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INTRODUCTION 
The Discovery Tool is a computerized 
environment assessment tool (app) programmed 
for use on an Android Tablet. The Discovery Tool 
is equipped with a series of audio instructions 
that prompt users to capture aspects of their 
environment that make it easier or more difficult 
to be physically active by taking photographs and 
audio narrations of their community. The 
Discovery Tool was developed by researchers at 
Stanford University and originally developed and 
tested for use in urban communities. Through a 
partnership with Stanford University, Cornell 
University, and Cornell Cooperative Extension, 
four communities throughout New York State 
were given the opportunity to test this tool in 
rural settings. With the assistance of seven 
community members, the Discovery Tool project 
was carried out in Cobleskill, NY. The community 
members were asked to conduct two walks using 

the Discovery Tool. The first walk focused on 
capturing barriers and facilitators to physical 
activity within Cobleskill. The second walk 
continued to focus on capturing aspects of the 
physical activity environment, but also 
documented the strengths and weaknesses of the 
food environment. A focus group was assembled 
following the completion of the second walk. The 
focus group sought to further explore the barriers 
and assets to physical activity and healthy eating 
within the community; brainstorm and generate 
ideas for community improvement based upon 
the information collected in the Discovery Tool; 
and collect feedback on the overall use of the 
Discovery Tool. 
 
The photographs contained in this report were 
taken by community members while using the 
Discovery Tool. 

 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND HEALTHY EATING ASSETS  
FRIENDLY COMMUNITY  
Cobleskill has been identified as a community 
that encourages people to walk because of how 
friendly and safe it is. Parents are not afraid of 
having their kids walk around the neighborhood. 
“People are friendly and that encourages people 
to walk…People aren’t afraid for the most part. I 
mean there’s some structural things, but you’re 
not afraid to go walking.” 
 
TRAILS 
A trail is being expanded in town that will 
hopefully encourage more people to be physically 
active. “They [The Schoharie Trail Association] just 
built a path...” “So it’s going to be about over five 
miles once you get to that point and round trip 
would give it about seven miles.” 
 
 
 
 
 

LOCAL MOVIE THEATER   
The local movie theater was praised by the 
participants as an entertainment venue that is 
extremely valued by the community. The movie 
theater is located right in town which encourages 
physical activity. “How many communities can 
walk to the movie theater?” 



PARKS AND OTHER PUBLIC RECREATIONAL AREAS 
The community green space, including local parks, is a nice place for people to spend their time walking and 
being physically active. There are benches and picnic tables for people to sit and the community parks host 
a wide range of community events. Participants mentioned a park that recently added new exercise 
equipment. This new equipment would be great for both children and parents to be physically active. The 
fairgrounds was another area identified to encourage physical activity in the community. “There are even 
people that walk [the fairgrounds] in the winter. And it’s busy enough with shows, horse shows, all summer 
long and various community events that people are constantly using that place to exercise.” 

               

COMMUNITY DESIGN 
Participants identified community design as a facilitator of physical activity. There are a lot of places in the 
village that are a walkable distance from people’s homes. If you live on a street like Main Street, there are 
many places that you can walk to like the school, church, and restaurants. “There’s a lot of places in the 
village to walk and it was one of the reasons we stayed on Main Street ‘cause we and our kids could walk to 
schools, to church. You can walk to Stewart’s. You can get a pizza. The post office. The library.” 
 
AFFORDABLE AND HEALTHY RESTAURANTS 
Coby’s was identified as a restaurant that encouraged healthy 
eating in the community for an affordable price. “They have 
healthy menus” and “very good prices.” This restaurant is also 
within a walkable distance from many homes in the village. 

