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Executive Summary 
 
This report is based on the 2005 APTA Transit Fare Database along with telephone interviews 
and internet searches of transit agency websites. From this research it was found that there are 
twelve commuter rail services that offer university passes in the United States and Canada. Even 
with this relatively small sample there is considerable variation in how those university pass 
programs are conducted. The complexity and goals of the specific transit agencies appear to have 
played the largest role in determining what kind of policy the implementation of a university 
pass would follow. It is also evident that the desires and willingness of the universities play an 
important role in what kind of transportation contract can be pursued.  
 
University Passes can be broken into two broad categories: reduced fare programs and unlimited 
ride passes. Most reduced fare programs are simply the sale of discounted tickets from the ticket 
window when the purchaser can produce appropriate documentation. In most cases that 
documentation is a university ID or paper application. In most cases, programs with ticket 
window discounts do not have additional arrangements with participating universities. It is 
assumed that commuter rail operators with this kind of an arrangement are providing a 
community service, assume an elastic demand for their university services, or are hoping to 
develop transit-friendly habits in university students that will continue after their education is 
completed. Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority is an exception that requires the 
university to pay for half the student discount. 
 
Unlimited ride passes offer unlimited riding to participating university students and require a 
formal contract between commuter rail service provider and participating universities. Most of 
the unlimited ride passes require 100 percent student participation similar to the CTA U-Pass, 
but the University of Washington offers an “opt out” alternative. All unlimited ride passes 
require a contract with the university, based on transportation costs and an estimation of usage. 
Transportation costs are usually based on average fare, while usage is addressed through surveys 
and evaluation of transportation availability. This type of arrangement is most suited for single, 
or few, zone fare structures. Where the university has an incentive to develop a traffic 
management plan, they show a willingness to subsidize student passes; further decreasing out-of-
pocket student costs. Unlimited ride passes are also used to facilitate seamless transportation 
services where one pass is acceptable on multiple transportation modes.  
 
Many of the reduced fare programs and unlimited ride passes make use of adding retail discounts 
to their transit programs. Typical partners include Amtrak and retailers serving the student 
market. Corporate sponsorship is an important revenue source for the U-Pass program at 
TransLink. The most promising commuter rail university passes are those where transit agencies 
and local institutions were able to innovatively match their needs and wants to provide a service 
that is more useful to the targeted transit audience. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
This report is based on the 2005 APTA Transit Fare Database along with telephone interviews 
and internet searches of the transit agency websites.1 From this research it was found that there 
were twelve commuter rail services that offered university passes in the United States and 
Canada. The administration of university passes varied from simple price reductions with proof 
of identification to complicated contracts between universities and the transit agencies. It should 
be noted that the complexity of the transit fare structure influences the design of the university 
pass program. The relatively simple university pass program in Dallas Area Regional Transit 
(DART), for example, is appropriate because DART has only two travel zones and one 
commuter rail line.   

2. REDUCED FARE 
Of the twelve commuter rail services, the following nine provide a simple reduced fare for 
students with appropriate identification: New Jersey Transit (New York, NY), Southeastern 
Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (Philadelphia, PA), Go Transit, a subsidiary of Greater 
Toronto Transit Authority (Toronto, ON), Tri-County Commuter Rail Authority, a subsidiary of 
South Florida Regional Transportation Authority (Miami, FL), Southern California Regional 
Rail Authority (Los Angeles, CA), Virginia Railway Express (Washington, DC), Agence 
Metropolitaine de Transport (Montreal, QC), Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority 
(Boston, MA), Mass Transit Administration of Maryland (Baltimore, MD). In order to categorize 
these reduced fare university pass programs, it is necessary to understand how and when the fare 
reductions are calculated, what fare media are subject to the reduced student fares, and what the 
discounts are. It is also worth noting how some programs tie student reduced fares to other retail 
discounts. 
 
