
297School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx 

Perceptions of Expanded Shared Use of Schools: 
A Mixed Method Examination of Pathways and 
Barriers to Community Well-Being

Craig A. Talmage, Holly L. Figueroa, and Wendy L. Wolfersteig

Abstract

Local schools can promote positive social change through expanding shared 
use of their facilities and campuses. This study investigates the merits of expand-
ing shared use in an urban community in Phoenix, Arizona. Shared use—the 
use of schools during off-hours—can provide pathways to greater community 
well-being, specifically through supplying space and amenities for physical and 
social activity for children, adolescents, and adults. Schools must overcome 
barriers when expanding shared use, such as safety and supervision; liability, 
maintenance, and operating costs; as well as communication issues between 
districts, schools, and communities.
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Introduction

Schools can serve as unique laboratories for social change, helping com-
munities address issues concerning community health and well-being, while 
also enriching the lives and talents of principals, pupils, teachers, and local 
community members and organizations (Ogilvie, 2014; Pstross, Talmage, & 
Knopf, 2014; Talmage, 2015). The particular impact of schools on commu-
nities often extends beyond normal school hours. For example, an estimated 
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8.4 million children in the U.S. attend afterschool programs, but 18.5 million 
more children would attend if these programs were more accessible (Bassett et 
al., 2013). Answering this call, many schools share the use of their campuses 
and resources with their surrounding communities; however, this pursuit has 
developed slowly in recent years, especially in communities of lower socioeco-
nomic status (Spengler, 2012). Some states such as Mississippi have provided 
toolkits for schools and communities seeking to engage in shared use (e.g., 
Sutton & Clements, 2012); however, further evaluation of these practices and 
strategies are still needed. 

Local schools have a long history of opening their doors to community 
members for recreation and educational activities; the Teacher Corps projects 
of the 1970s and 1980s serve as one example (Mahan, Fortney, & Garcia, 
1983). Shared use, also termed joint use, is a strategy implemented by schools 
and districts. It is defined as “opening school buildings and grounds during 
non-school hours for community use” (Young et al., 2014, p. 1586). School 
campuses and facilities can provide ample indoor and outdoor recreational and 
gathering spaces for adults and children to congregate, exercise, and learn to-
gether. Shared use applications may vary, but consistent benefits and concerns 
for local stakeholders have been identified (Young et al., 2014). 

This article explores community members’ perceptions regarding an ex-
panded shared use policy within a large, low socioeconomic status and high 
ethnic minority school district in Phoenix, Arizona. The concepts of pathways 
and barriers are used as frames for explaining how shared use might best con-
tribute to improved community well-being. These concepts are borrowed from 
Pstross and colleagues’ (2014) research on a school district and community in 
Phoenix, Arizona, close to the community where the current study was con-
ducted. Pstross and colleagues (2014) asked, “What can people do together to 
clear the pathways of the barriers and strengthen the pathways?” (p. 531). Bar-
riers, benefits, and those involved in addressing both (i.e., barriers and benefits) 
must be considered if the shared use of schools in communities is to succeed 
and be sustained (Burbage et al., 2014). 

The aims of the study were two-fold:
1. Identify the pathways created by shared use and how to strengthen them.
2. Identify the barriers to those pathways and how to clear them.

Two major pathways have been identified among the research (see citations 
in Table 1) on the shared use of schools in communities. These pathways in-
clude improvements in: (1) physical activity facilities and programs, and (2) 
before- and afterschool community programs. The three barriers include per-
ceptions of: (1) safety and supervision issues during off-hours; (2) liability, 
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maintenance, and operating costs; and, (3) inadequate communication chan-
nels between districts, schools, and communities. All three barriers have been 
shown to hinder the success of shared use in empowering communities. The 
descriptions of the shared use pathways and the barriers are shown in Table 1, 
and citations for these pathways and barriers are provided for reference.

Table 1. Pathways and Barriers
Pathway and 

Barrier Description of Pathway or Barrier Citations

Pathway

Physical Activity 
Facilities and Pro-
grams 

Indoor gyms and outdoor fields can be used 
for physical activity and physical activity 
programs.

Lafleur et al., 2013; 
Totura et al., 2012

Before- and After-
school Community 
Programs

Schools provide sufficient facilities for 
before- and afterschool programs (e.g., rec-
reation, nutrition, education, community 
meetings, etc.).

Beighle & Moore, 
2012; Blair, 2009; 
Vincent et al., 2010

Barriers

Safety and Supervi-
sion Issues During 
Off-Hours

Parents and students may see their schools 
and neighborhoods as unsafe due to run-
down equipment, poor lighting, vandalism, 
or lack of supervision. This may prevent 
them from walking to and from school or 
going to off-hours programs.

