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Student Movement Patterns – Hillel at UCLA 
 
The Problem 
Hillel at UCLA serves a reasonably discrete catchment area (the Westwood campus and its 
immediate surroundings). The location of our building on Hilgard Avenue has been a subject of 
near constant debate since its opening in 2002. The prevailing assumption is that the building is 
inconvenient to most students when compared with other locations on campus. Given our 
mission to build strong relationships with Jewish students and engage them in Jewish living and 
learning opportunities on a regular basis, we typically seek to “meet them where they are.” While 
we think we have a general sense of where they might spend their time, we have not invested 
formal energy in discovering this in more depth through research. Some questions we might be 
able to answer by undertaking data collection and analysis in GIS could include: 
 

• Where are our participating students taking classes most often? Where are they living? 
Where do they spend social time, and when? 

• Given these patterns, where would it make sense for us to offer pop-up programming on 
campus and when? 

• Is our building inconveniently located? If so, where might it make sense to offer a new or 
secondary program site? Do we need a building at all? 

• Do typical student commuting patterns tend to leave out any key areas of campus? Is 
there a risk we will under serve these areas by focusing energy on the most congested 
locations? 

• How might commuting patterns influence traffic to our retail outlets (coffee shop and 
kosher lunch restaurant)? 

 
GIS analysis will allow our professional team to visualize these patterns much more fluidly than 
in an anecdotal or verbal format. 
 
Data 
In collaboration with my colleagues, I designed a survey to collect data directly from students on 
their movement patterns and habits. The anonymous, online survey included basic demographic 
questions and requested home addresses, as well as “top five” lists of the locations where 
students most often attend class, hang out on campus, and eat, shop, and party off campus. It also 
asked students what they would most likely be found doing at a collection of representative times 
spread throughout the week (including the key Friday evening time slot when we host our largest 
program, a weekly Shabbat observance and dinner). 
 
The survey received 46 responses. While I would have liked a higher response rate for more 
statistically significant findings, I do believe the data to contain validity based on inferences 
from the responses themselves. Participants include students from every class year, fraternity and 
sorority members, traditionally observant students, commuters, and others in proportions roughly 
equivalent to the overall demographics of our service population. It’s worth acknowledging that, 



even with a more robust sample size, the data would still be biased by the fact that only students 
with whom Hillel already has contact were reached to complete the survey, undoubtedly skewing 
our results – the habits of students we’ve failed to reach are (by definition) not represented. 
 
Since I relied on responses supplied by the students, much of the data came in a very raw format 
– home addresses were generally clean, but otherwise I had to sift through varying uses of slang, 
abbreviations, and acronyms for different locations around Westwood (as an easy example, 
students referred to “Young Research Library” alternately by “Young,” “YRL,” or the very 
formal “Charles E. Young Research Library”). I manually converted the names of each place to 
follow a uniform format, and researched addresses for each supplied response. In designing the 
original survey, I had elected to require only place names for questions other than home address 
to encourage full completion on the part of the student. 
 
To map the data, I built a background using TIGER Roads for Los Angeles County as the street 
grid, and layered on LA County Buildings for additional detail. These data sets came from the 
LA County Open Data Portal. I organized my processed survey data into a spreadsheet, then 
added it to my geodatabase as a table. From there, I created additional layers for student 
residences, popular shopping destinations, off-campus eateries, and bars by geocoding the 
addresses from the table (matched with an address locator sourced from the TIGER Roads data). 
 
I hit my largest snag during the geocoding part of the process, when I discovered that the grid 
essentially falls apart on the UCLA campus itself. UCLA uses a dedicated zip code (90095) and 
while the buildings technically have addresses, the system does not align with the surrounding 
grid or the TIGER address data. I was not able to locate a workaround using the UCLA 
Geospatial Institute’s data portal. If I could complete this project again, I would have built a 
layer for the campus from scratch to include more detailed results in my map. As it stands, the 
data was overwhelmingly conclusive regarding campus movement patterns, and I deemed it 
sufficient to manually label the most intense centers of activity highlighted in the responses. 
 
