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Abstract 

The government of India claims to have provided a school at a distance of 1km for every 
household in the country. Nevertheless, the majority of the parents do not prefer to send their 
children to the neighboring school. It is estimated that an additional 200,000 schools will be 
required in the near future. Hence comes the role of the city planners to control the siting of the 
heavy surge of the upcoming schools. An in-depth analysis of the current trends of school siting 
is done. To come up with an efficient approach for siting schools, theories about school 
effectiveness is studied. This study infers that the neighborhood concept of school is very effective 
from the locational point of view for an overall development of a child. However, it has its own 
limitations which makes it difficult to be applied, especially in the countries like India. The study 
concludes with an approach for the planning of school siting which respects the idea of 
neighborhood schools. 

Keywords- school siting, neighborhood schools, school effectiveness 

1. Introduction 

Construction of a school requires a huge investment of capital, time, and resources and they are 
permanent structures having both transient effects on mode choice of children traveling to school 
as well as perpetual effects on the spatial development of the community (McDonald 2010). 
Location of schools is important from the perspective of school effectiveness, in terms of 
academic success and physical health and wellbeing (Angus 1993). A good location can promote 
community participation in the education of children (Sanders 2001), increase the rate of 
walkability and control the mode of transportation (McDonald 2008a). If sited in a neighborhood, 
it can provide space for several community facilities like library, sports ground, and amphitheater 
which otherwise is difficult to provide in the urban space crunch. It can restrict inequality of social 
infrastructure (Pal 2010) and most importantly, provide educational facilities according to the 
spatial characteristics of the region and help in reduction of social disparities (Hallak 1977). 
However, due to the growing education programs and owing to the need of future expansion and 
economics of scale, schools require having huge acreage of land which is not possible to acquire 
in the core urban areas. Therefore, schools tend to shift at the outskirts of the cities, where land 
is available in profusion and at lower price, a process termed as school sprawl. Nevertheless, this 
trend is perceived to have a lot of repercussions and the contemporary educationists and planners 
are making their effort to bring back the principles of neighborhood schools.  

The main question addressed in this paper is that are the policy interventions imposed by the 
Indian government efficient enough for an equitable provision of schools. The discussion starts 
with the evolution of contemporary school system and how it led to the formation of the school 
siting guidelines. It then delves into how the concept of neighborhood schools came up along with 
its advantages and disadvantages. Next, it analyses the current trend of school siting and its 
repercussions that have come up. The importance of neighborhood schools, from location point 
of view is established. This is followed by identification of the gap in the policy intervention which 
does not allow the implementation of the neighborhood schools in Indian Cities.  
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2. Education: An evolutionary perspective    

A profound discussion about the location of schools requires a little apprehension of the evolution 
of the contemporary school system in order to understand its importance and recognize its flaws. 
Initially, till the 1700s’ the education was very informal in nature, significant only for the elite 
class(Murphy 1998) and the impartation was the responsibility of the religious institutions rivaling 
for their students (Bryk et al. 1993). The industrial revolution in the 1800s’ brought an upsurge in 
the economic condition of the people. Therefore, the custom of child labor started breaking off 
and childhood began to be fathomed as a phase of learning (Gray 2008). The idea of universal 
education was highly appreciated and the advanced nations enacted laws of compulsory 
education. A revolutionary system of education was evolved in Prussia which was able to impart 
mass education, highly inspired by the industrial revolution of that age (Gray 2008; Khan & Noer. 
2012). In 1837, Horace Mann, the head of Board of Education of Massachusetts, adopted the 
same model in the American states in order to produce an egalitarian state. By 1870, this became 
the most generic model of the education system, throughout the word and by the end of the 
1800s’, the system was highly formalized by setting a standard time period and curriculum (Khan 
& Noer. 2012). 

3. The Idea of Neighborhood Schools 

By the end of 19th century, schools had become important social infrastructures. Also, the 
industrializing cities had new characteristics that needed new planning principles. Clarence Arthur 
Perry, came up with a solution with a new planning model having neighborhoods as self-contained 
and functional planning units, in his paper in the 1929 Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs. 
One of the core principles of his neighborhood unit was a school-centric design where a school 
was the focal point of a neighborhood, situated at a walkable distance from all the residences 
(Perry 1998; Lawhon 2009). This was the first mention of the location of schools in the planning 
principles. It was universally appreciated and is adopted till present for its successful idea of 
making schools accessible. 