 Ticket Window Discounts 
 
 There are three different student 
discount delivery methods with 
increasing involvement of the 
university. The most common is to 
offer a simple fare reduction at the 
ticket window when the rider can 
produce the required documentation. 
Tri-County Commuter Rail 
Authority requires a university-
issued photo identification. This ID 
must be presented at the ticket 
window and must accompany the 
reduced fare ticket when shown to 
the train conductor. Virginia 
Railway Express requires that the 
rider be 21 or younger and therefore 
only requires a photo identification that shows the bearer’s birth date. Go Transit, Agence 

                                                 
1  For a list of websites consulted see Bibliography. 

DISCOUNT DELIVERY METHODS 
 

Organization Delivery Method Discount 
New Jersey Transit 
Corporation 

Website/ Ticket 
Window 

25% 

Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority 

Website 10% 

Go Transit Ticket Window 10 – 25% 
Tri-County Commuter Rail 
Authority 

Ticket Window 50% 

Southern California 
Regional Rail Authority 

University 25% 

Virginia Railway Express Ticket Window 50% 
Agence Metropolitaine de 
Transport 

Ticket Window 40% 

Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 

University 11% 

Mass Transit 
Administration of Maryland

Ticket Window 15% 
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Metropolitaine de Transport, and Mass Transit Administration of Maryland both require a 
student discount card that they receive either in the mail or from their university after completing 
a student application. In this way both the university and the transit agency are able to confirm 
that the student meets program requirements. New Jersey Transit Corporation requires a student 
to present a completed official application that has been approved by the school at the ticket 
window, although for some schools they offer a web-assisted option. 
 
Web Assisted Discounts 
 
Along with New Jersey Transit 
Corporation, Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority (SEPTA) 
operates a web-assisted student fare 
discount. In both cases the students buy 
their passes online from their university’s 
web page. This process confirms the 
student’s enrollment status and then 
allows the student to purchase the desired 
pass. New Jersey Transit Corporation 
offers monthly passes which requires 
students to login and purchase new passes 
each month. SEPTA has a semester-based 
pass that permits unlimited transit travel 
within Philadelphia, off-peak railroad 
rides during the weekday, and unlimited 
travel on all SEPTA services on weekends 
and holidays. This is a one-time discount 
on a semester’s worth of travel. 
 
University Issued Passes 
 
Southern California Regional Rail Authority and Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority 
(MBTA) provide a third option. In this delivery method the university acts as the point of 
purchase for students. Southern California Regional Rail Authority requires universities to 
purchase transit tickets directly from the authority at a discounted rate of approximately 25 
percent. The transit agency is not involved with the distribution of passes to the students. This 
leaves the universities free to dispense the passes as they see fit. Students receive the passes 
directly from their university and must present a valid university ID with the pass if requested by 
conductor. Because METROLINK (Southern California Regional Rail Authority’s commuter rail 
service) has a distance-based fare structure, participating universities must know the type and 
quantity of tickets their students demand.  
 
MBTA also requires students to purchase tickets directly from the university; their process 
however, is student driven. Students fill out an application at participating universities and the 
university sends that application to MBTA. Students can select any combination of services and 
travel zones provided by MBTA and purchase either four or five months’ worth of unlimited 

STUDENT DISCOUNT VERIFICATION 
METHODS 

Organization Verification Method 
New Jersey Transit 
Corporation 

Paper application / 
University website 

Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority 

University website 

Go Transit Student Discount Card 
Tri-County Commuter Rail 
Authority 

University Student ID 

Southern California 
Regional Rail Authority 

University Student ID 

Virginia Railway Express Personal ID 
Agence Metropolitanie de 
Transport 

Student Discount Card 

Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 

Paper application / 
University website 

Mass Transit 
Administration of Maryland

Student Discount Card 
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travel based on their selection. MBTA then issues monthly passes for each student to the 
university where the students pick up their passes. Students can either fill out paper applications 
or apply on-line through their university website. This “Semester T Pass” provides students with 
approximately an 11% discount. MBTA also offers semester passes to university faculty and 
staff. Some universities allow faculty and staff to purchase these passes through payroll 
deductions. This opportunity allows for some of the monthly transit fare costs to be deducted on 
a pre-tax basis. 
 