Burbage et al., 2014; 
Spengler et al., 2011; 
Kerr et al., 2006; 
Warren, 2005; War-
ren et al., 2009

Liability, Mainte-
nance, and Operat-
ing Costs

Schools may avoid shared use because of the 
costs of insurance, maintenance, cleanup, 
repairs, sanitation, staff, security, and utilities 
(utilities are usually less costly than repairs or 
upgrades).

Burbage et al., 2014; 
Kanters, 2014; Spen-
gler, 2012; Warren, 
2005; Young et al., 
2014

Inadequate Com-
munication Chan-
nels Between Dis-
tricts, Schools, and 
Communities

Regular and frequent communication, specif-
ically in regard to decision-making, appears 
necessary between all parties for partnerships 
with local community organizations and 
members to succeed.

Anderson-Butcher, 
Stetler, & Midle, 
2006; Lees et al., 
2008; Spengler et al., 
2007

Shared Use Pathways

Physical Activity Facilities and Programs

Physical activity is the most researched topic associated with shared use, 
especially shared use’s potential to increase the physical activity of youth in 
under-resourced communities (Spengler, 2012; Spengler, Connaughton, & 
Carroll, 2011; Young et al., 2014). Physical activity is essential to the prevention 
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of obesity, hypertension, heart disease, colon cancer, and diabetes (Spengler, 
Young, & Linton, 2007), and community spaces are the primary facilitator of 
physical activity in urban areas. Schools may work as worthy substitutes for 
communities that lack sufficient recreational spaces for physical activity (Cavill 
et al., 2015; Spengler, 2012; Spengler et al., 2011; Totura et al., 2012). Lafleur 
and colleagues (2013) noted, “Joint-use agreements are a promising strategy 
for increasing moderate to vigorous physical activity among adults and chil-
dren in under-resourced communities” (p. 1); however, best practices for these 
agreements have not been discussed much in the literature (for an exception, 
see Bodick, 2011). 

Before-School and Afterschool Community Programs 

Shared use has often been a means to garner goodwill among residents 
through the offering of access to additional spaces for recreation, education, and 
gathering in the community (Young et al., 2014). Additional meeting spaces 
provided through shared use have been noted as attractive benefits to commu-
nities (e.g., Portland Development Commission, 1995). Shared use enhances 
schools’ abilities to serve as community lifelong learning centers (Moseley, 
2000; Young et al., 2014). These centers may provide learning opportunities 
for adults, children, and youth focused on nutrition, healthy cooking or eating, 
and gardening (Ogilvie, 2014). It must be noted that while this study did not 
particularly address summer programs, shared use can and does occur in the 
summer (Lauer et al., 2006). 

Shared Use Barriers 

Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours 

Lack of security and safety and the presence of crime, specifically vandalism, 
have been consistently cited as barriers to the success of shared use (Burbage 
et al., 2014; Spengler, 2012; Young et al., 2014). Perceived safety and secu-
rity issues have been linked to lower property values and higher vacancy rates 
(Sampson, 1996), whereas the organized presence of community members on 
school property through shared use may decrease vandalism (Markowitz, Bel-
lair, Lisak, & Liu, 2014). Proper maintenance and school design can improve 
perceptions of safety (Spengler & Baber, 2014), as can staffing and supervision 
during off-hours (Warren, 2005). 

Staffing and supervision may include an increased presence of communi-
ty groups or policing (Spengler et al., 2011; Zieff, Guedes, & Eyler, 2012). 
Parents, community organization staff, or school staff may share these responsi-
bilities, but many schools source individuals who are paid, which can be costly. 
While staffing can be an expensive barrier to shared use, recruiting volunteers 
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from the local community, the school staff, or parents of students can be ardu-
ous, complicated, or difficult to coordinate as well (Warren et al., 2009). 

Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs

Schools and districts hold great responsibility for their properties and the 
activities on those properties which can raise concerns about liability, main-
tenance, and operating costs. These concerns may even be greater than those 
regarding safety or vandalism (Burbage et al., 2014; Spengler, 2012). These 
varying costs do not doom all shared use efforts, though, because incremen-
tally, these costs do not have to be high (Warren, 2005). Schools have worked 
to address these costs by sharing them with community organizations and by 
recruiting volunteers to staff activities during non-school hours (Lees, Salvesen, 
& Shay, 2008; Spengler, Frost, Connaughton, & Prince, 2013; Warren, 2005; 
Warren et al., 2009). Moreover, some schools/districts reported seeing only 
minimal or insignificant increases in expenses after enacting shared use policies 
(Kanters, 2014). 

Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and 
Communities

Although not as widely researched, communication issues between districts, 
schools, and communities (i.e., organizations and individuals) can present 
additional challenges when implementing shared use (Spengler et al., 2011; 
Young et al., 2014). Schutz (2006) discussed the current disconnect in com-
munication: To improve “school–community relations…[schools, districts, and 
policymakers] will need to become more deeply informed about community 
forces and structures and more directly involved” (p. 691). Common com-
munication complaints regard timeliness, awareness of events or activities, 
channels and links to administrators, and communication form/technology 
(Baker, Wise, Kelley, & Skiba, 2016; Mutch, 2016; Obeidat & Al-Hassan, 
2009). Congruently, trust and open communication are also needed to maxi-
mize use of facilities and campuses (McShane, 2006). In the end, clearing the 
barriers to the aforementioned pathways is not an easy task for any community, 
but the results and outcomes may be worth the efforts, as this study explored. 

Methods

Research Design

This community case study heavily relies on qualitative data, which are 
complemented by quantitative data. The methods employed (discussed below) 
consisted primarily of qualitative questions; quantitative questions were used 
to corroborate qualitative findings. Because this study was primarily focused 
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on the perceptions of school and district staff and community members, a 
mixed methods design collecting both qualitative and quantitative data was 
deemed most appropriate to capture fully the nuances of the perceptions elu-
cidated. The mixed methods approach developed was based on the researchers’ 
beliefs that the findings of this study may provide lessons for others to use in 
their work with school–district–community partnerships.

Demographics

The school district encompasses a high ethnic minority and low-income 
neighborhood area (see Table 2). Around the time of the study, the total pop-
ulation of the district was 101,313 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Median 
household income was $40,806; mean household size was 3.38 persons. The 
median home value was $112,900, and the median monthly rent was $870; 
only 68% of district residents have a high school degree equivalent or higher, 
which was 18 percentage points lower than the state average (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2013). There were 19 early education and elementary schools in the 
district, which collectively served over 10,000 students each year, 80%–96% 
of which qualified for free and reduced lunch in school year 2013–14 (state-
wide average: 55%; Arizona Department of Education, 2014a). The majority 
of students in the district were not meeting the state’s objectives for reading 
and mathematics proficiency. The two public high schools for the feeder el-
ementary school district had graduation rates of 66% and 81%, respectively 
(Arizona Department of Education, 2014b). Additional summary characteris-
tics are included in Table 2. 

Table 2. Summary of School District Demographics (U.S. Census, 2013)
Category Statistical Figure

Married persons 50%
Hispanic/Latino persons 63%
Black/African American persons 18%
White/Caucasian persons 15%
English-speaking only 50%
Spanish-speaking at home 45%
Persons between 3 and 17 26%
Children below 100% federal poverty level 38%
Children between 100 and 199% federal poverty level 29%
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Sampling and Recruitment

Eligible participants for this study, termed community members, were de-
fined as individuals who reside in the school district (“residents”) or work for 
nonprofit or government agencies that serve the community bounded within 
the school district. These individuals were solicited to participate in the study’s 
multiple methods (i.e., mapping sessions, focus groups, interviews, question-
naires) through flyers, email distribution lists, and referrals. The sampling 
strategy was purposive; it took advantage of snowball and convenience sam-
pling methods to replicate closely the characteristics of the population. Arizona 
State University’s Institutional Review Board approved the study, and all par-
ticipants provided written consent prior to data collection.

Qualitative Data Collection Methods

Community Mapping Sessions

Currently, no codex for community mapping has been developed yet for 
use in low-income and high ethnic minority communities, although some 
recent examples do exist that can be used for reference (e.g., Brann-Barrett, 
2011). Thirty-nine community members (i.e., residents within the school dis-
trict boundaries) participated in the community mapping component of the 
study, which involved sitting at tables with two to five other people where 
large-scale (4’ x 6’) maps of the school district had been printed and displayed. 
A single facilitator guided the sessions with assistance from three addition-
al members of the research team. Participants answered a series of questions 
about their behaviors, their families’ behaviors, and their community using 
various shapes and colors of toy pieces to mark different locations found (or 
not found) on the map. Example questions included: Where do you go to learn 
new things in this community? Where do kids in this community go to play? What 
areas in your community do you feel need the most improvement? Answers were 
recorded by taking two digital photos of each table’s map. Figure 1 gives an 
example of a map where participants indicated which school their children at-
tended and/or the school closest to where they lived. Participants were asked to 
explain further and contextualize their mapped responses on a corresponding 
questionnaire. Follow-up questions included: What are the names of the places 
you marked? How often do you go there? How do you get there (e.g., walk, bike, 
drive, etc.)? Please list any particular reasons you feel these areas need improvement. 
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Figure 1. Example community map

Focus Groups

Two focus groups with a total of 13 adult participants were conducted: one 
in English (n = 7) with an English-speaking only facilitator and a note-taker 
from outside the community; the other in Spanish (n = 6) with a bilingual fa-
cilitator and note-taker who were both well known to the Spanish-speaking 
community within the district. Each group lasted no more than 90 minutes 
and followed a protocol that was reviewed and approved by members of the 
study’s insight committee. To capture community input on the broad range of 
components related to shared use, the focus group leader asked participants 
about: (1) healthy eating behaviors; (2) physical activity; (3) neighborhood 
characteristics and perceptions; (4) school–district–community collaboration; 
and (5) support for an expanded shared use policy. The researchers manually 
recorded participant responses. 