3.1. Advantages of neighborhood schools 

Several nations today follow the system of school districts, where every school has a defined 
attendance zone from which students are entitled to get enrolled. Students from other school 
zones are not eligible for admission to the school or they are deprived of some facilities. The 
biggest advantage of a neighborhood school is its practicality in terms of distance, time and other 
logistics (Beaumont 2000; Beaumont 2003; Allen 1977). Proximity gives parents opportunity to 
participate in their children’s education, by interacting with schools and other parents (Beaumont 
2003; Beaumont 2000; Net Industries 2017). Community feeling, which is important for an 
adolescent’s growth is fostered in a neighborhood school since they are able to develop better 
bonding, belonging to the same location (Allen 1977; Sinha et al. 2005). Research has also shown 
that a group of adolescents tend to have better academic performance if they attend the same 
school (Sinha et al. 2005). Schools earlier used to be built as important landmarks to inspire civic 
pride and sense of community in the children. Neighborhood schools also avert dependence on 
vehicular transportation which is proved to be one of the reasons for children delinquencies 
(Beaumont 2000; Net Industries 2017).  

3.2. Criticisms of neighborhood schools 

Apparently, the system of neighborhood schools has its own limitations, which have been 
identified by the researchers very well. The first limitation is that there is lack of diversity which 
restricts children’s personality development and tends to propagate social disparity (Sinha et al. 
2005). Some argue that it is an outdated concept and it does not let the schools match with the 
current benchmarks (Beaumont 2003). The small size of the neighborhood schools is also 
criticized for the poor economics of scale and for not being able to provide enough space for extra-
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curricular activities (Beaumont 2000). It lacks sustainability due to the incessant chance in the 
school going population of an area (McDonald 2007) and it may not always be possible to meet 
the threshold population of a school in every neighborhood, and thus, this school system may 
only be suitable for moderate to high-density neighborhoods (McDonald 2008a). It is also accused 
of promoting social segregation in the society on the grounds of race and other social 
classifications (Allen 1977; McDonald 2008a). In response, the United States government had 
started a bussing system to transport children from one neighborhood to schools in other 
neighborhoods with different socio-economic characteristics.  

However, it was very interesting to note that when these authors had highlighted the drawbacks 
of the neighborhood schools, at the same time they had given suggestions and some counter-
arguments against the criticized points as well, again making us realize the significance of the 
neighborhood schools. To counter the lack of diversity in the neighborhood schools, Sinha (2005) 
suggested allocating children from nearby neighborhoods with different socio-economic 
characteristics in a particular school and schools to encourage pupils in versatile areas. In order 
to prevent social disparity, there can be fixed lower and the upper bounds to the number of 
students from the same neighborhood who can take admission in any school.  One of the most 
prominent criticism is about the restrained size of the school which does not let it meet the 
standards set by the authority. But the renovations of historic schools in Spokane, Washington; 
San Antonio, Texas; and Boise, Idaho, challenge the notion (Beaumont 2003). Moreover, large 
school buildings are not desired from design aspect and many educators suggest that smaller 
scale enables more personalized attention and provides a safer and more secure environment 
for the students. Research has also shown that though large schools at sprawl areas provide 
better sports facilities, the increased distance make children dependent on motorized transport 
which increases the percentage of overweight children (Beaumont 2000; Beaumont 2003). Also, 
according to Beaumont (2000), appropriate size and community centeredness are the two most 
important elements of a good school. Neighborhood schools are also condemned for aggravating 
racial segregation, so much so that the federal court of the United States had taken initiatives like 
the bussing program for its alleviation. Nevertheless, the initiative itself became one of the most 
controversial decisions for up surging transportation costs and abolishing the system which was 
believed to be the finest way of educating children (Net Industries 2017). Parents were concerned 
about the loss of the sanctified feeling of schools, loss of community feeling which would impede 
social bonding and the majority of the parent's valued neighborhood schools for practical reasons 
like cost, comfort, and logistics (Allen 1977). Furthermore, the allegation of impracticality in terms 
of meeting the threshold population of schools was resolved by MCDonald (2008) by suggesting 
that though, it is not possible to ideally follow the concept, including children's distance from 
school as a planning criteria is an effective way to change community design and encourage 
walking and in low-density areas and planners can optimize school development placement so 
that maximum number of children live within a walkable distance from their school (McDonald 
2008a). 

