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Central District Walking Audit – Preview Report * 
 

 

 
Garfield High School and Nova Alternative High School are in the 
heart of Seattle’s Central District (CD) neighborhood.  Together they 
bring over 2,000 students to the area every school day.  Students in 
these schools connect with the neighborhood in ways that are 
unique to being a youth in the area.  By partnering with Feet First on 
this walking audit, they have shared their input about these 
connections, interactions, and experiences in the CD. 
 
Walking Audit routes:  a 0.8 mile loop along E. Cherry from Nova 
High School to MLK Way and a 0.6 mile walk along 23rd Ave S. 
starting at Garfield High School to E. Alder and 25th Ave, ending at the 
Douglass-Truth Library. 

 
Participants: 
27 students took part in the two walks 
with Feet First staff and faculty from Nova 
High School. 

 
Special thanks go to Garfield staff 
member, Karin Engstrom and to Garfield’s 
assistant principal, Leticia Rascon.   Also 
special thanks to Nova student, Leila Mas 
and her health teacher, Susan Barth. 

Top Observations: 

! While there are safety challenges for pedestrians in the Central District, it is also a terrific place to walk.  Diverse 
small businesses, community centers, and parks are among the many favorite community places. 

! Compromised sightlines, high speeds, and high traffic volumes make the section of 23rd  Ave South,  
immediately in front of Garfield High School, one of the most dangerous areas observed on our walking audit 
route.  

! Parked vehicles seem particularly obnoxious in the Central District.  Cherry Street was especially full of 
inappropriate parking—taking up pedestrian spaces and blocking sightlines. 

   
  Table of Contents:                                   Page 

Top Recommendations....................... 1 
CD Youth Pedestrian Project 
         information ................................2 
Maps of route audited ........................2 
Item Key ............................................3 
Walking Audit Field Notes...................3 
Contacts & project information ...........9 

 
Top Recommendations for Walkability: 
1. Feet First recommends a road diet for 23rd Avenue South between I-90 and E. Madison Street to alleviate the 

unacceptably high danger to pedestrians.  This is in accordance with the Bicycle Master Plan for added bike lanes 
along this corridor.   

2. Continue to partner with SDOT while speed checks at the newly installed (February 2009) school zone signs for Garfield 
High School are being monitored.   

3. Area youth and other community members should examine their accepted norms for shared space.  Call Seattle police 
department about parked cars along E. Cherry Street to request action be taken on illegally parked vehicles that block 
sightlines at intersections and park on sidewalks.  

4. Continue to empower youth to recognize their rights and responsibilities as pedestrians through valuing their input and 
concerns and allowing them to be critical of their environment. 

 
 

Organizer:  Feet First 
Audit Leaders:  Megan Jackson and          

Jen Cole 
Lead Youth Organizer:  Leila Mas 

Write-up:  Megan Jackson 
Photo Credits and Content: 

Photos and observations were collected 
from participating students in Nova’s 2009 

Health Class. Thanks for your contributions! 
Dates: April 11th & 16th, 2009 
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    The Central District Youth Pedestrian Project with Feet First 

 
Youth between the ages of 10 to 19 are among the highest risk category of pedestrians involved in a collision.  In the 2008-2009 school year, 
six Seattle Public School students have been injured in pedestrian related collisions at or near schools; three of those collisions occurred 
along the 23rd Avenue South Corridor.  However, this age group is often left out of the programs that help to raise the awareness about 
pedestrian safety and that aid in making the routes to and from school safer. 
 
With a $10,000 grant from the Central Region Emergency Medical Services and Trauma Care Council, Feet First teamed up with youth in the 
Central District to address the need to prevent injuries from pedestrian-car collisions.  Through series of walks in the CD, we are discussing 
the challenges and barriers to walking in the area, taking inventory of community assets, recognizing how our physical environment impacts 
how we feel about it—our level of safety and comfort, and documenting the experience.  This Walking Audit is one of two that asked youth to 
share their perspective and to explore and be openly critical of their walking experiences.    
 

