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Student Transit Pass Programs in Southern California – An Analysis 

Background 

Community college and university students are an important demographic when looking at transit ridership. Many transit agencies, 

including Los Angeles Metro, are experiencing declining ridership numbers. With the money from Measure R and Measure M, Los 

Angeles has the funding to expand its public transit infrastructure. Unfortunately, it isn’t guaranteed that the phrase “if you build it, 

they will come” will prove true. One strategy to improve ridership is to target students, who are often low income and may not have 

a car and who need to get to and from school. 

At MoveLA, where I intern, we believe that if a student transit pass program is structured well, more students would take transit. We 

have identified three program models that are currently used by different colleges and universities in Southern California.  

Model 1, which will be identified on maps as “Direct from Transit Agency,” refers to a model where students can go to the transit 

agency or online on the agency’s website, show proof of being a student, and get a slight discount off of the agency’s monthly 

bus/rail pass. There are two main problems with this model. First, it is still very expensive for students; and second, not many 

students choose this option because it requires they “opt-in” and buy it on their own. The Orange County Transit Authority offers 

discounted passes for students at multiple schools. Instead of paying something close to $65 or $70 a month, the student might pay 

$45 instead. 

Model 3, which will be identified on maps as “Opt-in,” is when the school has a contract with the college or university to provide 

semester long transit passes for students at a discounted rate, but the students still have to choose to purchase it, and the prices are 

often still too expensive for students on a budget. Los Angeles Metro has a program called the “U-Pass” program with 14 schools. 

Prices for students range from $50 per semester to $175 per semester. Model 3 is better than Model 1, but price is still an issue. Not 

as many students will choose to purchase a transit pass in this case due to price. 

Model 2, which will be identified on maps as “Full Access,” is when the school has a contract with the local transit agency, just like in 

Model 3, but with a crucial difference. Students do not need to voluntarily choose to get a transit pass. Every student pays a small 

fee for the transit pass as part of their school fees. This often ranges between $5 and $20 per semester. Students therefore do not 

need to “opt in” to anything. Once they have their transit pass, they can use it whenever they want. 



This research is in support of potential legislation to provide state funding so that more colleges and universities can provide Model 

2 programs for students. In 2016, Jerry Brown elected not to sign off on a proposal for a state wide funding program because he 

wanted more information about what kind of programs exist and how they operate. 

Goals and Methodology 

There are several goals of this analysis. The first is to give a geographical representation of which colleges and universities have 

student transit pass programs in Southern California and what kind of models they use. The second is to show the relationship 

between the type of model and the fee structure for students. The third goal is to look at transit accessibility, bike-ability, and 

walkability of each school’s location to assess whether it might be effective or impractical to have a student transit pass program. 

For example, if students are paying $150 for a semester for a transit pass, but their school’s location is not very walkable and has 

bad transit, it might not be worth it for the student. 

Transit scores, bike scores, and walk scores were obtained by using Walkscore.com and inputting the address of each college and 

university included in this analysis. Scores range from 0 to 100, where 0 is the worst possible score and 100 is the best possible 

score.  

Walking and biking are both forms of active transportation and are important forms of travel both by themselves and as first/last 

mile connectors to public transit (bus or rail). Walk scores and bike scores in the following analysis were sometimes similar and 

sometimes different. They are similar in the sense that people can choose not to take any motorized form of transport to get to 

destinations nearby such as for groceries, shopping, entertainment, errands, and parks. Walk and bike scores both benefit from 

greater population density. However, sometimes the scores are different because a great pedestrian environment requires (among 

other things) good sidewalks, while a great bicycling environment requires bike lanes on the road. 

 





 

  



 

I have changed the 0-24 score to be classified as “Very Car Dependent” 



Study Area 

 



This map includes all of the schools in this analysis and compares the model type to the fees. Looking at the two maps above that 

cover the entire geography of this study, many of the schools in Los Angeles County are Model 3 (red), which is the “Opt-In” model. 

Students are still having to pay over $100 for a semester for these passes. Most of the Model 2 schools (yellow) are in Riverside 

County and Ventura County. Most of the Model 1 schools (green) are in Orange County or served by the Orange County 

Transportation Authority.  