One important revelation from this review is that school choice does not seem to have an easy 
solution. However, it has its own benefits and the arguments in favor of it make impossible to 
ignore it. Thus, it becomes an important factor to consider while planning for school location and 
allocation.  

4. Current Trend of School Siting 

There are several studies which throw light on the current trend of school siting (Ewing & Greene 
2003; Gurwitt 2004). The expansion of education program with every generation, demands for 
increase in the minimum size standards for school sites, resulting today, in such huge size 
requirement that is impossible to find in an urban area and thus, schools are forced to locate 
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themselves at the outskirts of the city, away from the high demand region, a trend which is 
commonly known as school sprawl (McDonald 2007; Langdon 2000). Other reasons for large 
school campuses are scope for future expansion, space for recreational and sports activities, 
accommodation of huge admission demand and to harness the economics of scale. 

4.1. Reasons behind this trend 

Due to this growing concern, planners and social scientists have been trying to find out the 
reasons behind these trends. Some identified reasons are (a) school choice (Warrington 2005; 
Grize et al. 2010a), (b) schools shifting to outskirts due to policies like minimum acreage 
requirement for a school campus (McDonald 2007), (c) lack of consideration of school and 
residential location at the time of planning new communities or school attendance zoning 
(Timperio et al. 2006) and (d) trends like closing the current neighborhood schools and opening 
new bigger schools at the urban periphery for economic efficiency (Mitra & Buliung 2012).  

4.2. Repercussions of Current Trend of School Siting 

The current trend of school siting, which is increasing the distance of schools from residences is 
however not generally appreciated (McDonald 2010; McDonald 2007). Countries like Canada 
(Frenette 2006; Mitra & Buliung 2012), Australia (Timperio et al. 2006), Belgium (Van Dyck et al. 
2010), Switzerland (Grize et al. 2010b), U.S. (McDonald 2008a; McDonald 2007),  and states of 
U. S. like Oregon (Schlossberg et al. 2006) and Texas (Lee et al. 2013) have already recognized 
it as an issue and have started talking about its consequences, finding out the reasons and 
suggesting practical solutions.  

4.2.1. Decline   in Trend of Active School Transportation 

Active school transportation is the use of active means, such as walking, bicycling and other non-
motorized mode of transportation to and from school. They are assumed to be an active source 
of physical activity in children. 

One of the biggest concerns about increasing distance of schools from home is the constant 
decline in the rate of active school transportation in children around the globe. This impacts 
children by filching away one of their favorable time of physical activity (Schlossberg et al. 2006; 
McDonald 2007; Mitra 2013; Black et al. 2001), the consequence of  which has been observed 
as the increasing number of children becoming obese (McDonald 2007; Evenson et al. 2003; 
Black et al. 2001). It builds a car-dependent lifestyle at the very childhood (Black et al. 2001), 
which is a critical age for developing healthy habits to continue them lifelong (Schlossberg et al. 
2006). It also hurdles children from developing a sense of independence (Banerjee & Lynch 
1997). On the other hand, students walking to schools develop a traditional identity of the school 
in the community, which sadly has ended(Schlossberg et al. 2006). One serious accusation is 
also about increasing the traffic congestion during the commence and dismissal hours 
(Schlossberg et al. 2006) and affecting the local environment by adding to the air pollution (Black 
et al. 2001).The following table shows the declining rate of active school transportation that the 
researchers in different countries have found out: 

Table 1: Declining rate of active school transportation 

Country Statistics Source 

United 
States 

In 1969, 42% American students walked or biked to school 
whereas, in 2001, it was less than 15% 

McDonald 2007; 
McDonald 2008b 

Switzerland In 1994, rate of active school transportation was 78.4%  
whereas, in 2000, it was 71.4%  

Grize et al. 2010 

Australia In 1971, rate of active school transportation was 44%  
whereas, in 2012, it was only 22% 

Ploeg et al. 2008 

Canada In 1986, rate of active school transportation was 53%  
whereas, in 2006, it was 42.5% 