Key Informant Interviews

Key informants (n = 18) included 11 individuals who completed an online 
questionnaire, five individuals who were interviewed face-to-face, and two who 
were interviewed via telephone. Seven of the key informants represented city 
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or county services related to community health and safety. Four of the key in-
formants represented school district personnel (i.e., administrators, teachers). 
Seven of the informants worked or volunteered in the community for local 
nonprofits. The interview questions centered on three areas: (1) existing con-
ditions and resources within the school district; (2) current relationships and 
collaborations with the district; and (3) expanding the use of district-owned 
properties for community activities.

Trustworthiness

To establish trustworthiness, the research team employed several strategies 
for rigor. Researchers utilized reflexivity during data analysis (Creswell, 2000; 
Horsburgh, 2003) and kept an audit trail that was reviewed by other mem-
bers of the study team to ensure alignment in decision-making throughout the 
coding process (Lietz & Zayas, 2010). Peer debriefing with the research team 
occurred at least weekly during coding (Creswell, 2000; Padgett, 2008). To 
ensure that terms were relevant and interpretations were appropriate, research-
ers used member checking with the points of contact in the school district and 
surrounding community. Participants were also encouraged to give detailed, 
thick descriptions (Lietz & Zayas, 2010) in their responses. Additionally, the 
researchers used the strategy of data triangulation (using multiple methods to 
corroborate findings) to further increase trustworthiness and rigor (Lietz & 
Zayas, 2010). 

Quantitative Data Collection Methods

Questionnaire

Questionnaires were developed in English and Spanish and were distrib-
uted to adult residents within the school district; 225 individuals from the 
community completed questionnaires. To capture data on the broad range of 
topics associated with shared use, questions concentrated on: (1) social and 
neighborhood issues; (2) empowerment; (3) informal and formal community 
participation; (4) nutritional knowledge and habits; (5) physical activity; (6) 
perceptions of shared use; and (7) demographics. The demographic charac-
teristics of participating community members were aggregated across study 
methods to maintain confidentiality; notable sample characteristics of the in-
dividuals surveyed via questionnaire are summarized in Table 3.

Single items were used to assess general neighborhood issues and barriers 
to community empowerment and well-being. Respondents were asked to in-
dicate the extent to which common community issues (e.g., obesity, graffiti, 
trash, noise, etc.) were a problem within their neighborhoods and to indicate 
whether any of their specific concerns would increase if shared use were to be 
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expanded. Respondents were also able to note any additional concerns that 
were unlisted. Respondents indicated whether they supported school proper-
ties in their neighborhood being open for public use before or after regular 
school hours by circling one of two options: “I support it” or “I do not support 
it.” Finally, they were asked how important shared use was to them (ranging 
from “not important” to “very important” on a four-point scale).

Table 3. Questionnaire Sample Characteristics (n = 225)
Characteristics of Community Members Statistical Figures

Parents of Children Under 18 70%
Female 77%
Hispanic/Latina(o) 7%
Black/African American 15%
White/Caucasian 14%
Average (Mean) Age 42 years

Data Coding and Analysis Strategies

All qualitative data were in narrative form as responses had been written 
out by the participants themselves and/or by the researchers during the ses-
sions. Responses recorded in Spanish were translated into English for analysis. 
The researchers utilized the template coding approach to analyze the textual 
data because the aforementioned pathways and barriers had already been as-
certained from the literature (Padgett, 2008). Only manifest content—content 
that was written by the participants, not their underlying feelings, emotions, 
or nonverbal behavior—was coded. Descriptive statistics were used to comple-
ment the qualitative data analysis. 