Downtown Los Angeles, the Westside, South Los Angeles, East Los Angeles 

Schools (left to right on map): Santa Monica College, UCLA, El Camino College, Los Angeles City College, USC, Los 

Angeles Trade Technical College, Compton College, Rio Hondo College 

 

 

Schools Model Fee Transit Score Bike Score Walk Score 

Santa Monica College 2 $9.50 Good Transit Very Bikeable Very Walkable 

UCLA 3 $65.00 Good Transit Bikeable Car Dependent 

El Camino College 3 $135.00 Some Transit Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Los Angeles City College 3 $142.50 Good Transit Bikeable Very Walkable 

USC 3 $108.00 Excellent Transit Very Bikeable Very Walkable 

Los Angeles Trade Tech College 3 $158.75 Riders Paradise Very Bikeable Walkers Paradise 

Compton College 3 $90.00 Minimal Transit Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Rio Hondo College 3 $50.00 Minimal Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

 



 
 

This map includes 8 schools in the city of Los Angeles, the Westside, South Los Angeles, and East Los Angeles, comparing the Model type to the 

fees. Santa Monica College (yellow) is the one Model 2 school (far left of the map). All students at Santa Monica College pay a $9.50 

transportation fee as part of the $20 fee for Associated Student membership. The other 7 schools are all Model 3, with mid to high fees. 



 

This map is looking at the same 8 schools but comparing fees to the transit score. The larger the blue circle, the better the transit. There are a 

wide variety of transit scores in this region. It is worth noting the relationship between how expensive it is for students to take transit and the 

quality of transit. Fees at USC and at Los Angeles Trade Tech College are high, but the transit scores for those two schools are “excellent” and 

“rider’s paradise.” Fees at Santa Monica College are low and the transit is “good.” 



 

This map is looking at the same 8 schools but comparing fees to the bike score. The larger the purple circle, the better the bike score. 



 

This map is looking at the same 8 schools but comparing fees to the walk score. The larger the black circle, the better the walk score. 



 

Orange County, Santa Ana, Costa Mesa 

Schools (left to right on map): Long Beach City College, CSU Long Beach, Golden West College, Orange Coast 

College, Santa Ana College, Chapman College, Santiago Canyon College 

 

Schools Model Fee Transit Score Bike Score Walk Score 

Long Beach City College 1 $160.00 Some Transit Very Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

CSU Long Beach 3 $175.00 Good Transit Bikeable Car Dependent 

Golden West College 1 $184.00 Some Transit Very Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Orange Coast College 1 $184.00 Some Transit Bikeable Car Dependent 

Santa Ana College 2 $6.75 Some Transit Bikeable Very Walkable 

Chapman College 1 $156.00 Some Transit Very Bikeable Very Walkable 

Santiago Canyon College 2 $5.00 Some Transit Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

 



 

This map is looking at 7 schools further down the coast, comparing the Model type to the fees. Per semester, the fees for the Model 1 schools (in 

green) and the Model 3 schools (in red) are very similar. Fees for the two Model 2 schools, are, as expected, under $20. 

 



 

This map is looking at the same 7 schools but comparing fees to the transit score. The larger the blue circle, the better the transit. 



 

This map is looking at the same 7 schools but comparing fees to the bike score. The larger the purple circle, the better the bike score. Three of 

the schools are great for biking and four are “bikeable.” 

 



 

 

This map is looking at the same 7 schools but comparing fees to the walk score. The larger the red circle, the better the walk score. 



 

 

The main purpose of this map is to demonstrate that there doesn’t seem to be any relationship between the type of Model and the transit score.  

 



 

The main purpose of this map is to demonstrate that there doesn’t seem to be any relationship between the type of Model and the bike score.  

 



 

 

The main purpose of this map is to demonstrate that there doesn’t seem to be any relationship between the type of Model and the walk score.  



Pasadena, Azusa, Walnut 

Schools (left to right on map): California Institute of Technology, Pasadena City College, Rio Hondo College, Citrus 

College, Mt. Sac, University of La Verne 

 

Schools Model Fee Transit Score Bike Score Walk Score 

California Institute of 
Technology 

3 $60.00 Some Transit Very Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Pasadena City College 3 $125.00 Good Transit Very Bikeable Very Walkable 

(Rio Hondo College) 3 $50.00 Minimal Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

Citrus College 2 $9.00 Good Transit Somewhat Bikeable Car Dependent 

Mt. Sac 2 $8.00 Some Transit Somewhat Bikeable Car Dependent 

University of La Verne 2 $0.00 Minimal Transit Bikeable Very Walkable 

 



 

This map is looking at 6 schools in Pasadena, East Los Angeles, Azusa, San Dimas, and Walnut, comparing the Model type to the fees. As 

expected, all of the Model 2 schools (in yellow) have very low fees. It is worth noting, however, that two of the Model 3 schools (in red) have 

moderate fees, rather than large fees. This is determined by the contract the school has with the transit agency, and how the school chooses to 

pay for the program. 



 

This map is looking at the same 6 schools but comparing fees to the transit score. The larger the blue circle, the better the transit. It is worth 

noting that Rio Hondo College, in Whittier (along the I-605), has minimal transit but moderate fees. Both schools in Pasadena and the school in 

Azusa have “good” to “excellent” transit. 