(Buliung et al. 
2009) 
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United 
Kingdom 

In 1975, rate of active school transportation was 71%  
whereas, in 1994, it was 662.3% 

(Black et al. 2001) 

China In 1997, rate of active school transportation was 96.4%  
whereas, in 2006, it was 85.9% 

(Cui et al. 2011) 

4.2.2. Loss of Valuable Time of Children 

A generous amount of investment in terms of time, money, psychological and emotional capital 
is required to grow up a child (Haveman & Wolfe 1995). The way children spend time effect their 
social and cognitive development (Hofferth & Sandberg 2001). A quality time filled with various 
social experiences bestow different skills and knowledge to the children. But unfortunately, 
children lose a lot of valuable time in their ambitious school activities(Goldscheider & Waite 1991), 
especially in traveling from home to school (André-Bechely 2007) which they can use for other 
productive activities important for their overall development. This also leads to improper sleep 
timings of children leading to behavioral problems (Wolfson & Carskadon 1998).The average time 
spent by children in different activities in different countries is illustrated in the table below: 

Table 2: Time spent by children in different activities 

Country Time in School Time in Sports Source 

United States 2.7 hour per day 48 min per day (Larson & Verma 1999) 

Italy 4.8 hour per day 8 min per day (Larson & Verma 1999) 

Korea 5.6 hour per day 7 min per day (Larson & Verma 1999) 

Japan 8.6 hour per day 1.08 hours per day (Fuligni & Stevenson 1995) 

China 7.3 hour per day - (Fuligni & Stevenson 1995) 

Taiwan 7 hour per day 3.4 hours in sports  (Fuligni & Stevenson 1995) 

Germany - 52 min per day (Larson & Verma 1999) 

India 4.6 hour per day 4 min (Larson & Verma 1999) 

4.2.3. Community Participation in Schools 

School effectiveness is a field of research which quests for analyzing the practices followed in 
schools and correlating them with student’s achievements in academics and social life. Models 
like overlapping sphere theory(Epstein 1995) are developed to structure the school program 
highlighting all the interactions required by the children for overall development. This theory states 
that when school, family, and community work in partnerships, a caring community is formed 
around the children and helps them gain more developmental benefits. Epstein gave six types of 
involvement tips of family, school, and community(Epstein 2009).  

5. Review of Educational Policies in Different Countries 

A brief review of educational policies of different countries was done to check how important the 
location of schools is regarded at policy level around the globe.  

Few people know that apart from Nokia phones, Finland is also known for its outstanding 
performance in PISA and World Economic Forum. They believe in small but sufficient time to be 
spent in education and have empowered every child to study in the nearest mainstream school. 
For this, they follow a decentralized education system in which the municipalities are authorized 
to take decisions under the supervision of the National Board of Education (Hautamäki et al. 2008; 
Seppánen 2003; Antikainen & Luukkainen 2008). The United Kingdom promotes sustainable 
travel and transport and has also recognized walking and cycling to school as effective ways to 
increase physical activity in children (Department for Education UK 2014). Singapore’s Ministry 
of Education has mandated all primary schools to give priority to applicants who reside within one 
kilometer of school (Liand & Warrier 2015). South Korea has gone through numerous educational 
reforms focusing on consumer needs, diversity and school choice, which is realized to be a major 
concern by the service providers (Seth 2002; Kim 2004). Japan has established walking to school 
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practice since 1953. The Board of Education in each municipality determines the method of 
commuting by considering geography, climate, and transport situation. This has helped them 
reduce childhood obesity rates by providing sufficient physical activity (Mori et al. 2012). China 
implemented its first compulsory education law in 1986 when it ensured the children to get their 
education in their neighborhood by directing the local governments to setup elementary and 
secondary schools. The Chinese education system provides free education and advocates school 
districts by exempting examinations to attend a neighboring school. In 2010, the National Long-
Term Plan for Education Reform and Development has mandated the local government to 
regulate the school distribution to make it convenient for the students to attend neighboring 
schools (Zhao 2014). The transportation department in Queensland, Australia lays stress on 
increasing awareness about healthy living and promotes physical activities through walking and 
cycling to school (Department of Transport and Main Roads State of Queensland 2016). The 
United States has started to encourage more neighbor centric schools that are closer to students, 
teachers, and staff. They recommend the use of existing infrastructure for conserving energy and 
resources and also direct the schools to offer other facilities in the after school hours that can be 
used by the nearby residents (Ewing & Greene 2003). Chicago follows a multidisciplinary 
approach to understand the neighborhood schools and their potential impact (Sinha et al. 2005). 
Schools in Oregon are community focal points that are easily and safely accessible (Ewing & 
Greene 2003). The walkable communities in Manitoba have schools as their neighborhood 
landmark which strengthens their social network by providing an interactive space for people of 
all age. There is a collaborative consultation for site identification of schools which ruminates 
projected dwellings for new developments, expected timeline for development and the anticipated 
increase in school-age children (Province of Manitoba 2016).  