Results

Support for Shared Use

A majority of residents (84%) surveyed via questionnaire supported ex-
panding shared use when asked in a yes/no format. In a separate question on 
the questionnaire, 40% of those surveyed indicated that shared use was very 
important, 33% indicated it was important, 18% indicated it was somewhat 
important, and 9% indicated that it was not important. Given this support for 
expanding shared use, it was deemed important to the researchers to further 
explore the pathways and barriers to success for such expansion. 
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Pathways

Physical Activity Facilities and Programs

Community members expressed a strong need and desire for more oppor-
tunities and programs for physical activities to be available within the school 
district, including more activities for youth, adults, and families, as well as 
more sports/recreation opportunities, preferably structured. One focus group 
participant stated, “If there were sports, I would take my son every day.” An-
other stated a desire for more “classes, activities like personal defense, soccer, 
basketball.” Physical activity was noted as a considerable benefit of expanding 
shared use, especially for youth. Community members, overall, concurred that 
shared use might provide more places (in addition to local parks and recreation 
centers) for youth to play, especially for those who lived near the schools. One 
focus group participant exclaimed, “It would be beneficial if they opened the 
[school] gyms.” A teacher advocated for expanded shared use of school gyms, 
stating, “If they had a gym available, the kids would be there every day.” Key 
informant interviewees noted that expanding shared use would positively ben-
efit children’s physical activity levels as the schools were perceived by some to 
be safer than the local parks and streets in the area. One informant commented 
that school playgrounds might serve well as places for children “to have some-
where to stretch their legs.” Additionally, some interviewees and focus group 
participants noted expanding shared use in the area might help cultivate more 
local sporting leagues and activities.

Community members surveyed via questionnaire appeared optimistic that 
expanding shared use would improve their own physical activity levels; how-
ever, they perceived fewer physical activity benefits for themselves as opposed 
to children. Most community members (67%) surveyed via questionnaire in-
dicated that they were already active enough. Among the qualitative methods’ 
results, some community members stated that they would be unlikely to use 
the schools during before- or afterschool hours unless there were structured 
activities for themselves and/or for their kids. Community members also qual-
itatively noted that they would be more likely to engage in physical activity 
if the school gym or track was open to them for use. They stated that inter-
generational physical activities—activities that adults and children engaged in 
together—might encourage more adult physical activity on the campus during 
non-school hours.

Before-School and Afterschool Community Programs 

Community members reported in the mapping session and focus groups 
that there needed to be more spaces within the school district boundaries that 
could serve as places for sports and recreation activities, educational events, and 
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meetings. They desired more activities for youth, adults, and families; more 
sports/recreation opportunities; and more programs, classes, and services for 
children and adults. Engaging in lifelong learning was suggested to be a prior-
ity of the local community members in the mapping sessions. Additionally, it 
might be inferred across the study methods that local community groups and 
organizations are ready and willing to utilize the school spaces for their own 
programs if shared use were expanded. 

Community members also highlighted in the mapping sessions and focus 
groups that for community activities and to learn new things in their commu-
nity they frequently went to a particular local school, which hosted a myriad 
of before- and afterschool programs for children, adults, and families. Other 
local schools were mentioned, and a few individuals mentioned libraries. Addi-
tionally, local churches, colleges, homeowners’ association centers, and human 
services centers were noted as places for learning. Finally, parks were also men-
tioned as places for community activities.

Expanding shared use was thought to benefit adults greatly by providing 
them with additional places to gather together. One focus group participant 
noted a benefit would be “meeting space for adult groups; it’s more reasonably 
priced than other places.” Schools also were noted to be safe places for meet-
ings, especially at night. 

Community groups and organizations desiring to work with children, 
adults, and families alike indicated that shared use would further increase their 
access to community members and leaders and allow them a broader spread of 
places to host their programs. The leaders of local community groups and other 
community members noted that the most salient advantages the local schools 
have are their location (specifically their proximity to community members’ 
homes), familiarity, and available space. For these reasons, many participants 
posited that more community members would attend events offered at schools 
than at other locations. 

For families (in the focus groups and mapping sessions), expanding shared 
use was viewed as a mechanism for increasing access to educational programs. 
Frequent topics of mention for possible programs, training sessions, or class-
es included: exercise; cooking and nutrition; general adult education; English 
as a second language (ESL) for parents; computers and technology; general 
youth and family programs; peer leadership; drug and alcohol abuse education; 
teen pregnancy education; arts activities, theater, and drama; psychological and 
spiritual growth; and professional networking and training. All in all, schools 
were seen as potentially prime locations for community health promotion and 
disease prevention programs. Participants suggested that health advisory coun-
cils could meet at the local schools and that health fairs could be hosted on 
school grounds as well. 
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Expanding shared use was not generally thought by community members 
(in the questionnaire and qualitative methods) to strongly promote better 
nutritional knowledge and healthy eating. Nonetheless, a few participants sug-
gested the schools might do well as locations for gardens or farmers’ markets. 
There was some general interest for community gardening, nutritional class-
es, and recipe demonstrations, particularly among parents of young children. 
These community members appeared especially motivated to be good mod-
els of healthy eating for their children, which may benefit gardening efforts 
at schools. Additional benefits qualitatively expressed were better-connected 
families, enhanced parent–child relationships, enriched school–community 
partnerships, and increased parent involvement in schools.