  



Conclusions 

 
Map 1. UCLA’s Westwood Campus (North of Le Conte Ave). Note the relationship between 
location of student residence and perceived convenience of the Hillel site, and the connected 
trend of students coming to Hillel from campus (as opposed to their residence). 
 
Students overwhelmingly (nearly 80% of the time) reported coming to Hillel from class or when 
already on campus. 
 

  



The distribution of residences supports this outcome. Aside from the three respondents who live 
on Hilgard Ave. just south of Hillel (presumably in sororities), the remaining students all live on 
the opposite side of campus in fraternities and apartments (southwest corner of the map) or in the 
dorms on “The Hill” (northwest corner of the map). 
 

 
 
When on campus, students overwhelmingly reported attending class in the buildings near the 
center of campus (roughly 85%), adjacent to Ackerman Union and Kerckhoff Hall. They also 
predominantly frequent campus eateries and study spots in that vicinity (over 95% of the time). 
Secondary centers of activity (the two largest libraries, and additional food/coffee at Lu Valle 
Commons) are also shown on the map. Given the proximity of each of these locations to Hillel as 
compared with residences, it does not surprise that students rarely travel directly from home to 
Hillel. The two bar sites on this map reflect a preference stated by a pair of respondents to attend 
parties in homes or fraternities (neither point represents a commercial business). 
 
In sum, it appears that our building is convenient to campus itself, but not much else. Ripe areas 
for off-site programming include the Ackerman area and perhaps a well-chosen residence west 
of campus (the epicenter appears to be Strathmore and Landfair). 
 
  



Westwood Village 

 
Map 2. Westwood Village (Between Wilshire Blvd and Le Conte Ave) 
 
When asked where they shop, eat, and drink off campus, students reported with very high density 
staying within Westwood Village (only 30% of respondents have a car). The wording of the 
questions would have allowed them to respond in a much larger geographic area, so the 
clustering of locations seen in the results is telling. 
 
The strip of restaurants along Gayley, Weyburn, and Broxton is the most frequented generally, 
though much of the shopping takes place on Westwood. Chipotle on Broxton is the consensus 
most popular pick for food (the iconic nearby intersection of Broxton and Weyburn is, not 
surprisingly, the most natural choice to stage a meeting). Target and Ralphs, which share the 
same address officially, are far and away the most popular places to shop (and even to drink – 
apparently, Ralph’s has a bar with some appealing drink specials for beer flights, as I learned in a 
later anecdotal conversation). 
  



Outlying Areas 

 
Map 3. Outlying Ares from Santa Monica to West Hollywood 
 
The wider view shown here illustrates a pair of bottom line outcomes, at least based on the 
snapshot of data I could collect within the scope of this project.  
 
First, we gain little by expanding our focus beyond Westwood Village. Students do shop at the 
Century City and Westside Pavilion malls with regularity, and those of legal drinking age (only 
12 seniors completed the survey) venture further out, to Santa Monica and West Hollywood, so 
we could look at an occasional event targeted to that subpopulation in these areas, but this would 
likely fall on the fringe of our mission. 
 
Second, and perhaps more importantly, we do have a great deal of untapped potential to offer 
programming on the west and south sides of campus to attract more students to attend from their 
homes or out in the neighborhood. As we consider a new initiative (BASE Hillel) that would 
develop a satellite site in an apartment, the new understanding enabled by this data (even at a 
basic level) will help us to expand our reach. 
 
 
 



Additional Lines of Inquiry 
With the benefit of additional time and resources, I would seek to take this research in a few 
further directions: 

1. Obtain more detailed and extensive survey data, with more specific indications of 
preferred times and places for activity. 

2. Map the UCLA Campus in enough detail to achieve the same power of analysis within 
the campus zone as on the traditional grid and offer more precise outcomes. 

3. Use advanced software techniques to create more elaborate graphic representations, such 
as spider lines, and possibly pursue a story map approach to profile the most popular 
locations. 