FARMERS’ MARKETS AND FOOD PRODUCTION  
The participants identified the farmers’ market and the 
community garden as further promoters for healthy eating.  
However, these were not inexpensive options. “So you could use your food stamps there and even with that 
it’s still, it’s not inexpensive…” Some residents also have gardens in their own yards to grow vegetables so 
they do not have to go to supermarkets to buy fresh produce. This saves money and encourages a healthy 
lifestyle. “So from middle of June until October we will not buy any salad things. We grow all of our lettuce, 
all of that…” 
 



ACCESS TO NON-TRADITIONAL 
GROCERY STORES 
Stewart’s was identified as a non-
traditional grocery store where 
many community members shop. 
Although these non-traditional 
grocery stores tend to sell less 
nutritious food, there are also 
some healthy options, such as 
fresh fruits. Additionally, people 
can go there to buy milk or eggs and the store is within walking distance for some residents of the 
community. “Once in a while Stewart’s will have a little thing of apples…” “You can buy celery there. You 
can buy potatoes; individual, they’re sold individually.” 
 
 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND HEALTHY EATING BARRIERS 
POOR CONDITION OF SIDEWALKS 
Participants identified the poor condition of sidewalks and, in some places, the lack of sidewalks, as a 
deterrent to physical activity. Poor sidewalks can be seen as dangerous to walk on, especially for older 
adults with mobility impairment issues. 
 
Participants reported that they were afraid of being injured or hurt walking on uneven, broken sidewalks or 
in places that had no sidewalks. The condition of the sidewalks continues to deteriorate and leaves 
community members with less motivation to walk to local destinations.    

   
There was also a location identified on the 
way to downtown from South Grand, which 
is very unappealing to walk under due to the 
leaky overpass. “Yeah, it’s almost like, I 
don’t even want to walk through here. 
Things were dripping on our heads.” 
 
 



TRAFFIC 
Another identified deterrent to physical activity was the fast-moving traffic on the roads running through 
and outside of the village. The participants identified certain areas in the village that felt unsafe to walk 
because of the traffic. Participants reported that cars do not yield to pedestrians, but instead to tend speed 
up in attempt to beat the pedestrian and avoid stopping. “I mean they’ll nose-dive to stop from running you 
down.” Cars that are driving too fast and do not yield to pedestrians create a dangerous environment for 
walkers. “…the law is, if you see a pedestrian standing 
you should stop whether you’re going that way, east, 
or west. But they don’t...people just don’t. They speed 
up in order to reach there.” “I don’t want to be hit by a 
car just because I have the right of way.” The noise 
pollution caused by these cars and trucks also creates 
an unpleasant atmosphere to walk around the village. 
While it is important to find ways to get cars from one 
place to another as fast as possible, it is done at the 
expense of walkers and bikers.  
 
 
STREET PARKING RESTRICTIONS/REGULATIONS  
Because no parking is allowed on some of the main streets, there is no barrier between the pedestrians and 
fast ongoing traffic. Participants felt that cars could serve as barriers and promote safety “…you [would] feel 
a lot safer walking because there’s a car between you and the traffic.” Due to this lack of parking spaces on 
certain streets, some tenants park their cars on the lawn; the houses were originally designed for one 
family and the driveways are inadequate. “And the other thing that’s happened because of the no parking 
on some of our streets…is several of those places have got a lot of tenants and [the lawn is] the only place 
those tenants could park. They were designed for one family. And they’re trying to park six cars.” This is 
unattractive and results in blocked sidewalks for pedestrians since cars may even be parked on the 
sidewalks.           

             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



POORLY MAINTAINED HOMES 
Deteriorating or poorly maintained homes were 
identified as deterrents to physical activity. Houses that 
are not properly kept are not attractive features on a 
walk and may cause people to avoid walking near them 
altogether. Many of these poorly kept homes are off-
campus housing for college students. “It gets very 
dilapidated and ugly, unkempt. Really, houses get 
trashed and I think that it is a deterrent for people 
walking in the village when college is in session because 
they just don’t want to see it, smell it…” 
 
SUPERMARKET CHAINS AND EMPTY STOREFRONTS 
Supermarket chains like Walmart and Price Chopper compete with local grocery stores, which often results 
in these local stores closing down or moving out. There is a lack of local businesses that are closer to the 
village because they cannot compete with these big corporate stores and this leads to empty storefronts. 
Lack of local businesses also deters residents from walking around the village. “…the small grocer can’t 
make it in downtown Cobleskill.” “Shopping centers have killed downtown.” Even if people could walk to 
Walmart or Price Chopper, people cannot carry groceries back because it is far from their home so they 
have to drive. “I walked to Walmart, but I can’t buy anything. I can’t carry it back.”  

