areas are in greatest need of improvement.  

Additionally, community use advocates can use the index to identify districts where training and 

technical assistance may be needed in order to increase community use for recreation.  Finally, 

researchers can use the index to characterize policy and identify strategies to improve access to 

school facilities to promote population health and physical activity. 

Human Subjects Approval Statement 

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Harvard School of Public 

Health. 
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Appendix 1.1. Community Use for Recreation Policy Index 
 

Domain: Application, Fees, Liability 

Item Rating Guidance 

AFL1: Addresses an 
application process. 

0 No application process is identified. 
1 An application process is mentioned, but necessary contact 

information is not provided. 
2 An application process and contact information are identified. 

Example: “Applications for community use may be obtained on the district 
website, at the superintendent’s office, or any school main office. Completed 
applications may be returned in-person to the main district office or 
electronically to the community use coordinator: John Doe (jdoe@e-mail.com) 

AFL2: Addresses fees. 0 Fees for community use are not mentioned. 
1 Fees for community use are mentioned, but amounts are not 

specified. 
Example: “Groups wishing to use school facilities must pay the necessary 
fees prior to use.” 

2 Fees for community use are specified. 
Example:  “Use of fields is $75.00/hr per field (minimum 4 hours)”  

AFL 3: Addresses 
liability insurance. 

0 Liability insurance is not mentioned. 
1 Liability insurance is not required by users. 
2 Liability insurance is required by users. 

Example: “The Sharing Party and the District shall provide to each other 
a certificate of insurance each year this agreement is in effect showing proof of 
the required coverage. In the event the sharing party or the district is self-
insured for the above coverage, such agency shall provide a letter stating its 
agreement to provide coverage for any claims resulting from its negligence in 
connection with joint use facilities in the above amounts.” 

AFL 4: Use of state 
template policy. 

0 Follows state template policy. 
1 Modified state template policy 
2 Unique policy. 

AFL5: Contact with 
school board. 

0 Contact required. 
1 Contact not required. 

Domain: Users 

U1: Addresses Parks 
and Recreation 
Department Users. 

0 Use by Parks and Recreation Department is not mentioned. 
1 Use by Parks and Recreation Department is mentioned, but not a 

priority user. 
Example:  “Parks and Recreation Department may schedule use, subject to 
use by the schools.” 

2 Use by Parks and Recreation Department is mentioned and is a 
priority user. 
Example:  “School activities, town Parks and Recreation Department 
activities, and town meetings and elections have priority over other community 
activities.” 

U2: Addresses 
community group 
users. 

0 Use by community group users is not mentioned. 
1 Use by community group users is mentioned, not a priority user. 

Example:  “Community groups may schedule use, subject to use by the 
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schools.” 
2 Use by community group users is mentioned and is a priority user. 

Example:  “School activities, community groups, and town meetings and 
elections have priority over other community activities.” 

U3: Addresses YMCA 
users. 

0 Use by YMCA is not mentioned. 
1 Use by YMCA is mentioned, but not a priority user. 

Example:  “YMCA may schedule use, subject to use by the schools.” 
2 Use by YMCA is mentioned and is a priority user. 

Example:  “School activities, YMCA activities, and town meetings and 
elections have priority over other community activities.” 

U4: Addresses use by 
athletic organizations.   

0 Use by athletic organizations is not mentioned. 
1 Use by athletic organizations is mentioned, but athletic 

organizations are not a priority user. 
Example:  “Athletic organizations (Little League, Pop Warner Football) 
may schedule use, subject to use by the schools.” 

2 Use by athletic organizations is mentioned and is a priority user. 
Example:  “School activities, local athletic organizations, and town 
meetings and elections have priority over other community activities.” 

U5: Addresses use by 
Boys/Girls Clubs. 

0 Use by Boys/Girls Clubs is not mentioned. 
1 Use by Boys/Girls Clubs is mentioned, but not a priority user. 

Example:  “Boys/Girls Clubs may schedule recurring use, subject to use by 
the schools.” 

2 Use by Boys/Girls Clubs is mentioned and is a priority user. 
Example:  “School activities, Boys/Girls Clubs activities, and town 
meetings and elections have priority over other community activities.” 

U6: Addresses open 
gym for children. 

0 Open gym for children is not mentioned. 
1 Open gym for children is mentioned, but not a priority user. 

Example:  “Open gym for children is permitted, subject to use by the schools 
and other athletic organizations.” 

2 Open gym for children is mentioned and is a priority user. 
Example:  “Open gym for children shall be scheduled once per week and 
shall take priority over other organizations wishing to utilize the space at that 
time.” 

U7: Addresses open 
gym for adults. 

0 Open gym for adults is not mentioned. 
1 Open gym for adults is mentioned, but not a priority user. 

Example:  “Open gym for adults is permitted, subject to use by the schools 
and other athletic organizations.” 

2 Open gym for adults is mentioned and is a priority user. 
Example:  “Open gym for adults shall be scheduled once per week and shall 
take priority over other organizations wishing to utilize the space at that 
time.” 

U8: Addresses other 
recreational groups. 

0 Use by other recreational groups is not mentioned. 
1 Use by other recreational groups is mentioned, but not a priority 

user. 
Example:  “Other recreational groups may schedule use, subject to use by 
the schools.” 

2 Use by other recreational groups is mentioned and is a priority 
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user. 
Example:  “School activities, local recreational groups, and town meetings 
and elections have priority over other community activities.” 

Domain: Facilities 

FAC1: Addresses use 
of general facilities. 

0 Use of general school facilities is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of general school facilities is not allowed. 

Example:  “School facilities are not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of general school facilities is allowed. 
Example:  “Most school facilities are available for community use.” 

FAC2: Addresses use 
of school 
grounds/property. 

0 Use of school grounds/property is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of school grounds/property is not allowed. 

Example:  “School grounds/property is not available for use by any 
community group or member.” 

1 Use of school grounds/property is allowed. 
Example:  “School grounds/property are available for community use.” 

FAC3: Addresses use 
of athletic fields 

0 Use of athletic fields is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of athletic fields is not allowed. 

Example:  “Athletic fields are not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of  athletic fields is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, athletic fields, track, etc.” 

FAC4: Addresses use 
of basketball courts. 

0 Use of basketball courts is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of basketball courts is not allowed. 

Example:  “Basketball courts are not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of basketball courts is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, basketball courts, track, etc.” 

FAC5: Addresses use 
of tennis courts. 

0 Use of tennis courts is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of tennis courts is not allowed. 

Example:  “Tennis courts are not available for use by any community group 
or member.” 

1 Use of  tennis courts is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, tennis courts, track, etc.” 

FAC6: Addresses use 
of the track.   

0 Use of the track is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the track is not allowed. 

Example:  “The track is not available for use by any community group or 
member.” 

1 Use of the track is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, athletic fields, track, etc.” 

FAC7: Addresses use 
of plaground. 

0 Use of the playground is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the playground is not allowed. 

Example:  “The playground  is not available for use by any community 
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group or member.” 
1 Use of the playground is allowed. 

Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, playgrounds, track, etc.” 

FAC8: Addresses use 
of pool. 

0 Use of the pool is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the pool is not allowed. 

Example:  “The pool is not available for use by any community group or 
member.” 

1 Use of the pool is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, pool, track, etc.” 

FAC9: Addresses use 
of gymnasium. 

0 Use of the gymnasium is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the gymnasium is not allowed. 

Example:  “The gymnasium is not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of the gymnasium is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, athletic fields, track, etc.” 

FAC10: Addresses use 
of weight room. 

0 Use of the weight room is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the weight room is not allowed. 

Example:  “The weight room is not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of the weight room is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, weight room, track, etc.” 

FAC11: Addresses use 
of locker rooms. 

0 Use of the locker rooms is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the locker rooms is not allowed. 

Example:  “The locker rooms are not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of the locker rooms is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, locker rooms, track, etc.” 

FAC12: Addresses use 
of toilet facilities. 

0 Use of toilet facilities is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of toilet facilities is not allowed. 

Example:  “Toilet facilities are not available for use by any community 
group or member.” 

1 Use of toilet facilities is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, athletic fields, track, etc. Community use groups may utilize the 
toilet facilities available in the school.” 

FAC13: Addresses 
availability of potable 
water. 

0 Availability of potable water is not mentioned. 
-1 No potable water available. 

Example:  “Potable water is not available on the athletic fields. Community 
users must bring their own beverages.” 

1 Potable water is available. 
Example:  “Community users may utilize the water fountains in the school 
to obtain water.” 

Appendix 1.1. (Continued) 



 23 

FAC14: Addresses use 
of multi-purpose 
room. 

0 Use of the multi-purpose room is not mentioned. 
-1 Use of the multi-purpose room is not allowed. 

Example:  “The multi-purpose room is not available for use by any 
community group or member.” 

1 Use of the multi-purpose room is allowed. 
Example:  “The following facilities are available for community use:  
gymnasiums, multi-purpose room, track, etc.” 

FAC15: Addresses 
outdoor use without a 
permit. 

0 Outdoor use without a permit is not mentioned. 
-1 Outdoor use without a permit is not allowed. 

Example:  “The community may not utilize school grounds, athletic fields, 
outdoor courts or tracks without a permit.” 

1 Outdoor use without a permit is allowed. 
Example:  “The community is welcome to utilize school grounds, athletic 
fields, outdoor courts or tracks without a permit.” 

Domain: Roles and Responsibilities 

RR1: Addresses 
equipment availability. 

0 Equipment is not mentioned. 
1 Equipment mentioned but responsibility is not specified. 
2 Responsibility for equipment is identified to be with the district, 

user, or both. 
Example: “Community users are welcome to utilize school district athletic 
equipment.” OR “Community users are not allowed to use school district 
athletic equipment and must bring their own.” 

RR2: Addresses 
supervision of people. 

0 Supervision of people is not mentioned. 
1 Responsibility for supervision of people is mentioned but not 

specified. 
Example:  “Users must be supervised at all times during the hours specified 
on the agreement.” 

2 Responsibility for supervision of people is allocated to the district, 
to the user, or to both parties. 
Example:  “It is the responsibility of the using organization to provide 
adequate supervision for all members of their group at all times during the 
hours specified on the agreement.”  

RR3: Addresses 
supervision of 
facilities. 

0 Supervision of facilities is not mentioned. 
1 Responsibility for supervision of facilities is mentioned but not 

specified. 
Example:  “Facilities must be supervised at all times during the hours 
specified on the agreement.” 

2 Responsibility for supervision of facilities is allocated to the 
district, to the user, to both parties, or to a third party (e.g., local 
police). 
Example:  “It is the responsibility of the school district to provide adequate 
supervision of facilities through presence of a school district employee at all 
times during the hours specified on the agreement.”  

RR4: Addresses 
custodial duties. 

0 Custodial duties are not addressed. 
1 Custodial duties are mentioned but the responsible party is not 

identified. 
Example: “The premises must be cleaned upon completion of the activity.” 
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2 Custodial duties are allocated to the district or the user. 
Example: “The user must clean the premises at the end of their activity and 
leave it in the same state it was found.” OR “User groups shall be charged for 
one half-hour of custodial coverage after their community use time has ended so 
that the school custodian can clean the premises.” 

RR5: Addresses 
maintenance. 

0 Maintenance is not mentioned. 
1 Maintenance is mentioned but the responsible party is not 

identified. 
Example: “Maintenance of facilities is necessary to maintain community 
use.” 

2 Maintenance duties are allocated to the district, city, user, or 
another specified party. 
Example: “Maintenance and upkeep are the responsibility of the school 
district and shall be paid for through a rotating fund established by community 
use fees.” OR “It is the responsibility of the using organization to maintain 
the facilities they use.”  

RR6: Addresses 
restitution and repair. 

0 Restitution and repair of property is not mentioned. 
1 Restitution and repair of property is mentioned but the 

responsible party is not identified. 
Example: “Broken property must be reported to the school district.” 

2 The party responsible for restitution and repair is identified. 
Example: “Broken property must be reported to the school district. The user 
has 10 days to pay for the damage.” OR “Broken property must be reported 
to the school district. The necessary repairs will be paid for through a rotating 
fund established by community use fees. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Introduction: Disparities in access to recreational areas have been well-documented. Emerging 

research indicates that similar disparities in access to physical activity opportunities at school 

facilities also exist. This research aims to identify how community use policy presence, district 

sociodemographic and geographic characteristics are associated with access to low- and no-cost 

recreation areas in Massachusetts. 

Methods: Geographic information systems software was used to identify percent non-Hispanic 

white, median household income, recreation area availability, and population in Massachusetts’ 

school districts (n = 267).  Community use policy data were collected via website search, e-mail, or 

fax.  Summary statistics on sociodemographic and recreational area characteristics were calculated in 

districts with and without formal policies.  Linear regression was used to determine if geographic 

location or district-level sociodemographic characteristics were associated with recreational area 

availability. 

Results: Eighty-nine percent of Massachusetts public school districts reported having a formal 

community use policy. In adjusted analyses, metropolitan districts had 2.51 more acres of 

recreational area surrounding schools per 1000 residents compared to non-metropolitan districts (P-

value = 0.0026). Metropolitan districts also had a smaller proportion of the total district population 

in the areas surrounding schools. 

Conclusions:  Non-metropolitan school districts have less recreational area and greater proportions 

of total district populations in the areas surrounding schools, and are less likely to have formal 

community use policies in place.  Training and technical assistance to increase community use in 

non-metropolitan districts may help to address the disparity in access to recreational areas. 
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Introduction 

The availability of green space1,2, parks2,3, and commercial recreational facilities4 have been 

positively linked to children’s and adolescent’s physical activity. Additionally, active transportation to 

school recreation facilities is positively associated with frequent use of such facilities for physical 

activity in children and adolescents2. Even though presence of recreational facilities is related to 

increased levels of physical activity among children and adolescents, disparities in access to these 

facilities have been well documented. Studies in the United States have indicated that people in 

communities with higher proportions of low-income and minority populations have less access to 

parks, outdoor and commercial recreation facilities5-8, and the quality of the facilities that are 

available is poor compared to facilities in communities with smaller proportions of low-income and 

minority populations5. In addition to the documented socioeconomic and racial disparities in access 

to recreational areas, urban-rural disparities have also been reported. Distance to parks is greater in 

poor rural areas, and availability of green spaces is lower in rural areas with higher proportions of 

black and Hispanic residents compared to non-Hispanic white residents9.   