Barriers

Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours 

Community members qualitatively noted several community issues that 
made their neighborhoods seem less safe. The most frequently reported issues 
across the research methods included stealing and theft, litter or trash, graf-
fiti, violence, and selling or using drugs. Concerns related to gangs were also 
mentioned but seemed to be limited to specific areas rather than across the 
district as a whole. Importantly, schools in general were noted as areas need-
ing improvement in the community in order for community members to feel 
that they were safe to visit outside of regular school hours, especially after dark.

Participants expressed concerns regarding safety and supervision at schools 
and around the neighborhoods in which they reside, especially during off-
hours. Over half (52%) of focus group participants were concerned about 
community safety (in general) if shared use were to be expanded. One focus 
group participant stated, “We don’t let our children go to the schools by them-
selves, it’s very important that they be safe.” Community members broadly and 
parents in particular noted across the methods that adequate lighting and sur-
veillance were necessary for any expansions of shared use. They suggested that 
well-designed lighting would help to reduce misbehaviors like drug dealing, 
vandalism, and graffiti on school grounds. 

Contrarily, some interviewees stated that expanding shared use might make 
the community safer and healthier because of resulting community programs 
and activities that promote healthy habits and decrease vandalism and drug 
and alcohol use. One focus group participant stated broadly, “There could be 
benefits [to expanding shared use] because there would be more places to go 
out to, but I wouldn’t let my children go by themselves.” 

Community members qualitatively suggested that schools as community 
hubs for physical activity among children would be especially advantageous in 
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areas within the school district boundaries that had limited access to safe and 
well-equipped parks. Community members desired an expressed commitment 
from the schools and district in alleviating any issues surrounding the safety of 
community members, especially children. Before expanding shared use, many 
community members noted a need for adequate maintenance, funding, light-
ing, and security for the schools during off-hours.

Half (50%) of community members surveyed via questionnaire indicated 
concerns about supervision when seeking to expand shared use. Communi-
ty residents, especially parents, expressed they would not want or allow local 
youth to use the schools during non-school hours without adequate supervi-
sion. They claimed that more crime would occur on school properties and 
teens would act out more if responsible adults were not on site at all times 
of use. As one focus group participant stated, “Kids would be up to no good 
without supervision.” Some examples of probable misbehaviors mentioned in-
cluded starting fires in trashcans, drug dealing and use, and vandalism and/or 
tagging. Finally, community members also wondered whether supervisory re-
sponsibility would fall to parents, school staff, community organization staff, 
or volunteers and who would pay the costs for the supervision were it not pro-
vided in-kind. 

Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs

Resource competition and scarcity were common in comments by commu-
nity members who were involved with or worked for the schools, the district, 
and local community organizations. Community members noted that while 
the district and individual schools were in fact open to community use of 
their properties, the schools and the district always got first priority over lo-
cal community groups or organizations. Community members stated that 
collaboration between community organizations and the local schools was 
important, but they did not seem to possess much optimism about the sustain-
ability of such collaborative efforts. Drawing on experience collaborating with 
local parks, one community organization representative noted, “Collaboration 
works fine until there are budget cuts, and then [people] stop reaching out. 
Right now the budget is really tight.”

At the time of the study, the prices of meeting spaces on school grounds 
appeared to be reasonably balanced, as previously noted above regarding gath-
ering places. Civic meetings for community betterment and polling places for 
elections are currently exempted from use charges. Additionally, classes related 
to the district’s mission could be held for no charge, despite some classes not 
being currently offered at locations already. Examples include school-sponsored 
activities, teacher organizations, school clubs, parent–teacher associations or 
organizations, Boy or Girl Scouts of America meetings, booster clubs, local 
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soccer organizations, or little leagues (i.e., baseball, softball). Local community 
groups or associations and nonprofit organizations were charged between $5 
and $25 per hour depending on their facility needs, while commercial or for-
profit organizations were charged between $6 and $30 per hour. 

As might be expected, costs associated with expanded shared use were also a 
substantial concern among school administrators. In addition to being impor-
tant to community members, reimbursement of expenses to schools for shared 
use is state-mandated (Section 15-1105, Arizona Revised Statutes). Thus, those 
involved in or working for local community organizations expressed concern 
that, depending on how such expenses were calculated, the schools/district 
might charge fees for using school properties during off-hours that were pro-
hibitively high and would hinder usage for community organizations and 
residents. Key informants emphasized a need for free or low-cost programs for 
adults and children during off-hours, specifically suggesting that opening up 
school fields at a low or no cost might encourage more local sporting leagues.

Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and 
Communities

Community members who did not work for the schools demonstrated a 
lack of confidence in the local schools’ and school district’s abilities to com-
municate adequately with local community members and organizations. 
Specifically, community members were concerned that without additional or 
alternative staffing dedicated to communication and community involvement 
activities, shared use would remain a policy rather than a common practice. 