Map of Garfield Walk Route     Map of Nova Walk Route 
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Walking Audit Field Notes 
 

Item Key 

  Pedestrian safety issue       Community asset 
 

  Built environment dynamic     Conflict of shared space   
 

 Enforcement action 
 

 
          

 
      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 
 

 
 

 

West side of 
Garfield High 
School off of 
23rd Avenue 

Bus and car confusion.  The golden rule for school bus 
safety is to separate cars from buses, to prevent a 
dynamic in which pedestrians cross between buses to 
get to parked cars.  The school here has had to put in 
concerted effort to reeducate families to pick-up and 
drop-off in different locations than the bus zone, but 
work is still needed to improve pedestrian safety here. 

 
  
 

 
 

 
 

 

23rd Ave and 
Jefferson 

Major pedestrian traffic.  Ezell’s is a lunch favorite for 
students.  While the signal is synchronized for vehicles, 
pedestrians need to push the button for a signal change, 
waiting up to 90 seconds for a green.  Many students 
choose to take a calculated risk, crossing against the 
light instead of waiting for a signal to cross.  This is 
particularly treacherous because of compromised 
sightlines and high speeds from northbound traffic.   This 
could be a great location for a Crosswalk Action.  
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      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 
 
 
 

 

SW corner of 
23rd and 
Jefferson 

Squeezed in.   A “buffer zone” is the planted area 
between the sidewalk and street, separating and 
buffering pedestrians from vehicles.  Current code 
would require a 4 foot buffer here, but 23rd Ave was 
built prior to those standards.    

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

On the south 
corner of 23rd 
Ave and   
Terrace St 

Mixed messages.  The two pictures are of the same 
corner and either you walk straight into the parked 
van or you could take a left into oncoming 23rd Ave 
traffic.  The van is parked illegally, blocking sightlines 
and infringing on pedestrian space.  While crossing 
23rd is legal here, safer options exist to the north and 
south. 

    
  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

23rd Ave and E. 
Alder 

This crosswalk has been engineered to compensate 
for one of the most lethal dangers to pedestrians: the 
multiple-lane threat.  By placing a vehicle stop line 30 
feet ahead of the crosswalk, we are less likely to have 
our sightlines blocked by a stopped car in the near 
lane, and will be able to see oncoming traffic in the 
other lanes.  The sightline problems here are 
compounded by the slight hill and curve of the road to 
the north. 
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      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 
 
 

 

Between Alder 
and Spruce Sts 
on 24th Ave, just 
half a block 
south of 
Garfield High 
School 

Walking oasis.  Being just a block away from the dense 
and noisy traffic of 23rd Ave provides a completely 
different walking experience.  Pedestrian space is a 
priority here with wide sidewalks and even wider buffer 
zones.   
The back of Garfield faces 24th Ave, but what if it was the 
primary entrance instead? Could that have made this 
street a main walking route that 23rd  Ave is?  

  
 

 
 

 

North of E. Fir 
St on 24th Ave 

Sidewalk parking.  This seemingly bold move is 
explained on further investigation: the car on the 
sidewalk has a handicap permit hanging from its 
rearview mirror and the handicapped parking on the 
street was claimed by another car.  It was also an urban 
planning decision that gave up a green buffer zone for a 
concrete sidewalk extension that invited such a parking 
decision.        

  
 
 
 

 

SW corner of 
Yesler St and 
24th Ave 

Nuisance shopping carts.  Accepting the appearance 
of objects like shopping carts has become a norm and 
we often ignore their existence.  However, it obstructs 
space and left there long enough will certainly start to 
collect random litter and discarded materials. 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 East of Nova on 
Cherry and 26th 
Ave 

Eroding infrastructure.   This curb has been damaged 
and worn over time, erasing the buffer zone between 
drivers and the walkway.   It’s not just an eyesore, 
although the ever-present mud holes are in the words 
of one student, “icky.”  Without the clear delineation, 
drivers feel entitled to encroach on the pedestrian 
space.   
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      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 East of Nova on 
Cherry and 26th 
Ave 

Buffer zone for parking.  Parking with 2 wheels on the 
sidewalk seems to be an accepted norm along Cherry 
– we saw no tickets on any of these cars.  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 East of Nova on 
Cherry and 26th 
Ave 

Your parking or your life!  The placement and size of 
this vehicle completely obliterate a pedestrian’s view 
of oncoming traffic.  Parking should be restricted 
within 30 feet of this curb to open the sightlines 
between drivers and pedestrians. 
 