In areas with limited access to low- or no-cost recreational areas that can provide places for 

children to engage in physical activity, schools can become an important community resource. 

Community use policies are school district policies that outline how a school district shares its 

facilities with non-district individuals or organizations. Although community use policies vary in 

content, many policies outline what facilities are available for use, what types of organizations are 

given preference for community use, application processes, and regulations10,11. As such, community 

use policies often describe how schools in the district may be used as a place for children and other 

community members to engage in physical activity.  
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Disparities in community use policies can compound differential access to community 

recreational facilities.  In Missouri, school districts with more low-income students were less likely to 

have community use policies than districts with fewer low-income students12.   Given the 

documented disparities in access to recreational areas and presence of community use policies, it is 

important to understand whether availability of low- and no-cost recreational areas and presence of 

community use policies coincide in school districts. To date there is no information on whether 

availability of low- and no-cost recreational areas is associated with presence of a community use 

policy. This research aims to identify how community use policy presence, and district 

sociodemographic and geographic characteristics are associated with access to low- and no-cost 

recreation areas in Massachusetts school districts in order to prioritize districts where additional 

training and technical assistance that may increase access to school physical activity facilities may be 

useful.  

Methods 

Setting and Sample 

We used a cross-sectional study design to identify how community use policy presence, 

sociodemographic and geographic characteristics were associated with community low- and no-cost 

recreation area characteristics.  All public school districts in Massachusetts (n = 295) were eligible 

for inclusion in the study; districts were identified from the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education website13. Data on presence vs. absence of formal community 

use policies were collected from Massachusetts public school districts in February-July 2013 via 

website search, telephone, and e-mail (n = 283, response rate 96%)10. After completing the MassGIS 

and U.S. Census linkages (described below), additional districts were excluded due to missing data 

on enrollment (n = 4) or geographic location for combined regional school districts (n=10), 

resulting in a final sample size of 267 districts.    
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Study Variables 

Recreational Areas 

We defined access to low- or no-cost recreational areas near schools for each district as the 

acres of low- or no-cost recreation area available within 1600 meters (m) of schools per 1000 

residents in the district, henceforth termed density of recreational space around schools.  The buffer 

zone of 1600 m was chosen as a relevant distance based on national governmental14 and 

organizational15 recommendations. We dissolved the buffers so as not to double-count recreation 

space surrounding schools in the district, and cut buffers and recreational space at district borders so 

space in neighboring districts was not included. We also calculated the proportion of total low- or 

no-cost recreational area in the district that was present within 1600 m of schools, henceforth 

termed proportion of recreational space around schools. 

We used Geographic Information Systems software (ArcGIS 9.3) to overlay Massachusetts 

public school district geographic boundaries with relevant data on recreational areas. We obtained 

data on the location of public elementary, middle, and high schools16 and school districts17, protected 

and recreational open space18, and land use19 from the MassGIS datalayers website. Access to low- 

or no-cost recreational areas near schools included town parks, commons, playing fields, golf 

courses, athletic courts, athletic tracks, ski areas, playgrounds, swimming pools and water parks, and 

beach areas.  

Geographic Location 

We categorized Massachusetts school districts into metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas 

using the National Center for Education Statistics Common Core of Data locale codes20. City and 

suburb locale codes with populations ≥50,000 and locations inside principal cities or urbanized areas 

were considered metropolitan and town and rural locale codes with populations <50,000 and 
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locations outside urbanized areas or outside urban clusters were considered non-metropolitan (or 

rural)20,21. 

Community Use Policy Presence 

District-level presence of a formal written community use policy was defined as a written 

policy that was available on the school district’s website, or otherwise provided to researchers 

electronically via e-mail, or in hard copy via fax.   Further details on data collection methods are 

available elsewhere .10  

Sociodemographic Characteristics 

Sociodemographic characteristics of residents in each school district (total population, 

median household income, percent non-Hispanic white) were obtained by linking data from the 

2012 American Community Survey22 to the Mass GIS Datalayers census tracts from the 2010 U.S. 

Census23. The MassGIS Datalayer census tracts23 were then linked to the MassGIS Datalayer public 

school districts17 to create the public school district-level variables. We defined total school district 

population as all persons, ages 0 to above 85, living in the school district. Median household income 

was defined as median income for households within the school district. Other variables included 

the proportion of total residents in each school district that were non-Hispanic white and the 

proportion of total residents in each school district that live within 1600 m of schools in the district, 

henceforth termed proportion of district population around schools. 

We used information on the number of schools in each district from the Mass GIS 

Datalayers16 to calculate the mean number of schools in districts with formal policies vs. without 

formal policies.   

Analysis 

We used SAS 9.424 for all statistical analyses. We calculated the means and standard 

deviations of sociodemographic and geographic variables in districts with and without formal 
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policies, and used Kruskal-Wallis tests to determine if there were significant differences. Chi-square 

tests were used to test for significant differences in the proportion of metropolitan and non-

metropolitan location in districts with and without formal policies. Linear regression was used to 

identify if geographic location (metropolitan or non-metropolitan), presence of a formal policy, or 

district-level population sociodemographic characteristics were associated with density of 

recreational space around schools, proportion of recreational space around schools, and the 

proportion of total district population around schools. 

Results 

Of the 267 public school districts in Massachusetts, 89.1% had a formal written community 

use policy in place in 2012-2013. Table 2.1 presents descriptive data on study variables for school 

districts in Massachusetts with and without a formal community use policy. In bivariate (unadjusted) 

comparisons, districts with no formal policy were more likely to be non-metropolitan districts.  