          
INCOME 
The participants identified income as a factor in healthy eating. Many people cannot afford healthy, 
nutritious food from local farmers or even big supermarkets. “And fresh produce is very difficult and very 
unaffordable for so many families.” “It has to do with the income we make. In my house, we’re very blessed 
and most of our diet is organic food whether we get it from Price Chopper or the local farmers we have. But 
a lot of people cannot afford that.” Fresh, healthy food was identified as expensive. Fox Creek Farm is a 
community-supported agricultural farm that could help encourage healthy eating. Members buy shares and 
harvest food that is grown locally; however, there is a membership fee and the farmers at Fox Creek Farm 
cannot support a low-income population at this time. “… they will even say they cannot work at this point 
with this structure with the low-income population. It’s just above what they can afford.” 



PROMINANCE OF FAST FOOD RESTAURANTS 
McDonald’s was identified as a popular place for residents to go 
for food and coffee and as a possible deterrent to healthy eating. 
Although McDonald’s does offer salads and advertises calorie 
counts, it also offers temptations for unhealthy meal choices. 
McDonald’s is doing fairly well despite the fact that they are 
known to serve fried foods and unhealthy options.  The major 
concern with the McDonald’s was fear that not everyone is 
educated or motivated to make healthy food decisions. “People 
might not be all that interested or all that educated on nutrition.” 
 

 
SUGGESTIONS  
STREET PARKING 
Very few streets in the village allow street parking. Allowing parking on 
the streets would be a way to encourage physical activity by creating a 
barrier between the traffic and pedestrians on the sidewalk. Parallel 
parking or diagonal parking along the street would help pedestrians feel 
safer as they walk. Additionally, individuals might not park on the lawns 
or sidewalks if street parking was an option. Allowing parking along the 
street may attract more people to businesses and make the streets 
more lively and engaging. “You can’t park in the streets and the place 
looks like a ghost town.”  
 
LOWERING SPEED LIMITS 
By lowering the speed limit, the roads may be seen as safer to cross. 
Pedestrians would feel safer walking along the streets knowing that 
the vehicles are not moving as fast. “So it’s very noisy with the sound 
pollution as well as [the cars] going too fast and just the village in and 
of itself. The state speed limit in the village is 30. It shouldn’t be 30. It 
should be like 25. You know, it’s too high. And it shouldn’t be 40 over 
[by] the other college. It should be 30.” 
 
ENCOURAGING AND ATTRACTING MORE LOCAL BUSINESS 
There was a lot of feedback related local economy. Local businesses 
will attract people to be more physically active as well as provide jobs. 
Indeed, attractive storefronts can encourage pedestrians to walk on 
the sidewalk rather than driving and more job opportunities may 
increase family incomes and promote the purchase of healthy foods. 
Furthermore, new businesses would promote a stronger community 
atmosphere and prevent the village from looking like a ghost town 
since empty store fronts would be rented for use. “I think what would 
encourage people to walk on the main street is commerce, commerce, commerce…businesses. And if you 
generate businesses, new businesses…people would really tend to perhaps walk.”  
 



REPAIRING ROADS AND SIDEWALKS 
Poor condition of roads and sidewalks was 
identified as a barrier to physical activity. Fixing 
them will encourage pedestrians to be more 
active. Participants identified the poor 
infrastructural conditions as a problem in the 
community that not only limits physical activity, 
but also deters outsiders from coming in and 
setting up businesses. Attracting businesses to the 
area may draw pedestrians to walk in town more 
often. “But I think we also have to point out one 
thing before we fix the pedestrian walk. Maybe we 
should really fix our roads.” “The thing that hit me, 
that hurts, was I felt like I was walking around a 
village in decline.”  
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