 Discounted Fare Types 
 
As with the delivery methods, there are three 
levels of student discounts on fare types. 
There are those commuter rail service 
providers which offer university student 
discounts on only one fare type, those that 
offer discounts only on multiple ride passes, 
and those that offer discounts on all their fare 
types. SEPTA, New Jersey Transit, and 
Agence Metropolitaine de Transport offer 
student discounts only on one type of fare. 
Go Transit and Southern California Regional 
Rail Authority offer student discounts on 
monthly and 10-Trip passes. Tri-County 
Commuter Rail Authority, Virginia Railway 
Express, and Mass Transit Administration of 
Maryland all offer student discounts on all 
fares. 
 
Subsidies 
 
Most of the university student discounts are not subsidized by participating universities. It 
appears transit agencies are offering discounts to gain additional riders. Discounts ranged from 
10 to 50 percent. The two notable exceptions had arrangements that required specific university 
involvement. SEPTA only offered their semester-based student pass to Temple University and 
University of Pennsylvania, with whom they had specific arrangements. The semester pass was a 
10 percent discount to the students, 5 percent of which was a true discount from SEPTA, 5 
percent of which was paid by the university. Southern California Regional Rail Authority by 
contrast offered approximately a 25 percent discount to the university, but left the university in 
complete control as to how much the student would have to pay. Although it was not possible to 
determine how universities actually handle the passes, it is plausible that universities offer the 
transit passes at a deeper discount than 25 percent. 
 

FARES SUBJECT TO STUDENT 
DISCOUNTS  

Organization Fare Types 
New Jersey Transit 
Corporation 

Monthly pass 

Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority 

Semester Pass  

Go Transit 10-Trip and 
Monthly pass 

Tri-County Commuter Rail 
Authority 

All fare types 

Southern California 
Regional Rail Authority 

10-Trip and 
Monthly pass 

Virginia Railway Express All fare types 
Agence Metropolitanie de 
Transport 

Monthly pass 

Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority 

Monthly passes 

Mass Transit 
Administration of Maryland 

All fare types 
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3. UNLIMITED RIDE PASSES 
 
Of the twelve identified commuter rail services that provide university pass programs, only three 
provide unlimited ride passes for university students. These three unlimited pass programs rely 
on the incentive of reduced out-of-pocket costs for students through specific contract 
arrangements. Again, the specifics of these arrangements reflect the complexity of the 
transportation services.  
 
DART 
 
Dallas Area Rapid Transit 
Athourity (DART) has a 
simple contract that is 
possible because of the 
relative simplicity of 
DART’s transportation 
network. The contract 
requires 100 percent 
student participation. This means the cost of the contracted transportation is spread equally to the 
entire student body. DART determines the contract price based on an availability of 
transportation calculation and a 10 percent utilization assumption. In other words, if the 
availability calculation determines that 1,000 students could ride DART services, then the 
contract price would be the transportation costs for 100 students. DART has the added advantage 
of having only two zones. Additionally, they feel that university student transportation across the 
zones is negligible so they are able to use the base fare of travel within the one zone as the base 
fare for their transportation per student costs. 
 
TransLink 
 
TransLink in Vancouver, BC covers a three-zone area and also requires 100 percent student 
participation. TransLink, however, approached the contract price from a different angle. Instead 
of calculating a transportation cost per student and applying that student cost to the number of 
students expected to utilize the transportation services, they simply wanted the university pass 
not to cost them any revenue. To ensure that this pass would not decrease TransLink revenues 
they built their contract on a “revenue neutral” policy. This policy requires all students to be 
assessed a student fee of 50 percent the cost of a transportation pass. In addition to this student 
revenue, TransLink was able to attract a corporate sponsor that contributed an annual amount to 
cover some of the administration costs.  
 