Additionally, districts with no formal policy had significantly higher proportions of non-Hispanic 

white residents and fewer schools in the district. On average in Massachusetts school districts, 12% 

of residents and 69% of recreational space in the districts is within one mile of the district’s schools; 

however, this varied by presence of a formal policy. Districts with no formal community use policy 

had lower proportions of recreational space around schools (P = 0.004) and higher proportions of 

district population around schools (P = 0.002). 
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Table 2.1.  Geographic, sociodemographic, and recreational characteristics of 
Massachusetts school districts with and without formal community use policies, 2012-2013 
(n = 267) 

 All 
(N = 267) 

Formal Written 
Policy 

(N = 238) 

No Formal 
Written Policy 

(N = 29) 

P value for 
formal vs. no 

formal 

Geographic locale N (%) N (%) N (%)  

Metropolitana 186 (70) 171 (72) 15(52)  

Non-metropolitanb 81 (30) 67 (28) 14 (48) 0.033c 

Sociodemographic 
Characteristics 

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)  

Percent non-hispanic 
white 

89.2 (8.4) 88.8 (8.6) 92.1 (6.1) 0.016d 

Median household 
income 

80,188 
(20,436) 

80,910 (20,296) 74,266 (20,980) 0.060d 

District Characteristics     
Number of district 

schools  
6.2 (9.1) 6.6 (9.5) 2.7 (2.8) <0.001d 

Percent of total district 
population surrounding 

schools 

12.1 (10.9) 11.3 (9.1) 18.9 (19.1) 0.002d 

Recreational 
Characteristics 

    

Low- or no-cost 
recreational area density 

surrounding schools, 
acres per 1000 residents 

6.8 (6.0) 7.0 (6.1) 5.5 (5.1) 0.155d 

Percent low- or no-cost 
recreational area 

surrounding schools  of 
total low-or no-cost 
recreational area in 

district 

68.6 (31.8) 71.6 (30.0) 52.6 (34.0) 0.004d 

a Metropolitan is defined as National Center for Education Statistics Common Core of Data city and 
suburb locale codes with populations ≥50,000 and locations inside principal cities or urbanized 
areas20 
b Non-metropolitan is defined as National Center for Education Statistics Common Core of Data 
town and rural locale codes with populations <50,000 and locations outside urbanized areas or 
outside urban clusters 20,21 
c Chi-square test 
dKruskal Wallis test 
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 Recreational area surrounding 

schools, acres per 1000 residents 

Recreational area surrounding 

schools, percent of total district 

Population surrounding schools, 
percent of total district 

School District 

Characteristics 

Crude 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Adjustedc 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Crude 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Adjusted 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Crude 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Adjusted 

ȕ (s.e.) 
P-value 

Metropolitana 
(Ref = non-
metropolitanb) 

1.22 (0.80) 
0.127 

2.51 (0.92) 
0.003 

30.0 (3.82) 
<0.001 

17.78 (4.27) 
<0.001 

-8.34 (1.36) 
<0.001 

-3.86 (1.52) 
0.001 

Formal Policy 
(Ref = no formal 
policy) 

1.50 (1.18) 
0.204 

1.62 (1.17) 
0.136 

19.9 (6.15) 
0.001 

9.78 (5.46) 
0.048 

-7.63 (2.09) 
<0.001 

-4.26 (1.52) 
0.013 

Percent non-
Hispanic white 

0.09 (0.04) 
0.036 

0.19 (0.05) 
<0.001 

-1.52 (0.21) 
<0.001 

-0.90 (0.25) 
<0.001 

0.39 (0.08) 
<0.001 

0.11 (0.09) 
0.050 

Median 
household 
income (per 
$10,000) 

-0.28 (0.18) 
0.118 

-0.50 (0.19) 
0.006 

2.83 (0.94) 
0.003 

1.93 (0.89) 
0.051 

-0.87 (0.32) 
0.008 

-0.73 (0.31) 
0.058 

Schools in district 0.007 (0.04) 
0.857 

0.09 (0.08) 
-0.446 

0.97 (0.21) 
<0.001 

0.69 (0.35) 
0.339 

-0.36 (0.07) 
<0.001 

-0.59 (0.13) 
0.012 

a Metropolitan is defined as National Center for Education Statistics Common Core of Data city and suburb locale codes with populations 
≥50,000 and locations inside principal cities or urbanized areas20   
b Non-metropolitan is defined as National Center for Education Statitistics Common Core of Data town and rural locale codes with 
populations <50,000 and locations outside urbanized areas or outside urban clusters20,21 
c Adjusted model includes metropolitan, formal policy, percent non-hispanic white, median household income, and schools in district 
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Table 2.2 presents results from linear regression models examining the associations between 

density of recreational space around schools and other covariates. After accounting for the 

proportion of non-Hispanic white residents, median household income, and number of schools in 

the district, metropolitan school districts, on average, had 2.5 more acres per 1000 residents  in the 

area surrounding schools compared to non-metropolitan districts (P-value = 0.003).  Additionally, 

metropolitan school districts have approximately 18% more of the total recreational area in the 

district and 4% less of the total population in the district in the area around schools. No difference 

in density of recreational space around schools was found between districts with a formal 

community use policy and without a formal community use policy, but we did find that districts 

without a formal policy had approximately 10% less of the total recreation area around schools (P-

value = 0.048) and approximately 4% more of the total population around schools (P-value = 0.013) 

compared to districts with a formal community use policy, indicating that districts with no formal 

policy have both less recreational area and a greater proportion of the population within one mile of 

schools in the districts.  

We performed sensitivity analyses due to potential deviations from linearity; however, results 

from the transformed variables did not appreciably change the conclusions. 

Discussion 

Our results show that non-metropolitan school districts in Massachusetts have a lower 

density of recreational area around schools, lower proportion of recreational area around schools, 

and a higher proportion of district population around schools compared to metropolitan school 

districts. We found that the proportion of non-Hispanic white residents, number of schools in the 

district, and geographic locale were all significantly related to presence of a formal community use 

policy, with fewer non-metropolitan school districts having a formal community use policy in place.   
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Meeting physical activity recommendations significantly reduces the risk of  obesity for rural 

children25, yet children need places to be active and our results show that school districts in non-

metropolitan areas of Massachusetts have significantly lower availability of recreational space within 

walking distance of schools than do districts located in metropolitan areas. Additionally, non-

metropolitan districts have a greater proportion of total district residents living within walking 

distance of school, and a significantly higher proportion of non-metropolitan school districts have 

no formal community use policy. These findings are in line with those by Jones and Wendel, who 

found that community use agreements were more common in urban districts compared to rural 

districts26; however, our results show that non-metropolitan districts, in addition to being less likely 

to have a community use policy, also have a lower density of recreational area around schools.  

In Massachusetts, school campuses could provide additional recreational space. Prior studies 

suggest that Massachusetts school campuses range between 3.9 and 32.1 acres and can provide 

access to play spaces and other recreational facilities27. School community use policies that open up 

school facilities outside of school hours for the purpose of physical activity may be particularly 

useful in non-metropolitan districts given the documented lower availability of recreational space 

around schools. Community use policies, especially those with a common template that are easy to 

complete, may be an important way to provide additional physical activity opportunities; indeed, the 

use of community use agreements in rural communities is supported by the Rural Childhood 

Obesity Prevention Toolkit28.      

Community use of school facilities could also benefit adults living in rural school districts by 

providing additional recreational areas. Rural adults are significantly less likely to meet physical 

activity recommendations than urban adults29, and the likelihood of adults engaging in physical 

activity has been shown to increase with greater availability of low- or no-cost recreational areas30. 
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Thus community use policies and agreements that allow community members to use school facilities 

for physical activity could benefit rural adults as well as children.   