6. Need of a Robust School Siting Guideline in India 

According to census 2011 of India, 28.5% of the Indian population, which accounts for around 
373 million, belongs to the age group of 0-15 years, which is the largest school-going population 
in the world. This has created a huge demand-supply gap requiring an additional 200,000 schools 
in the country (India Brand Equity Foundation 2017). At the same time, there is an upsurge in 
demand for education from the consumer side as well. The literacy rate in India has increased 
from 64.83% in 2001 to 74.04% in 2011. The enrolment ratio in schools has risen by 12.53% from 
7th AISES in 2002 to 8th AISES in 2009. The per capita public expenditure on education has 
increased from Rs. 888 in 2004-05 to Rs. 2985 in 2011-12. (India Brand Equity Foundation 2017; 
Ghosh 2014). 

These statistics show that in near future, the nation, especially the urban areas are going to see 
a stream of new schools coming up. The current scenario shows that out of the total number of 
schools in India, 78% of the schools are owned by the government and the rest by the private 
sector. But still, the percentage of enrolment in the private schools is 35% which is much higher 
in proportion (Ghosh 2014). Having realized the impending encroachment of private sector in the 
supply of schools (Pal 2010), it is very imperative to have robust planning guidelines for their siting 
to avoid an unsystematic emergence of schools which may further lead to a chaotic and inefficient 
space for society.  

6.1. Neighborhood Schools in India 

India has incorporated the concept of neighborhood schools in its planning through the enactment 
of the RTE Act, 2010 which enables every child to attain free and compulsory education up to the 
elementary stage in a neighborhood school (Ministry of Human Resource Development 
Government of India 2010). The government of India claims that 99% of the population lives within 
1 km from a primary school (Ministry of Human Resource Development Government of India 
2012). But the question is how many parents are sending their kids to their nearest school?  
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According to Larson and Verma, in 
their research done in 1999, 
children in India spend only 4 
minutes per day in sports and 
almost 33% of their waking time is 
spent in school, not counting the 
breaks and traveling time (Larson 
& Verma 1999). The figures 
showing road accidents of school 
children in India add to the 
concern.  

Finding Solution 

There is a lot of emphasis in the literature on proximity and accessibility to schools. But it is not 
enough to provide a school in every neighborhood and provide universal accessibility. For in the 
countries like India where there is no concept of school districts and the practice of school choice 
prevails, parents often send their children to far off school even when there are schools in their 
proximity in search of better options in their view. Similarly, in the countries with school districts 
where the school is allotted on the basis of addresses of the children, often parents have to 
compromise a good residential location. Therefore, it is mandatory to understand the factors of 
every aspect, from personal and cultural to political that influence the school choice decision of 
parents in order to have an implementable policy.  

A good location should allow the school to have the qualities identified by the educationists of a 
good school. The planners should understand their roles as facilitators and the level of their 
responsibilities. This requires an understanding of various kinds of needs of the society and the 
source of their information and bridging the gap in the literature. 

6.2. A Good School 

A study of different theories in school effectiveness and proficient 
school practices can show us some aspects which should be expected 
out of a school. First of all the achievements of a school should not be 
measured just in terms of mere academic excellence (Elias 1989) but 
in terms of the magnitude of its students’ comprehensive development 
comprising of personality, social and affective persona and ability to 
face challenges of life (Sammons & Bakkum 2011). One important 
responsibility of schools is to distribute cultural capital (Apple & King 
1977), which can be achieved by the correlation of family, school, and 
community in the education system (Epstein 1995). Schools are 
expected to develop a sense of belonging (Anderman 2003) and build 
community pride (Beaumont 2000). The physical characteristics of a 
school are required to be small in size, ensure walkability (Beaumont 2000), and provide a safe 
environment and positive culture inside the campus (Good & Weinstein 1986; Roeser et al. 1996). 
Furthermore, in order to represent a community investment and to fit in the over-congested urban 
spaces, the school building should be able to serve other facilities in the after school hours 
(Dryfoos 1999). All these qualities can be truncated into three major points of small size, 
community centeredness, and good location.  