University of Washington U-Pass 
 
The most integrated university pass is the Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority. 
Several of the other university passes are valid not only on commuter rail services but also on 
local bus and light rail services, but the University of Washington U-Pass covers three counties 
and is a valid fare for King County Metro, Community Transit, as well as Sound Transit, 

UNIVERSITY PASS PROGRAM FUNDING 
 

Organization Student  
Participation 

Student 
fees 

Additional 
funding 

Dallas Area Rapid Transit 
(DART) 100 % required Yes Unknown 

Central Puget Sound 
Regional Transit Authority Opt out policy Yes University 

funding 

TransLink 100 % required Yes Corporate 
sponsor 
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including the commuter rail services. Sound Transit commuter rail is a single line running 
North/South, crossing five fare zones stretching from Tacoma, WA to Everett, WA. The per 
student cost of the University of Washington U-Pass is determined by summing the 
transportation costs of each transportation provider then dividing by the number of students. This 
allows each transportation agency to address their specific transportation cost concerns. Sound 
Transit commuter rail develops their contract cost through the use of random student surveys. 
From this survey they determine the number of trips per pass per week. To this number they 
apply the average fare and build out costs based on number of passes and number of weeks. 
Under normal conditions, Sound Transit does not offer discounted base rates, although they have 
in the past used grant money to promote the expansion of the U-Pass. The U-Pass arrangement 
requires that the university pays at least 50 percent the per-student U-Pass cost. This in effect 
translates to a 50 percent discount to the student. The University of Washington was willing to 
support the U-Pass because of, among other reasons, its constrained parking. It paid the majority 
of its required 50 percent out of university parking fees and fines. 
 
Unlike DART or TransLink, the University of Washington does not require 100 percent student 
enrollment, rather they operate an “opt-out” plan. All students are automatically enrolled in the 
U-Pass program and will be assessed the transportation cost unless they fill out a form that 
allows them not to participate. Also unique to University of Washington, not just students but 
university staff can purchase a U-Pass. 
 
Retail Discounts 
 
In all three (DART, TransLink and Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority) examples, 
students are issued a university pass card that gives them access to commuter rail services, 
without a necessary additional purchase. All three of these passes are also marketed as retail 
discount cards. They are however, not the only ones to combine transit travel with retail 
discounts. Mass Transit Administration of Maryland also combines their student discount ID 
card with retail discounts. These retail discounts are for local businesses, often those you can 
easily access using public transportation. Except for the case of TransLink this report did not 
look into if any of those retail businesses financially sponsored the university pass programs. 
Even without a transit card New Jersey Transit Corporation was able to use their website as a 
medium for placing local retail coupons and discounts, although this was not specific to 
university students. 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
 
Even with a relatively small sample of twelve commuter rail services that provide a university 
student pass, there is considerable variation in how those university passes are conducted. The 
complexity and goals of the specific transit agencies appear to have played the largest role in 
determining what kind of policy the implementation of a university pass would follow. The 
complexity of university pass programs has made it hard for more transit agencies to offer these 
programs. North San Diego County Transit, for example, is currently looking for ways that it can 
implement a university pass program on its commuter rail services. 
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It is also evident that the desires and willingness of the universities to participate and provide 
subsidies plays an important role in what kind of transportation contract can be pursued. The 
best-case scenario exists where transit agencies and local institutions were able to match their 
needs and wants to provide a service that is more useful to the targeted transit audience.  
 