This research has a number of limitations. First, the study was conducted in Massachusetts, 

and these findings may not generalize to other areas in the United States; however, natural amenities 

that facilitate recreation in Massachusetts are similar to levels in much of the rest of the United 

States30. Second, we focused only on recreational areas within 1600 m of schools, and access in the 

remaining district area may differ. Additionally, some school districts cross city boundaries and cities 

may determine recreational area planning, so recreational space available surrounding schools may 

vary within these districts; however, we also examined the proportion of the population within 1600 

m of schools, thus showing the potential impact of community use policies on residents in the 

school district.  

Some studies have shown that schools that implement community use agreements have an 

increase in the number of individuals who engage in physical activity utilizing these policies31,32. 

Future research should focus on whether providing training and technical assistance in non-

metropolitan districts with no formal community use policy affects the implementation of 

community use agreements and the use of the facilities for physical activity. 

This study was the first to look at recreational areas surrounding schools in relation to 

community use policies, and we found distinct differences in both availability of low- and no-cost 

recreational areas and community use policy presence by metropolitan/non-metropolitan district 

status. With fewer town parks, commons, playing fields, golf courses, athletic courts, athletic tracks, 

ski areas, playgrounds, swimming pools, water parks, and beach areas available around schools in 

non-metropolitan districts, the schools become an important location for providing access to 

physical activity opportunities. Public health, legal, and community advocates interested in increasing 

community use in Massachusetts should focus efforts on non-metropolitan school districts with 
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little access to low- or no-cost recreational areas. Community organizing, community use training, 

and technical assistance may help to increase community capacity for community use of school 

facilities, thus increasing opportunities for children and adults in these non-metropolitan areas to 

engage in physical activity. 
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ABSTRACT 

Introduction:  Community use of school facilities is an effective strategy for increasing the number 

of children and community members engaging in physical activity in a community, yet only two-

thirds of schools in the United States allow community use.  The purpose of this research was to 

identify factors influencing implementation of community use in school districts in Massachusetts. 

Methods:  This study used a mixed-methods approach.  In the first, quantitative phase of the study, 

100 of 239 eligible school districts (response rate 42%) completed an online survey of community 

use practices.  Summary statistics were calculated; Fisher’s exact tests and Spearman correlation 

coefficients were utilized to determine differences between high-use and low-use districts. In the 

second, qualitative phase of the study, the results from the online survey were used to develop a 

semi-structured telephone interview guide.  Survey respondents were categorized by level of 

community use, and respondents from the highest and lowest levels of use were invited to 

participate in the telephone interviews (response rates 100% and 50%).  Interviews were recorded 

and transcribed, after which two investigators coded the interviews for themes. 

Results:  Fourteen districts reported community use ≤10 times/month, 44 reported use 11-30 

times/month, and 42 reported use ≥31 times/month.  Districts with community use ≥31 

times/month were significantly more likely to have community use policies in place and provided a 

significantly wider variety of services compared to districts with community use ≤10 times/month.  

Cost, maintenance, and upkeep were identified as common barriers to community use among both 

high and low-use districts. 

Conclusion:  Engagement with the community is an important element of community use in high-

use districts.  Both high-use and low-use districts indicate cost and maintenance are major concerns 

for engaging in community use, indicating the need for research into tactics to increase community 

use without creating additional burdens for school districts. 
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Introduction 

Community use of school facilities, also known as shared or joint use, is use of school 

grounds or facilities by the public or non-district entities, such as youth or community 

organizations1. Recent studies have shown community use agreements to be an effective way to 

increase engagement in physical activity among both children and adults in communities2-4, and a 

number of national and governmental organizations recommend increasing access to school facilities 

to provide more opportunities for physical activity5-7.   

Despite these recommendations, studies show that only two-thirds of schools nationally 

engage in community use8,9. Previous research on community use has focused on community use 

policies10, agreements9,11,12, or statutes13, or on barriers perceived by administrators14,15. To our 

knowledge, no studies have sought to understand the implementation of community use policies, or 

how community use practices may differ in districts with frequent community use (high-use 

districts) vs. districts with little to no community use (low-use districts). Set within the Framework 

for Effective Implementation16 (Figure 3.1), this study aimed to understand factors influencing 

community use capacity by examining community use practices in Massachusetts school districts, 

with a specific focus on understanding differences between districts with high and low levels of 

community use. We hypothesized that there would be significant differences in community use 

practices related to publicity, types and numbers of partners, and types and numbers of services 

offered through community use agreements. 
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Methods 

Study Design and Setting 

We utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods study design, in which quantitative 

data were collected first, then qualitative data were collected to explain the quantitative results in 

more detail17. We collected data from Massachusetts public school districts during the 2014-2015 

school year. 

Quantitative Study Phase 

  In the first, quantitative phase of the study, we partnered with the Massachusetts Association 

of School Business Officials (MASBO), the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents 

(MASS), and the Massachusetts Association of School Committees (MASC) on survey design. The 

survey was designed to gather information on types of community use and related practices in 

school districts.  Type of community use was defined as the purpose and target audience, and 

included questions on: main reason for use (recreational vs. non-recreational and recurring vs. non-

recurring) and the benefitting group (children vs. adults).  Community use practices were defined as 

how school districts implement community use in their districts, and included questions on: 

application processes, formal (with an agreement/contract) vs. informal (without an 

agreement/contract) use, available facilities, publicity, services, and partners for community use.  

Of the 295 public school districts in Massachusetts, 257 implement community use at the 

district level, as defined by the district community use policy, and were thus eligible for inclusion in 

the study. After consolidating eighteen small districts that were part of larger regional public school 

districts, the final sample of districts were 239 public school districts that implemented community 

use at the district level. MASBO sent the survey link to business office officials in eligible districts (n 

= 239) twice, after which study staff followed up with one phone call. Of the 239 Massachusetts 

public school districts invited to participate, 100 provided complete survey data (response rate = 
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42%). School district characteristics (number of schools, enrollment, proportion low-income, 

proportion non-Hispanic white) were obtained from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary 

and Secondary Education website18.   

Survey results were analyzed utilizing SAS 9.419. We calculated means and standard 

deviations for sociodemographic characteristics and utilized Kruskal Wallis tests to determine if 

there were significant differences between respondents vs. non-respondents. To analyze survey 

results, we utilized Fisher’s exact tests for categorical data, and calculated means, standard 

deviations, and Spearman correlation coefficients for all other data. P values of less than 0.05 were 

considered statistically significant. 

Qualitative Study Phase 

In the second, qualitative phase of the study, we utilized results from the online survey to 

develop a semi-structured telephone interview. We developed interview questions based on survey 

questions that revealed significant differences between high-use and low-use districts (services) or 

questions where we expected significant differences but found none (publicity, partners). In addition 

to questions specific to survey data, we included questions about facilitators and barriers of 

community use.  Prompts included: application processes, liability, cost/funding, and school 

location. 