Source- (National Crime Records Bureau 2015) 
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Figure 1: Figure 1: Road accidents of school children in India 
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6.3. Roles of a facilitator 

The Beetham and Sharpe ‘pyramid model’ developed to illustrate the progress of digital literacy  

(Northumbria University on behalf of Jisc 2014) is used to comprehend the different stages in the 

education development of a student. The same model is perceived in terms education 

development in general, inferring that there are four phases in education development viz. 

acquiring access to an institution, learn important skills, be able to practice those skills in life and 

finally to build an identity with the help of the gained skills and life experience. Also, Mount, Brown 

and Hibbard prepared a facilitator’s manual for 

planning facilities for people suffering from 

traumatic brain injury (TBI). However unrelated it 

may seem, the main aim of these facilities is to 

lead their clients towards a more qualitative life 

(Mount et al. 2003), similar to that of a school 

service provider. The figure shows the 

superimposed concepts of both the interpreted 

model of Beetham and Sharpe’s literacy 

development and the different stages of a 

facilitator’s role. It is very interesting to note that 

all the stages could be directly linked to the four 

phases of education development of a child. 

Therefore, an efficient facilitator requires to 

enhance his responsibility from mere providing 

accessibility to a more specific provision of 

services answering to the needs of the diverse 

consumers. 

6.4. Understanding need 

There are five different types of needs, with specific attributes and each having its own source of 
information, illustrated in the table below: 

Table 3: Types of Needs of a population 

Types of need  Description Information source 

Felt need  What people say 
they need 

Feedback from the community through meetings, forums, 
interviews, etc. 

Expressed need  Actual demand Evaluated through waiting lists, number of requests for 
services  

Normative need  Expert analysis Calculates by analysis of demographic and social trends 

Comparative 
need  

Comparable rates of 
provision 

Comparative assessment of existing rates of supply against 
common rates of provision in other similar communities 

Latent need  Needs that user are 
not yet aware of 

Demographic analysis and growth analysis of research and 
public/ social policy 

7. Identification of Gap 

A review of works on location techniques of schools was done to identify the parameters used. 
Most of the studies have used optimization techniques with parameters like school capacity 
(Schoepfle & Church 1989; Amaya et al. 2016; Church & Murray 1993; Antunes & Peeters 2000; 
Antunes & Peeters 2001), addresses of students (Church & Murray 1993; Antunes & Peeters 
2000; Antunes & Peeters 2001; Robertson 1977; Schoepfle & Church 1989; Teixeira & Antunes 
2008), costs of teaching and operating (Amaya et al. 2016), socio-economic characteristics of the 

Figure 3: Superimposed concepts of education 
development and the roles of an education facility 
provider 
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students (Schoepfle & Church 1989) and so on. On the other hand, the factors on whose basis 
parents make school choice decisions are in terms of location, academic performance, shared 
values, community involvement, personal interests, building condition and child preference 
(André-Bechely 2007; Cucchiara & Horvat 2014; Goldring & Phillips 2008; Goldring & Hausman 
1999; Bosetti 2004; Maddaus 1990; Hanushek et al. 2007). Clearly, there is no relation of the 
school choice factors to the parameters used for schools also suggested by Pride and May (Pride 
& May 1999). 

8. Way Forward 

Literature clearly suggests the importance of neighborhood schools. However, the current trend 
of school siting confirms some gap in the policies made for neighborhood schools. The reason 
identified is that there is a lack of connection between neighborhood schools with school choice. 
Further spatial studies, in educational context, will need to consider social, economic and cultural 
aspects too. This will help the facility providers to advance their responsibility from providing 
universal accessibility to a more specialized provision which is customized to the needs of the 
diverse knowledge seeking population.  
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