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Gerena School Location

Gerena School is located between I-91 and the railroad 
tracks. Two tunnels below the school and these two 
major infrastructure barriers connect walking students 
with both sides of the North End neighborhood: the 
first leads to Main Street, and the second leads to 
Plainfield Street.  When originally constructed in 
the early 1970s, the school building functioned as a 
community center as well as an elementary school.  
Community members could use the recreational 
facilities (gym and pool) and the function rooms for 
community meetings and events.  Today, building use 
is limited to school-related activities during normal 
school hours and access is restricted at both tunnels. 
Other than a dental clinic, the building no longer 
houses any community-related services.

Birnie Avenue runs along the east side of the Gerena 
School. Faculty, staff, and school buses can enter 
the school parking lot from Birnie Avenue just south 
of the school building.  Buses have a separate drop 
off point.  Parents driving their children to school 
must either drop their child off in the parking lot 
north of the school building or at one of the tunnel 
entrances on Main Street or Plainfield Street.  The 
majority of students walk to school from the adjacent 
neighborhoods and come to school through one of the 
two tunnels.  

The walk audit route focused on three major areas: 
Birnie Avenue, crossing Main Street to the tunnel 
entrance on the east side of the school, and crossing 
Plainfield Street to the tunnel entrance on the west 
side of the school.

Walk Audit

On March 26, 2013, WalkBoston conducted a walk 
audit at the German Gerena Community School, an 
elementary school in Springfield, MA. Participants 
included: 

•	 Patricia Arocho, Springfield Public Schools
•	 Karen Pohlman, Baystate Brightwood Health 

Center
•	 Jeff McCollough, Pioneer Valley Planning 

Commission
•	 Michael Tully, City of Springfield Department of 

Parks, Buildings and Recreation Management
•	 Christopher Cignoli, City Engineer, City of 

Springfield Public Works
•	 Nicole Bourdon, Mass-in-Motion Coordinator
•	 Dorothea Hass, WalkBoston
•	 Stacey Beuttell, WalkBoston

The weather was cloudy and the temperature was 
about 40 degrees. We observed traffic patterns 
between 10:30 and noon.
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Other than the word SCHOOL painted on the 
expressway exit ramp roadway and Birnie Avenue 
asphalt, there are no posted SCHOOL ZONE signs.  
One pedestrian crossing sign is posted near the exit 
ramp, but its impact is limited.  There are no painted 
crosswalks across Birnie Avenue at either the Arch 
Street or Huntington Street intersections that lead to 
Main Street.

Recommendations
Reducing the speed of traffic is the priority on Birnie 
Avenue.  The following techniques can assist in 
significantly reducing traffic speeds and therefore 
increasing pedestrian safety.

•	 Create a speed table. The City engineer stated 
that a speed table will be constructed across 
both lanes at the northern end of the school. 
WalkBoston recommends that additional speed 
tables and perhaps sandwich board be installed 
near the Huntington/ Birnie  and Arch/Birnie 
Avenue Crossings.  Students and parents access 
Birnie (and school) by walking along these streets 
and under Route 91.  They cross Birnie very close 
to the Birnie/US-20/Plainfield interchange where 
drivers’ focus is on other cars, not walkers.  

•	 Paint a stripe on the roadway a couple of feet in 
from the Birnie curb in the western travel lane to 
reduce its width.  Visually narrowing lane will slow 
traffic.

•	 Paint SCHOOL ZONE in large letters on the 
pavement near walking access points to school.

Findings

For each of the three focus areas, we have summarized 
the existing conditions, made recommendations for 
improvements, and noted future changes that may 
impact the area.

Birnie Avenue

Birnie Avenue runs north/south along I-91 connecting 
Wason Avenue at the Baystate Medical District to 
Route 20 and the North End Bridge. In addition to a 
neighborhood road, the Avenue functions as an on/off 
ramp to I-91.

Current Condition 
Birnie Avenue is a two-lane, one way street that carries 
considerable traffic. Cars move fast – approximately 35 
– 40 miles an hour - with no posted speed limit signs 
along the stretch in front of the school. Sidewalks 
occur on both sides of the street. On the west side 
the sidewalk is wide, but provides no separation 
or barriers between vehicles and walkers on the 
sidewalk. On the east side, the sidewalk is narrow 
(less than 5 feet), not continuous, and also does not 
provide any separation or barriers between vehicles 
and pedestrians.