We invited administrators from districts with the highest and lowest frequency of 

community use identified in the quantitative survey to participate in the interviews; the 

administrators that participated in the interview were the same administrators who completed the 

online survey. High-use districts were defined as districts reporting community use of school 

facilities 31 or more times per month, and low-use districts were defined as districts reporting 

community use of school facilities 10 or fewer times per month. Of the fourteen low-use districts, 

seven indicated on the survey that they would be willing to participate in an interview; all seven 
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participated in the telephone interview (response rate = 100%).  Of the 42 high-use districts, 27 

indicated willingness to participate in an interview.  Fourteen high-use districts were randomly 

selected for interview invitation and seven participated in the telephone interview (response rate = 

50%). One investigator (RA) conducted all telephone interviews. Interviews lasted 20-30 minutes 

and consent was obtained prior to beginning the interview. All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed.  

Interview data were analyzed utilizing NVivo for Mac 10.2.020. We utilized a hybrid approach 

to coding the interview data; an a priori coding scheme was developed based on the literature and 

our research questions, and an emergent coding scheme was developed during the coding of the first 

three interviews. After finalizing the coding themes, two investigators (RA and RB) double coded all 

transcripts and discussed discrepancies in coding to clarify understanding of coded passages and 

theme definitions. After finalized themes were coded and summarized, we ran matrices to examine 

similarities and differences among high-use vs. low-use districts. 

Human Subjects Statement 

The study was approved by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health Institutional 

Review Board. 

Results 

Sample Characteristics 

No significant differences in total enrollment, proportion of low-income students, or 

proportion of non-Hispanic white students were identified between districts that responded and 

districts that did not respond to the survey invitation (Table 3.1). Districts that completed the survey 

had significantly more schools compared to districts that did not complete the survey (6.4 ± 7.0 vs. 

5.9 ± 11.2, P = 0.02). Districts that did and did not participate had similar levels of formal 
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community use policies in place (90.9% of participating districts, 89.9% of non-participating 

districts.)   

Table 3.1. Baseline characteristics of Massachusetts school districts or regional school 
districts for which a response was provided vs. no response was provided (n = 239) 

 Response 
District Characteristic Response 

(n = 110) 
No Response 

(n = 129) 
Formal written policy (%) 90.9% 89.9% 
Total CUPRI score (mean ± 
SD) 

20.2 ± 6.3 19.0 ± 6.6 

Number of schools (mean ± 
SD) 

6.4 ± 7.0 5.9* ± 11.2 

Total enrollment (mean ± SD) 3408 ± 3728 3140 ± 5378 
% low income (mean ± SD) 25.2 ± 19.8 27.7 ± 20.4 
% non-Hispanic white (mean ± 
SD) 

79.8 ± 18.8 79.7 ± 18.9 

*p-value < 0.05 
 

Identifying Differences in Community Use Capacity utilizing Survey Results 

Based on the online survey, 14% of districts report community use ≤10 times/month (low-

use districts), 22% report community use 11-20 times/month, 22% report use 21-30 times/month, 

and 42% of districts report community use 31+ times/month (high-use districts).  High-use districts 

had significantly higher enrollment (P = 0.02), and a greater proportion of high-use districts had 

formal written community use policies in place compared to low-use districts (P <0.001) (Table 3.2). 
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Table 3.2.  School district characteristics by frequency of community use in Massachusetts 
school districts, 2014-2015 (n = 100) 

 Frequency of Use  
District 
characteristic 

1-10 
times/month 

(n = 14) 

11-20 
times/month 

(n = 22) 

21-30 
times/month 

(n = 22) 

31+ 
times/month 

(n = 42) 

P value for 
trenda 

Number of 
schools 

4.2 ± 3.0 7.0 ± 9.1 4.4 ± 2.8 8.5 ± 8.3 0.08 

Total 
enrollment 
(mean ± SD) 

1818 ± 1677 3594 ± 5048 2431 ± 1640 4720 ± 4169 0.02 

% Low-
income 
enrollment 
(mean ± SD) 

35.3 ± 19.6 22.8 ± 18.0 20.7 ± 15.2 27.5 ± 22.6 0.40 

% Non-
Hispanic 
white 
enrollment 
(mean ± SD) 

80.9 ± 20.2 81.5 ± 14.4 85.5 ± 13.1 74.2 ± 22.8 0.14 

Formal 
community 
use policy (%) 

93.3 90.9 95.7 97.6 <0.001 

aLinear regression 
 

We found no significant differences in types of community use specific to recreation, 

children, or recurring use (Table 3.3); however, high-use districts reported providing significantly 

more services through community use compared to low-use districts (Table 3.4). We did not find the 

hypothesized differences in community use capacity through the types of use allowed and the 

number of community partners. 
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Table 3.3.  Typesa of community use according to online community use survey results in 
Massachusetts school districts, 2014-2015 (n = 100) 

  Frequency of Use  
Survey 

Question 
Survey 

Response 
Options 

 1-10 
times/month 

(n = 14) 
n (%) 

11-20 
times/month 

(n = 22) 
n (%) 

21-30 
times/month 

(n = 22) 
n (%) 

 31+ 
times/month 

(n = 42) 
n (%) 

P-
valueb 

Approximately 
what percent of 
use by 
community 
members or 
organizations is 
for recreational 
use? 

0-24% 
 

3 (21%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 3 (7%) 0.14 

25-50% 2 (14%) 4 (18%) 3 (13%) 2 (5%) 

51-75% 1 (7%) 10 (45%) 7 (32%) 17 (40%) 

76-100% 8 (57%) 7 (32%) 11 (50%) 20 (48%) 

Approximately 
what percent of 
use by 
community 
members or 
organizations is 
for use by 
children or 
children’s 
groups? 

0-24% 
 

4 (29%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 5 (12%) 0.08 

25-50% 0 (0%) 6 (27%) 3 (13%) 2 (5%) 

51-75% 2 (14%) 7 (32%) 7 (32%) 8 (19%) 

76-100% 8 (57%) 7 (32%) 11 (50%) 27 (64%) 

Approximately 
what percent of 
community use 
by community 
members or 
organizations is 
for recurring 
use (vs. one-
time use)? 

0-24% 
 

1 (7%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 2 (5%) 0.48 

25-50% 2 (14%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 1 (2%) 

51-75% 2 (14%) 8 (36%) 8 (36%) 9 (21%) 

76-100% 9 (64%) 11 (50%) 12 (54%) 30 (71%) 

Upon receiving 
a request for 
community use 
of school 
facilities, how 
long does it take 
to process the 
request and 
notify the 
individual or 
organization? 

< 1 week 7 (50%) 11 (50%) 11 (50%) 20 (48%) 0.66 

1 to <2 
weeks 

7 (50%) 8 (36%) 9 (40%) 11 (26%) 

2 to < 3 
weeks 

0 (0%) 3 (14%) 1 (5%) 5 (12%) 

3+ weeks 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 

I don’t 
know 

0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (5%) 5 (12%) 

aTypes of community use was defined as the purpose and target audience, bFisher’s exact test 
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Table 3.4.  Community use practicesa according to online community use survey results in 
Massachusetts school districts, 2014-2015 (n = 100) 

  Frequency of Use (times/month)  
Survey 
Question 

Survey 
Response 
Options 

 1-10  
(n = 14) 

Mean ±SD 

11-20  
(n = 22) 

Mean ±SD 

21-30  
(n = 22) 

Mean ±SD 

 31+  
(n = 42) 

Mean ±SD 

Spearman 
Rank 

Coefficient  
(P value) 

When, if 
ever, do 
schools in 
your district 
leave their 
playground 
areas open 
and 
unlocked 
for general 
community 
use? 