     

  

 
 

 
 

 

On the north 
side of Cherry 
between 27th 
and MLK 

Pedestrian potholes.  Cracks and sidewalk upheavals are 
the equivalent of potholes for pedestrians.  Sandwich 
boards and other “sidewalk furniture” are often placed 
without enough space for pedestrians, and show a 
particular disregard for blind and disabled residents.  
Walking this stretch requires navigating around these 
types of barriers, easy enough to do without a stroller, 
wheel chair, or a skate board. 

   
  

 

 

Along Cherry 
St: Tena 
Market, Central 
Grind, Dur Dur 
Cafe 

Community assets and diversity.  Along Cherry are 
small, independent Ethiopian and Somali businesses 
that are student and community favorites.  Even 
though many of the students don’t live in the Central 
District, a connection to local businesses and public 
spaces instills community pride and a sense of place. 
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      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 

  
   

 

Crossing Cherry 
St at MLK Way 

Caught in the crosswalk.  Although the student hadn’t 
finished crossing before the traffic signal changed, a 
courteous driver shows some patience.  Here’s a 
situation where acknowledging each other’s presence 
with eye contact and even a wave can help ensure 
safer shared spaces.   It helps that the driver’s tinted 
window was rolled down. 

 
  

 

 

Gerber Park  Although small green spaces like Gerber Park are 
positive assets to community space, this park felt “off 
limits” to youth.  One student told about how he had 
been asked to leave when it was perceived he was 
loitering there.  Another person questioned the park’s 
value because it wasn’t used recreationally.   

 
  

 

 
 

 

Where Temple 
Pl and MLK Way 
meet 

Traffic peninsula.  Gerber Park tapers off where these 
two streets meet at an acute angle, making for a 
pedestrian conundrum.  The design doesn’t encourage 
pedestrians to cross anywhere specific and what’s 
most natural, to continue walking at a diagonal, puts 
your back to cars that may come down Temple Pl.   

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

Crossing MLK 
Way at E. 
Jefferson 

Across the street is Powell Barnett Park, a favorite public 
space.  The closest marked crosswalk though is a block 
away at the end of the park.  Although a pedestrian has 
the right of way to cross here, it takes some time for the 
flow of traffic to stop and honor that right.  
An asset to this area is that MLK Way has undergone a 
road diet. Rather than crossing four moving lanes which 
would have been lethal, this pedestrian need only cross 
two lanes of moving traffic and a center turning lane.   
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      Item Location Description Photo 
  

 

 

On MLK and 
Jefferson 

Sharing space with cars can be risky business.  The 
“sharrow” designation is little comfort for this cyclist 
competing for space with the moving commercial 
vehicle to his left and the oversized parked vehicle to 
his right. 

 
  

 

 
 

 

E. Alder and 
26th Ave 

Community pride.  Often, neighborhoods add their 
own touch to making spaces that pedestrians and 
drivers share safer and more enjoyable.   

    
  

 
 

 

At the entrance 
of Nova on 
Cherry  

Mid-block crosswalk.  Not always effective because 
they tend to go unnoticed by cars, students can wait 
for traffic to go by for long moments before getting to 
cross.  Alternatively, small groups of students can on 
occasion be caught standing and talking in the middle 
of the crosswalk.  Possibly an act of exercising their 
right to a shared space? 
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Contacts & Project Information 
 

For more information about this report or the CD Youth Pedestrian Project, please contact: 
 

Megan Jackson, Community Organizer 
Jen Cole, Safe Routes to School Program Director 

Feet First 
314 1st Avenue South 
Seattle, WA  98104 
Tel: 206.652.2310 

Email: megan@feetfirst.info
www.feetfirst.info

www.walkcdseattle.blogspot.com
  
 
 
 
 
*  This preview report is awaiting review and input from our partners including Nova students and SDOT.  Look for updated versions on the Feet First 
website and the CD Youth Pedestrian Project blog.  June 9, 2009.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Feet First is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. Feet First works to promote walkable communities through advocacy, community organizing, research, and education. 
 

mailto:megan@feetfirst.info
http://www.feetfirst.info/
http://www.walkcdseattle.blogspot.com/


 


