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Motivation
Student travel and chronic absence

• In interviews with 191 chronically absent students, Dr. Erbstein 

identified transportation as one of the top three barriers to 

attendance, affecting about 1/3 respondents

• If students cannot reliably get to/from school, interventions 

based there will not be effective:

• Curricular reforms

• Social and emotional learning supports

• Physical and mental health programs

• After school programs
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Motivation
Student travel to school

• Long-term decline in walking and biking to school

• California school districts cutting yellow bus service

• Hope that public transit will meet student needs

• Little systematic evaluation of how transit performs or whether 
students consider it to be viable
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Building equitable student transit (BEST)
Phase I

• Three research briefs summarizing results on:

• Travel times to school by public transit in Sacramento

• Effects of school closures in SCUSD

• Missing the link between student choices and outcomes
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Student travel survey
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Survey of students at Will C. Wood, Hiram Johnson, and 

Health Professions High

• WCW students took 

survey on April 17

• HJ students took 

survey between April 

17 and May 10

• 85 HPHS students 

took survey June 6-15

• 1,295 responses (92% 

completed) 



Research questions
• How do students get to school and how long does it take?

• How does this differ by distance from school, grade level, and socioeconomic 
status?

• To what extent is transportation a barrier to attendance and 
participation?

• What are student attitudes towards different modes of 
transportation?

• How does transportation affect attendance, grades?
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How do students get to school?
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Most students travel by car; middle school students 
most likely to walk to school RT ridership higher in 
high school



Residential location and travel time

• Based on student-reported nearest intersection
• Challenges with missing and incomplete data (e.g. only one street 

named)

• 1,295 returned surveys (complete and incomplete)
• 965 (~75%) contain usable intersection data

• Residential location matched with school location to calculate 
travel times by public transit, driving, walking, and biking
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Travel mode is related to distance to school
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Middle school students have the shortest travel times
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RT users have longest travel times across schools



Travel-related barriers
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Almost 1 in 4 respondents reported 
missing at least one day of school in 
the last month due to transportation-

related issues.
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Barriers common across modes
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Transportation affects after school 
activities
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Demographic differences, attitudes, and 
performance
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Students take RT or walk to school more 
frequently if they have less car access

19



20

Black students have fewer family cars



Most students get to school by car; use of other 
modes differs by race
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Free passes more likely to increase RT ridership in 
HS 
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Middle school students less likely to think RT is a 
safe, viable option
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Effects on student performance
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Longer travel time associated with 
absences and tardies
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Implications for transit planning

• Middle school, high school, and magnet school students differ in 
how they get to school and in travel time

• Most students travel by car most of the time
• HS students most likely to take public transit

• Cost, attitudes, and proximity likely barriers to public transit use

• Understanding potential markets—schools and demographics—
can be helpful from a transit planning perspective
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Implications for student performance
• Transportation issues affect a large share of students

• Longer travel times are associated with tardies and absences

• Students taking public transit face the longest travel times and 
substantial travel uncertainty depending on trip complexity

• Student transportation warrants more academic and practical 
attention

• Our study was limited in various ways (school sites, address information) 
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Next steps

• Current dataset
• Detailed statistical modeling of mode choice to determine independent 

effect of automobile ownership, socioeconomic status, gender, and 
attitudes on travel behavior

• Future data collection
• Transportation’s role in school choice
• Mode choice and transportation issues in multi-child households
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