Sum of 
timesa 

Never = 
0 

Always = 
5 
 

3.4 ± 1.6 4.0 ± 1.6 3.4 ± 1.9 4.0 ± 1.7 0.13 (0.21) 
 

When, if 
ever, do 
schools in 
your district 
leave their 
sports or 
track fields 
open and 
unlocked 
for general 
community 
use? 

Sum of 
timesb 

Never = 
0 

Always = 
5 
 

3.3 ± 1.9 3.4 ± 1.8 2.5 ± 1.9 3.3 ± 2.0 0.013 
(0.80) 

 

What types 
of facilities 
and 
equipmentc 
are available 
for 
community 
use of 
school 
facilities in 
your 
district? 

Sum of 
facilitiesc 

None 
available 

= 0 
Max = 

12 

7.3 ± 2.1 8.0 ± 2.2 7.5 ± 2.0 7.8 ± 2.2 0.08 (0.40) 
 

Where does 
your district 
publicized 
its options 

Sum of 
publicity 
outletsd 

None = 

1.9 ± 1.5 1.5 ± 0.7 1.6 ± 1.1 1.4± 0.6 -0.08  
(0.44) 
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for 
community 
use of 
school 
facilities? 

0 
Max = 8 

What types 
of servicese 
do your 
community 
use 
agreements 
apply to? 

Sum of 
servicese 

None = 
0 

Max = 9 

3.7 ± 1.5 3.5 ± 1.5 4.1 ± 1.6 4.5± 1.7 0.23 (0.02) 
 

What types 
of partnersf 
have you 
collaborated 
with for 
community 
use 
agreements? 

Sum of 
partnersf 
None = 

0 
Max = 8 

3.1 ± 1.7 3.7 ± 1.4 4.0 ± 1.8 3.7 ± 1.9 0.08 (0.43) 
 

aCommunity use practices were defined as how school districts implemented community use in their 
districts 
bTimes: Before school hours on weekdays, After school hours on weekdays, Weekends, School 
holidays, Summer break 
cFacilities:  Sports fields, playground, swimming pool, gymnasium, weight room, hallways, cafeteria, 
library, general classrooms, “special” classrooms, multipurpose room, sports equipment 
dPublicity outlets: student handbook, parent handbook, PTA meetings, website content, promotional 
materials at district schools, promotional materials in community locations, Chamber of Commerce, 
networking with community groups 
eServices:  Indoor recreation/physical activity, outdoor recreation/physical activity, library services, 
preschool/infant child care program, before/after school program, adult education program, 
healthcare services/programs, mental health services/programs, other activities/programs 
fPartners:  Parks and Recreation Department, youth organization, faith-based organization, health 
club/YMCA, healthcare facility, library system, community agency, other public/private entity 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.3. (Continued) 
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Explaining Community Use Capacity Quantitative Results utilizing Qualitative Interviews  

The telephone interview confirmed our survey results that high-use districts provided 

significantly more services compared to low-use districts. Although all administrators in high-use 

(7/7) and low-use districts (7/7) referenced the types of services they provided, administrators in 

high-use districts referenced services 50% more often (25 references vs. 16 references).  Both high-

use and low-use districts referenced youth- and recreation-oriented services, but only high-use 

districts discussed adult community education, extended day programs and day cares, and summer 

programs. 

Results from the survey suggested that utilization of formal and informal use was not 

statistically significantly different, but telephone interviews revealed how community use capacity 

among high- vs. low-use districts may differ based in part on formal and informal community use 

practices.  Approximately half (3/7) of administrators in high-use districts discussed easing 

administrative burdens for regular community use groups, essentially allowing the groups to 

transition from formal to informal use: 

“Once somebody meets criteria, if you will, for being a community group we pretty much 

waive a significant amount of paperwork.” [#9, business manager] 

 

“(We waive paperwork) if it’s last minute and if it’s someone who has used this school 

before and has seen the written agreements.” [#11, other job title] 

 

On the other hand, administrators in low-use districts discussed maintaining or increasing 

administrative burdens for regular community use groups by requiring formal agreements or 

charging different amounts for the services and access provided: 
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“But then people that use it more regularly or routinely like on a weekly basis for example, 

we would have a more formal agreement with that type of organization.”  [#3, 

superintendent] 

 

“We're starting to get groups that want their (regular) league to play there, they want our 

fields to be their home field. So, we're charging them a thousand dollars to do that.” [#5, 

other job title] 

 

Although no differences in the number of types of community partners was observed in 

high-use vs. low-use districts, the telephone interview provided more in-depth understanding of 

these results. Strikingly, administrators in high-use districts referenced community use partners in 

general twice as often as low-use districts (7/7 administrators and 42 references vs. 5/7 

administrators and 18 references), and mentioned twice as many types of community use partners 

compared to low-use districts (21 different partners vs. 11 different partners). Community partners 

that were discussed by high-use districts but not low-use districts included private and for-profit 

groups, extended day programs and daycares, neighborhood associations, adult education, and arts 

groups such as local orchestra and theatre groups. 

Understanding Community Use Capacity in High-Use vs. Low-Use Districts utilizing Interview Data 

Common Facilitators of Community Use 

Approximately half of both high-use (4/7) and low-use (3/7) districts discussed community 

identification of access as a facilitator of community use; however, low-use districts referenced 

people “knowing about” facilities with statements like “The athletic facilities and the fields are very 

well maintained and the people know about it” [#2, facilities manager] and “It’s free and easy (for) 
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the public to use (our facilities)” [#5, other job title]. In contrast, when discussing community 

identification of access, high-use districts discussed schools as central to their communities: 

“The neighborhood school model that we have encouraged … encourages people to think 

of it as our neighborhood school.  There is a common comfort in walking into the school 

office and saying, ‘Hey, we would like to have a meeting about such and such on Thursday 

night, is there space?’” [#9, business manager] 

 

“Most people know what’s going on at the school at all times, it’s really the hub of our 

community.” [#11, other job title] 

 

Facilitators of Community Use in High-Use Districts 

Four of seven administrators discussed history of use as a major facilitator of community use 

in their districts: 

“Because of long tradition, you know, people talk to each other… they know the school, 

they know how many things are going on here.” [#12, business manager] 

 

“Most of it is repeat use, so I think number one is they are pretty much doing the same as 

what’s done in previous years.” [#14, other job title] 

 

High-use district administrators (4/7) also identified location convenience as a facilitator of 

community use: 

“The schools that are used the most …they’re spread out all over the city, so it pretty much 

covers our area.” [#8, facilities manager] 
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“We are right here in the town.  For the most part we have the resources they’re looking 

for.” [#14, other job title} 

 