Appendix A lists universities participating in the CTA U-Pass program and Appendix B lists all 
transit agencies in the United States and Canada offering university pass programs.
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Appendix A 
Universities Participating in the CTA U-Pass Program2 

 
American Academy of Art 
Chicago School of Professional Psychology 
Chicago Semester 
Chicago-Kent College of Law 
Columbia College Chicago 
Cooking & Hospitality Institute of Chicago 
Daley College 
DePaul University 
DePaul University Law 
East-West University 
Erikson Institute 
Harold Washington College 
Harrington College of Design 
Illinois Institute of Technology 
Illinois Institute of Technology Design 
Illinois Institute of Technology Stuart Graduate School of Business 
International Academy of Design and Technology 
Kendall College 
Kennedy-King College 
Lexington College 
Loyola University 
Loyola University Law 
MacCormac College 
Malcolm X College 
Moody Bible Institute 
National-Louis University 
Northwestern Business College 
Northwestern Graduate School 
Northwestern School of Physical Therapy 
Northwestern University Medill School of Journalism 
Northwestern University School of Law 
Olive-Harvey College 
Robert Morris College 
Roosevelt University 
Taylor Business Institute 
The John Marshall Law School 
The School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Truman College 
University of Illinois at Chicago 
Westwood College 
Wright College 
 

                                                 
2  “U-Pass Participating Schools.” Chicago Transit Authority. Chicago Transit Authority. 12 Jan. 2007. < 
http://www.transitchicago.com/maps/schools.html > 
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Appendix B 
Transit Agencies Offering University Pass Programs3 

  
Agence Metropolitaine de Transport Montreal, QC 
Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District San Francisco, CA 
BC Transit--Victoria Victoria, BC 
Birmingham-Jefferson Co Transportation Authority Birmingham, AL 
Calgary Transit Calgary, AB 
Capital Area Transportation Authority Lansing, MI 
Central Ohio Transit Authority Columbus, OH 
Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority Seattle, WA 
Centre Area Transportation Authority State College, PA 
Champaign-Urbana Mass Transit District Champaign, IL 
Charleston Area RTA Charleston, SC 
Chicago Transit Authority Chicago, IL 
City of Albuquerque Transportation Department Albuquerque, NM 
City of Phoenix Public Transportation Department Phoenix, AZ 
City Utilities of Springfield Springfield, MO 
Clallam Transit System Port Angeles, WA 
Dallas Area Rapid Transit Dallas, TX 
Greater Toronto Transit Authority Toronto, ON 
Greater Vancouver Transportation Authority Vancouver, BC 
Greensboro Transportation Authority Greensboro, NC 
Knoxville Area Transit Knoxville, TN 
La Crosse Municipal Transit Utilities La Crosse, WI 
Lane Transit District Eugene, OR 
Lawton Area Transit System Lawton, OK 
Los Angeles County MTA Los Angeles, CA 
Mass Transit Administration of Maryland Baltimore, MD 
Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority Boston, MA 
Merced County Transit Merced, CA 
Metro Saint Louis, MO 
Metro Transit Minneapolis, MN 
Milwaukee County Transit System Milwaukee, WI 
New Jersey Transit Corporation New York, NY 
Orange County Transit Authority Los Angeles, CA 
Pace Suburban Bus Division Chicago, IL 
Regional Transit System Gainesville, FL 
Regional Transportation Commission Reno, NV 
Riverside Transit Agency Riverside, CA 
Sacramento Regional Transit District Sacramento, CA 
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System San Diego, CA 
Santa Fe Transit Services Santa Fe, NM 
Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority Philadelphia, PA 
Southern California Regional Rail Authority Los Angeles, CA 
Spokane Transit Authority Spokane, WA 

                                                 
3  2005 APTA Transit Fare Database 
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Sun Tran Tucson, AZ 
Transit Authority of Lexington Lexington, KY 
Transportation District of Hampton Roads Virginia Beach, VA 
Tri Delta Transit Antioch, CA 
Tri-County Commuter Rail Authority Miami, FL 
Tyler Transit Tyler, TX 
Unitrans Davis, CA 
VIA Metropolitan Transit San Antonio, TX 
Virginia Railway Express Washington, DC 
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