Birnie Avenue Proposed speed table location

Birnie Avenue looking north. Gerena School is on the left
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Current Condition

The Main Street crossing occurs mid-block directly 
across from the tunnel rather than at an intersection.  
This location handles the highest volume of students 
coming to and from school. The roadway handles 
two-way traffic in both directions with parking on both 
sides of the street. Traffic travels at moderate speeds. 

The pedestrian crosswalk is very wide, approximately 
18 - 20 feet, and highly visible to cars, most of which 
stopped for us. However, sight lines to the crosswalk 
are obscured by vehicles which park at the edge of 
the crosswalk. Elementary students would not be tall 
enough to be seen over the tops of vans encroaching 
on the crosswalk.

Future

If the proposed casino in Springfield is located on the 
Penn National site, Birnie Avenue will be the primary 
exit from I-91 to the casino development.  The casinos 
would also have signs along Birnie to advertise 
its “front door.”  The City engineer feels it will be 
much more attractive.  As part of the streetscape 
redevelopment, we would recommend landscaping 
in a median which would slow cars and improve the 
aesthetics of the pedestrian environment. 

Main Street Access to School

The tunnel leading from Gerena School meets Main 
Street between Cumberland Street and Harriet Street. 
Traffic exiting I-91 just north of the pedestrian crossing 
primarily goes straight onto Dover Street or turns 
left on to Main Street going north, so there are rarely 
conflicts with students exiting onto Main Street.
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Pedestrian crossing on Main Street leading to the tunnel
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Recommendations

•	 Create neck-downs (curb extensions) on either 
side of the crosswalk so cars cannot park next to 
the crosswalk and students can be more visible to 
cars.

•	 In the short term, paint bold hatched lines in 
the parking lanes for 20 feet on each side of the 
crosswalk.  



Future

This section of Main Street will receive streetscape 
improvements similar to those already installed 
further south on Main Street.  These improvements 
include neck-downs, strong crosswalk painting, and 
new pedestrian lights which provide good down 
lighting.  New trees will be planted and existing trees 
that are in good condition will be retained, where 
possible.

Streetscape improvements proposed for Main Street near 
school crossing. These improvements are further south on 
Main Street.

Plainfield Street Access

Students coming from Plainfield Street access the 
school through a public tunnel behind Chestnut 
Middle School. The major street crossing is at 
the intersection where Plainfield Street veers 
northwest and Fisk Avenue begins. The Brightwood 
neighborhood across Plainfield Avenue is attractive 
and walkable. The streets are narrow and traffic moves 
slowly.   To  see  all  the  details  that  are  visible  on  the

screen,  use  the  "Print"  link  next  to  the  map.

Pedestrian crossing on Plainfield Street leading to the tunnel
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Current condition

Plainfield Street is a two-way, divided roadway with a 
median.  There are functioning, pedestrian-activated 
crossing signals at the intersection. The crosswalk 
is two parallel lines rather than the preferred ladder 
striping.  The median is simply yellow paint in the 
intersection rather than a raised curb and pedestrian 
safety zone. The sidewalks on both sides of Plainfield 
Street are wide and in good condition, and trees line 
the roadway.  Plainfield Street is part of the walking 
school bus for Brightwood Elementary School, a 
neighborhood school located across Plainfield from 
Gerena.



Recommendations

•	 Paint ladder crosswalks.

•	 Either eliminate turn lanes and/or put in medians 
to protect walkers across Plainfield. The street is 
unnecessarily wide at the intersection near the 
school with additional width for turning lanes.  
At the Plainfield/Sanderson intersection just in 
front of the Chestnut school, the intersection is 
particularly confusing.   

•	 Provide an additional crosswalk and traffic signal 
on the north side of the driveway to Chestnut 
School. Currently, there is no street crossing in 
the desire line of Gerena and Chestnut students 
crossing Plainfield to enter the  Brightwood 
neighborhood.  The signal should be coordinated 
with the traffic signal just south of the 
intersection. A curb ramp and connection to the 
sidewalk on the west side of  Plainfield will be 
necessary.

To reach Plainfield Street, Gerena students must walk 
across two curb cuts leading to a parking lot and the 
driveway of Chestnut School.  When the walk audit 
was conducted, the gates adjacent to the Chestnut 
School driveway which allow students to walk to 
Plainfield on the sidewalks were closed, and students 
had to walk in the driveway. Gerena students leave the 
tunnel at approximately the same time as the Chestnut 
School students are dismissed which can cause 
congestion and other problems.

Plainfield Street crossing

Driveway to Chestnut Middle School

Location for proposed crosswalk along desire line from 
Chestnut Middle School driveway