Community members questioned the district’s capacity to handle expand-
ing shared use, especially in regards to the aforementioned barriers. Again, a 
lack of confidence was apparent regarding the district’s ability to work with lo-
cal community organizations to address these barriers. Some key informants 
noted great interest in using school facilities more if they were made more 
readily available but strongly desired that coordination be simplified and im-
proved. Community members wanted the school district to conduct thorough 
planning and establish adequate infrastructure prior to expanding shared use, 
while community organization and school personnel desired that any costs of 
expanding shared use be clearly estimated and communicated. 

School and district personnel stated that any expansion of shared use needed 
to move forward with caution. One interviewee stated, “The overall condi-
tion, image, and reputation of the district and its schools both academically 
and administratively needs to be addressed first before successful expansion of 
community access can be done.” A school administrator commented, “We are 
easy to collaborate with, but groups do not absorb the costs associated with 
hosting [events].” School personnel desired clear statements from community 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

312

organizations identifying the purposes of school use during non-school hours, 
which persons in the community would be served, and how the organizations 
planned to cover any associated security and maintenance (e.g., cleanup) costs 
to avoid creating additional work for school personnel. 

Discussion and Future Directions

The extent of support for shared use among community members in this 
study was not unexpected. In previous reports (e.g., Duffett et al., 2004), par-
ents and children clearly indicated a desire for meaningful out-of-school-time 
programs and activities. The variation in the perceived importance of shared 
use among this study’s questionnaire respondents, however, may indicate that 
improvements in other areas of the community supersede shared use as a pri-
ority and may also be indicative of community members’ concerns regarding 
safety and crime within the district. For example, in the community mapping 
sessions in particular, participants were able to easily pick out areas needing 
improvement to increase traffic safety and decrease criminal activity. Other 
participants across the methods noted needed improvements regarding parks 
and recreation facilities and community services in general. While this study 
did not ask participants to prioritize shared use among other community 
needs, the researchers unearthed insights and ideas regarding expanding shared 
use and the pathways and barriers anticipated from expansion. 

Pathways

Physical Activity Facilities and Programs 

Several factors help explain how physical activity facilities and programs 
might serve as important pathways to community well-being through expanded 
shared use. Schools within the district offered varying levels of physical activity 
programming outside of school hours. Often, this programming was available 
through collaboration with an outside entity that assumed at least partial re-
sponsibility for monitoring activities and safety. While almost all participants 
agreed that shared use opportunities offered the potential for expanded physi-
cal activity that would benefit the entire community, they expected youth to 
benefit the most, especially those without a neighborhood park nearby. They 
expressed a clear desire for both indoor and outdoor recreational facilities to 
be made available as well as for planned physical activities that were structured 
and supported. Thus, consistent with previous research (Cavill et al., 2015; 
Lafleur et al., 2013; Spengler, 2012; Spengler et al., 2011; Totura et al., 2012), 
schools were perceived as alternative venues for physical activity for both chil-
dren and adults.
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Before- and Afterschool Community Programs

The findings supported the idea that shared use provides access in a variety 
of forms that can be useful for recreational, educational, and other meeting 
opportunities, which is also consistent with past research (e.g., Young et al., 
2014). Apart from physical activities, recreational access might take a variety of 
forms, including fun opportunities such as movie nights or family/community 
picnics. Shared use might also increase access to schools as locations for com-
munity meetings and gatherings. 

Interest in community gardens was low among the community members. 
At least four community gardens already existed within the district boundaries 
(not including gardens hosted on school grounds), and while youth expressed 
interest in becoming involved, few adults were interested in working in or re-
ceiving food from the gardens. Cooking and healthy eating classes were also 
available, as were places within the area to purchase healthy foods. The low 
interest in nutrition-related courses is worthy of further investigation. Addi-
tionally, the higher cost of healthy foods and the wide availability of unhealthy 
foods would not necessarily be overcome through expanding shared use unless 
these were specifically targeted by programming, events, community actions, 
or other strategies that do not currently exist in the area.

Barriers

Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours

The findings of this study suggested that shared use should not be expanded 
without addressing safety, security, and crime issues. Policies and procedures re-
lated to these topics need to be established prior to opening facilities for shared 
use, incorporating input from parents, community members, and public safety 
personnel. Likewise, shared use should not be expanded without supervision 
and coordination plans for off-hour use. While ultimately the responsibility of 
the district and school, strategies for sharing responsibility among parents, vol-
unteers, community organization staff, and/or school staff must be arranged 
prior to holding activities. Developing such policies and procedures in a coop-
erative manner between the district/school and community members enhances 
communication, trust, buy-in, and follow-through (Ferreira, Grueber, & Yare-
ma, 2012; Hands, 2005), all of which are essential to ensuring the safety, 
security, and utilization of school grounds and facilities during off-hours. 

Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs

Shared use should strive to strike the right balance in addressing liability, 
maintenance, and operating costs (Lees et al., 2008; Spengler et al., 2013; War-
ren, 2005; Warren et al., 2009). Moreover, there are local policy issues that 
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may need to be addressed in order to allow for off-hours use and to manage the 
costs associated with such use (e.g., recuperation of usage costs). A larger in-
vestigation into the insurance and risk intricacies of off-hours use falls outside 
the purview of this study but would be a helpful addition for others seeking to 
expand shared use in their communities.

As previously mentioned, the cost of equipment and space could be re-
covered through rental fees; however, this strategy does not appear to align 
with the spirit of shared use (e.g., Spengler, 2012). Additionally, nonprofit 
and community groups that use the spaces during off-hours may be tasked 
with bringing their own equipment and resources. Volunteers, rather than paid 
staff, can also monitor off-hours activities; however, as some study participants 
indicated, schools may still require a paid staff person to be on-site during 
programming. Beyond liability issues, utilities remain the primary cost-related 
barrier, with electricity likely costing the most, depending on the amounts and 
types of lighting, heating, and cooling required. Water use from bathrooms 
and outdoor water hose use would have costs as well, but were not noted as 
often as electricity. The high concern regarding the cost of electricity is likely 
due to the high temperatures experienced in Phoenix, Arizona, leading to high 
central air conditioning costs. The question remains, “how significant are such 
increases?” Further investigation into the actual levels of increased costs is war-
ranted in future evaluations of shared use. 

Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and 
Communities

Establishing successful school–district–community partnerships requires 
creating adequate and clear, two-way communication channels between school/
district personnel and the community (Hands, 2005). Community leaders in 
this study showed much interest in collaborating to host classes and events 
in partnership with schools during or after school hours. Such efforts were 
perceived as potential openings for improved communication among local 
schools/administrators and community members and organizations. Collabo-
ration and partnership between community leaders and schools were highly 
desired by study participants and could help inspire a sense of shared purpose 
and ownership over the school spaces (Ferreira et al., 2012), particularly if both 
school and community members are included in the decision-making process 
(Hands, 2005). School-based collaborations between families and school staff 
may also translate into higher student academic achievement via improved fam-
ily–teacher relationships and increased parent involvement in their children’s 
education as families become more comfortable with the school environment, 
school staff, and the education system (O’Donnell & Kirkner, 2014).
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Using standard school-to-home communication channels (e.g., newsletters, 
emails, flyers sent home, etc.) is helpful, but expanding that reach via addi-
tional electronic media (e.g., Facebook, text messages, etc.), personal outreach 
strategies, and word-of-mouth is particularly important for successfully involv-
ing parents and community members in low-income, urban areas (O’Donnell, 
Kirkner, & Meyer-Adams, 2008). Hands (2005) suggested that, while initial 
contacts between schools and community members in the partnership devel-
opment process were often not made in person, face-to-face communication 
was key as stakeholders worked to further define and negotiate the terms of 
their partnerships. Meaningfully involving community members and other 
stakeholders in planning and decision-making requires significant effort and 
often lengthens the process, which can be a challenge for time- and resource-
constrained schools/districts. However, as Bosma et al. (2010) found in their 
examination of the core elements that contributed to a successful school–com-
munity–university partnership in Minneapolis, Minnesota, the additional 
buy-in and trust gained by the collaborative work can greatly enhance imple-
mentation and may serve as worthwhile outcomes of their own, over and above 
the specified policy or program goals.

Conclusion

If local schools are to be schools of, for, and with the community, they must 
be more open to the community members. Budgets and planning must also 
address the barriers so that the pathways of shared use may be accessed. Such 
efforts will of course need political support and engagement on the behalf of 
both community members and school administrators. 

This study’s collaborative research efforts have stimulated progress within 
this district and within other districts, city and county governments, and non-
profit organizations. Local entities have begun to examine how they too might 
begin the process of seeking opportunities for shared use, which is now more 
readily seen as a viable means of promoting improvements in physical and 
community health at the local level. Indeed, small local grants have been dis-
tributed to other districts and organizations to establish shared use projects and 
partnerships. The hope is that this study helps other schools and communities 
in their efforts to understand and expand shared use, specifically its pathways 
and barriers to community improvement and empowerment. 

Endnotes
1This study is derived from the overall Shared Use Roosevelt (SHUR) Health Impact Assess-
ment (HIA) completed and published by Maricopa County Department of Public Health in 
April 2016.
2Data collection instruments are available from the authors upon request.
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