MINNESOTA RECREATIONAL USE

Community Recreational Use
of School Property: Why is it
Important?

Being physically active is important for both individual and public health.1 The obesity epidemic
is driven, in part, by the lack of physical activity and presence of sedentary lifestyles. For people to
be physically active, they must have access to safe, affordable and convenient recreational facilities.
However, many communities do not have these recreational facilities available to them. As a
result, public health advocates are focusing attention on ways to increase community access to safe,
affordable and convenient places to be physically active.2 Communities with limited access to public
recreational space are exploring opportunities to partner with schools for the use of school property
to promote physical activity in the community. School property can provide a valuable resource for
community recreational space and facilitate
physical activity through recreation and
sport activities before, during and after
school hours.3

How do schools promote community
activities on school property?
In Minnesota, many schools have a community
education department that coordinates
community use of school district facilities.
How this looks depends on the size of the
school district. In general, the goal and mission
of each district is to maximize the use of school
facilities during non-school hours, without
interfering with the education of its students.
While communities are key stakeholders of
public school facilities, the local school boards
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set policies and procedures and oversee operations of
school facilities use.
In many Minnesota communities, the biggest need for
space is for physical activity. Therefore, it is important
that school districts allow for community recreational
use of school property.

What do we mean when we say recreational
use?
In general, the term “recreational use” is synonymous
with “physical activity.”While recreational use of school
property might generally spark visions of organized
team sports, recreational use can in fact include a wide
range of activities, such as walking or playing on the
playground, and even passive recreational or leisure
activities like gardening or bird watching.
For schools, recreational use of school property by
community members for physical activity is generally
associated with community access to the school’s
outdoor playgrounds, tracks and fields, although it can
be for indoor gyms, pools or other indoor recreational
equipment. Often this includes organized and
formal or unstructured and informal sports. In sum,
recreational use of school property promoting physical
activity can generally be categorized in one of the four
groups:
•

Unsupervised (or informal) physical activities on
outdoor school property, such as children playing
on a playground or an informal game of basketball;

•

Unsupervised (or informal) physical activities
on indoor school property, such as open gym or
walking the hallways in bad weather;

•

Organized (or formal) physical activities on
outdoor school property, such as youth soccer
leagues; and

•

Organized (or formal) physical activities on indoor
school property, such as YWCA swim classes or
youth basketball.4
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The community use of school property is not limited
to recreational activities, and could also include other
activities such as voting, public events, religious
meetings, and other group meetings.

Why should schools allow community use
of school property?
School boards have several incentives to allowing
community recreational use of school property. Making
indoor and outdoor school space available helps the
community stay active, creates community support for
schools, and allows for a community gathering place.
In a survey of school districts sponsoring bond issues
in Minnesota, LERN Core Services determined
that those who participated in community education
activities were more likely to vote in favor of the bond
issue, regardless of whether or not participants had
children attending the school.5
There are 336 public operating elementary and
secondary independent school districts in Minnesota.
Each allows some form of community use of school
property. As communities and school districts work
together, the schools become the hub of activity for
participants of all ages.
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