Facilitators of Community Use in Low-Use Districts 

In contrast to high-use districts identifying school location convenience, low-use districts 

(3/7) identified lack of other spaces in the community as a major facilitator of community use: 

 “We are the town playground.” [#1, other job title] 

 

“It’s just we have (recreational facilities), and there’s limited facilities elsewhere.” [#5, other 

job title] 

 

Approximately half (3/7) of low-use districts also identified support for recreation in the 

community as a facilitator of community use: 

“Sports are a big thing, athletics are big around here.” [#5, other job title] 

 

“Some kind of recreational activity would get… the community into the building.” [#3, 

superintendent] 

 

Common Barriers to Community Use 

Most administrators (6/7 in high-use districts, 6/7 in low-use districts) reported cost as a 

barrier to community use: 

“To be able to maintain the building when groups are coming in, it’s a huge expense.” [#1, 

low-use, other job title] 
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“Because of a very limited budget, all we’re doing is saying ‘You can use the field, we’re not 

going to hire more people to fix the field for you. You have to take it as it is, and if you want 

to help clean it up a little bit, you can’” [#5, low-use, other job title] 

 

“We end up paying to keep the building open by paying custodial staff so there is a…cost 

for us, you know, for utilities and for the staffing to do that.” [#9, high-use, business 

manager] 

 

“We’re finding that the wear and tear is getting costly and it’s a big job.” [#10, high-use, 

other job title] 

 

Similarly, most administrators in both high-use (4/7) and low-use (4/7) districts discussed 

difficulties with maintenance and upkeep of school facilities: 

“When we have someone request to use the building, I know to look at it from the 

standpoint of what’s the impact on the building, like how much are we going to have to 

bring in custodians and pay out of pocket for them to maintain the building.” [#1, low-use, 

other job title] 

 

“With regard to the quantity of use, the buildings take a bit (and) some maintenance issues 

start cropping up.  Things start to break and things start to get worn down or need to be 

replaced.” [#2, low-use, facilities manager] 

 

“The gym we don’t give out because it’s used so much, we’d like to take care of the floor.” 

[#10, high-use, other job title] 
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“I would dearly love to see that enough resources (go) to upgrade that facility so that it has 

wider community use.  It’s not in any way up to code.” [#12, high-use, business manager] 

 

Barriers to Community Use in High-Use Districts 

Over half (4/7) of administrators in high-use districts discussed lack of available facilities as 

a barrier to community use in their districts.  Most of the time, the lack of facilities was due to 

popularity of the spaces for community use: 

“What would hinder someone from using it?  I guess just popularity of the space, if there are 

too many people wanting the same space at the same time, then people can’t use it.” [#11, 

other job title} 

 

 “Space.  We could use a lot more space.” [#10, other job title] 

Barriers to Community Use in Low-Use Districts 

In contrast, though over half (4/7) of administrators in low-use districts discussed reasons 

that school facilities may not be available for community use, these administrators cited scheduled 

school-related activities as the main barrier: 

“Scheduling is … a problem.  And of course, first and foremost, everybody knows it’s the 

school (that) comes first.” [#5, other job title] 

 

“Some community members get upset because they don’t understand why we have to work 

around our own school things.” [#4, other job title] 
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Discussion 
 

Our results indicate that 42% of school districts in Massachusetts engage in community use 

at least daily, 44% engage in community use 11-30 times per month, and 14% of districts engage in 

community use ten times or less per month. Factors contributing to community use capacity in high-

use districts include a significantly greater presence of a formal written community use policy in 

place, and higher community involvement as evidenced by significantly more services provided 

through community use agreements compared to low-use districts.  

Understanding how school districts engage in community use is imperative to increasing 

access to school facilities through community use policies and agreements. Our results indicate that 

most districts engage in both formal (with a signed agreement/contract) and informal (without a 

signed agreement/contract) community use, which is consistent with findings from previous 

research12. Though some studies indicate that districts engaging in informal use may be unwilling to 

develop formal community use arrangements21, our results show that many districts in 

Massachusetts feel comfortable with both formal and informal arrangements. Some of this comfort 

may be attributed to a state statute that limits the liability for entities that allow recreational use of 

their land or facilities by the public without charging a fee22. 

While there were few differences in formal and informal engagement in community use 

among high-use and low-use districts, high-use districts had higher community use capacity in part 

due to providing a wider variety of services compared to low-use districts. Although both high-use 

and low-use districts engage in community use specific to indoor and outdoor recreation, high-use 

districts also provide childcare and adult education; these findings are consistent with those of 

Everett Jones and Wendel, who found that child care and adult education services had the next 

highest engagement in community use agreements after indoor and outdoor recreation services9. 

Additionally, providing programming within recreational community use may be a vital component 
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for increasing physical activity levels. Kanters et al. found that higher levels of shared use were 

positively correlated with minutes of physical activity in afterschool programs run by community 

organizations4, and Lafleur et al. found that community use sites with programming had sixteen 

times more community members utilizing the sites for physical activity compared to sites with no 

programming3. Thus, promoting community use engagement through a wide variety of recreation-

oriented services may help to increase opportunities for and engagement in physical activity. 

Though liability is often cited as a top concern for school district administrators engaging in 

community use14,23, our results indicate that cost and maintenance are major constraints on 

increasing community use capacity among both high-use and low-use districts. Cost and 

maintenance have been cited as barriers to community use in other samples as well12,21,24; despite 

these concerns, Kanters et al. found no significant relationship between level of community use and 

school operating costs4. In Massachusetts, districts have dealt with cost and maintenance issues in 

various ways, including utilizing relationships with community partners to help with maintenance 

and upkeep, and sliding scale fees for different types of community partners. Based on these 

findings, it appears that addressing concerns over costs and maintenance are vital to increasing 

community use capacity among school districts. 

This study has several limitations. First, we were unable to obtain an objective measure of 

community use (i.e., number of community use agreements). The data on community use practices 

are self-reported and thus misclassification of practices may have occurred. Second, because the 

interview was designed to expound on survey results, some important factors related to community 

use may have been missed in the interview. Finally, we did not collect data on characteristics of the 

community use administrators, which may influence community use implementation. 

This study has a number of strengths. First, to our knowledge it is the first study to report 

on implementation community use agreements. Second, the collaboration with state organizations that 
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support schools (MASS, MASC, and MASBO) widened the areas of inquiry and provided a valuable 

endorsement of the research. Finally, the mixed methods design provides a deeper understanding of 

the quantitative results and presents future research avenues, such as community use partners, 

services, and cost.    

In conclusion, this study revealed how differences in community use practices influence 

community use capacity among high-use vs. low-use districts. High-use districts provide a wider 

variety of services, describe engagement with a wider variety of partners, and are more likely to 

describe their school as central to their community compared to low-use districts. Both high-use and 

low-use districts describe cost as the major barrier to community use, indicating the need for 

research into tactics that would allow districts to maintain or increase community use while 

minimizing additional burdens on the district. 
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