 

This map is looking at the same 6 schools but comparing fees to the bike score. The only two schools that have good bike scores (“very bikeable” 

or above) are in Pasadena. 



 

 

This map is looking at the same 6 schools but comparing fees to the walk score. Rio Hondo College, in Whittier, is very car dependent. Both 

schools in Pasadena are at least “very walkable.” The University of Laverne does not have a good transit score or a good bike score, but is very 

walkable. 



Riverside County 

Schools (left to right on map): Norco College, La Sierra University, Cal Baptist University, Riverside City College, UC 

Riverside 

 

Schools Model Fee Transit Score Bike Score Walk Score 

Norco College 2 $5.50 Minimal Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

La Sierra University 2 $5.00 Minimal Transit Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Cal Baptist University 2 $0.00 Some Transit Bikeable Car Dependent 

Riverside City College 2 $5.50 Some Transit Somewhat Bikeable Car Dependent 

UC Riverside 2 $0.00 Some Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

 



 

This map looks at 5 schools in Riverside County or nearby. Every school has a Model 2 type program, with minimal fees. Unfortunately, the 

transit score, bike score, and walk scores were all poor. If the scores were better, blue, purple, and black circles would be visible along the 

circumference of the yellow location circles. 

 



Ventura County and Oxnard 

Schools (left to right on map): Ventura College, Oxnard College, California State University at Channel Islands, 

California Lutheran University, Moorpark College 

 

Schools Model Fee Transit Score Bike Score Walk Score 

Ventura College 2 $0.00 Minimal Transit Bikeable Somewhat Walkable 

Oxnard College 2 $0.00 Some Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

California State University at 
Channel Islands 

2 $0.00 Minimal Transit Somewhat Bikeable Car Dependent 

California Lutheran University 2 $0.00 Minimal Transit Bikeable Car Dependent 

Moorpark College 2 $0.00 Minimal Transit Somewhat Bikeable Very Car Dependent 

 



 

This map looks at 5 schools in Ventura County and Oxnard. Every school has a Model 2 type program, with minimal fees. Unfortunately, the 

transit score, bike score, and walk scores were all poor. If the scores were better, blue, purple, and black circles would be visible along the 

circumference of the yellow location circles. 

 



Conclusion 

MoveLA’s ambition is for as many schools as possible to have Model 2 type programs where students pay a small transportation fee at the 

beginning of each semester and get a universal access pass for that semester. From our research, schools with this type of program get the most 

ridership. 

The goal of this project was to provide a snapshot of programs and fees at different colleges and universities in Southern California. Transit, bike, 

and walk scores were incorporated in order to see which schools are in locations that might actually benefit from a Model 2 program in the 

future, if they don’t have it already. This was the first time that transit, bike, and walk scores had been incorporated into our research efforts at 

MoveLA. 

Many of the schools in Los Angeles County were Model 3 schools where students have to opt in to get a somewhat discounted but still expensive 

transit pass. Most if not all of the schools in Riverside County and Ventura County were Model 2 schools, but they are in areas with low transit 

scores, bike scores, and walk scores. Without knowing the specific geography at these locations it is difficult to ascertain the accuracy of these 

scores, but it is possible that each school is served by one or two bus lines and is in a suburb. Model 1 schools, per semester, had basically the 

same fees as Model 3 schools. 

Going forward, transit scores, bike scores, and walk scores can be analyzed to show which schools are in areas that would make a Model 2 

program very beneficial. If a bill or budget play is passed while Governor Newsome is in office, it would create a program where colleges and 

universities would have to apply for program funding. Transit scores, bike scores, and walk scores could be criteria that help determine which 

schools would be eligible for state funding. 

Three schools in particular (Los Angeles Trade Tech College, USC, and Pasadena City College) had great transit scores, bike scores, and walk 

scores, but charge students $158.75 per semester, $108 per semester, and $125 per semester respectively. The high scores suggest that the 

infrastructure is already in place in the areas around these schools and that they are in prime locations. If these three schools were to receive 

state funding to create a Model 2 student transit pass program, more students would be able to afford to ride transit and more students would 

likely choose to ride transit. The transit scores, bike scores, and walk scores for these three schools would justify investment from the state. 

This type of analysis could be extended to all colleges and universities in California. Due to a lack of enough information and a lack of time, it was 

not possible to look at ridership data for schools with different types of programs. It would have been ideal to be able to look at ridership data 

for each school and see if there is a connection to the type of program they have. It also would have been interesting to look at the student 

population at each school and then project potential ridership based on the percentage of students with a transit pass. 


