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A TOOLKIT FOR REPORTING RURAL AND SPECIALIZED TRANSIT 
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BACKGROUND

Increased federal funding of rural tran-
sit and specialized service programs brings 
with it increased accountability require-
ments. The burden of reporting for these 
growing programs ultimately rests with the 
individual state Departments of Transporta-
tion (DOTs). These new requirements have  
emerged during a time when DOTs are chal-
lenged financially and are unlikely to be able 
to support additional staff to satisfy the new 
reporting needs.

Rural transit providers have also as-
sumed this added responsibility during a 
time of scarce resources. The need for this 
research grew out of recognition that rural 
and specialized transit data are not consis-
tently reported. Rural and specialized transit 
providers do not have a common under-
standing of the data definitions for National 
Transit Database (NTD) reporting; and 
robust data collection methods are not con-
sistently utilized. State DOTs depend upon 
transit operators to provide quality data.

State DOTs need a set of tools to as-
sist transit providers in understanding data 

definitions and collection requirements, to 
help transit providers utilize performance 
data to manage service efficiency and effec-
tiveness, to perform quality control checks 
on data, and to report data to the NTD and 
other stakeholders. Automation of the data 
collection process decreases the adminis-
trative burden.

The objective of this research was to 
identify state DOTs’ data reporting re-
quirements to meet the Federal Transit  
Administration’s (FTA’s) requirements, and 
develop a set of tools to assist state DOTs 
and individual rural and specialized transit 
providers in data collection, analysis, man-
agement, and reporting. The objective was 
also to conduct an analysis of automated 
transit data collection and reporting pro-
cesses in state DOT transit units. Tasks in-
cluded a review of FTA’s requirements for 
rural and specialized transit data reporting; 
issuance of a questionnaire to DOTs to learn 
about data reporting collection processes 
and needs; and the preparation of mini-case 
studies to highlight DOT automated transit 
data collection and reporting processes.
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• Of the 37 DOT respondents, 29 DOTs oversee 
data reporting for specialized transit provid-
ers; each of the 29 DOTs oversees an average 
of 72 specialized transit providers (ranging 
from one to 210 agencies).

DOT Use of Data

• Ninety-five percent of the state DOTs that re-
sponded to the questionnaire stated that col-
lected data is used to report rural transit NTD 
information. Of the respondents to the ques-
tionnaire, 58 percent use rural data as part of 
formula funding allocation and 50 percent use 
data for annual program reports. Forty-eight 
percent of responding state DOTs use special-
ized transit program data for annual reports 
and 43 percent use the data for FTA or state 
required reporting.

Automated Data Collection Systems

The questionnaire also collected information 
about automated data collection systems. The re-
searchers collected information regarding receipt of 
data through automated systems, automated qual-
ity control checks, and technology used in training. 
The questionnaire asked each DOT about the ways 
in which the agency receives data from rural and 
specialized transit agencies. The technology used 
included email, fax, spreadsheet, database, and web-
based data systems.

All 37 DOTs responded to the question, “How do 
you receive data from rural transit agencies?” Mul-
tiple responses could be chosen for each question. 
Eleven respondents (30 percent) indicated the DOT 
uses a web-based system to collect data. The major-
ity use a written report (41 percent) and/or spread-
sheets (51 percent) to collect data. Of the 37 DOT 
respondents, 29 collect data from specialized tran-
sit providers. Ten of the 29 (34 percent) use a web-
based system to collect data. The majority of data are 
collected using written reports (48 percent) and/or 
spreadsheets (45 percent).

Representatives of each DOT were asked, “How 
does your DOT perform quality control checks 
on the transit agency data?” Of the 37 respon-
dents, six DOT respondents indicated they used 
a technology-based method for quality control. 
Five of the respondents indicated that they “use 
an automated process looking for unusual changes 
between reporting periods.” One DOT uses an 

CURRENT STATE OF THE PRACTICE

To assess specific DOT data needs, the research-
ers developed a fact-finding questionnaire. The TTI 
research team selected five state DOTs to test the 
pilot questionnaire for this project: Texas, Florida, 
North Dakota, Georgia, and New York State. Texas, 
Florida, and New York currently have automated 
data collection processes and North Dakota and 
Georgia do not have automated processes for data 
collection.

The research team issued the questionnaire to 
the remaining 45 DOTs in November 2010. The 
team distributed the questionnaire to the contact for 
each state in the AASHTO Multi-State Technical 
Assistance Program (MTAP) Technical Assistance 
Directory. A TTI representative attended the 2010 
SCOPT/MTAP Annual Winter Meeting December 
6-10 and distributed a postcard regarding the ques-
tionnaire to encourage participation. Appendix A 
provides a listing of the questionnaire respondents.

Rural and Specialized Transit  
Data Collection

The questionnaire provided the researchers with 
information about how data are collected, what data 
elements are collected, how quality assurance of 
data is conducted, and how data are used, as well as 
the aid provided to transit agencies. Of the 50 state 
DOTs, there were 37 respondents to the question-
naire. A summary of responses to each question 
is available by contacting CRP staff and request-
ing Appendix B to the contractor’s final report. Key 
points about current practices among state DOT 
reporting include the following.

Existing Data Collection and Reporting Tools

• The majority of the 37 DOT respondents to 
the questionnaire stated they do not provide 
a training course (62 percent) and do not pro-
vide a manual (75 percent) to transit agencies 
to aid in data reporting. The majority of DOT 
respondents stated DOT staff answers report-
ing questions (87 percent).

DOT Administrative Burden

• Based on the 37 DOT respondents, DOT staff 
oversees data reporting for an average of  
29 rural transit agencies per DOT (ranging 
from one to as many as 87 agencies per DOT).
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“online process that looks for unusual data but does 
not provide comparison reports.”

Three DOTs indicated use of technology in train-
ing including emailing instructions, providing in-
structions in an Excel file based report, and emailing 
updated reports to U.S. DOT. One agency is interested
in developing more web-based training. Although web-
inar was listed as a possible training method, none of 
the agencies indicated its use.

CASE STUDIES OF STATE DOTS WITH 
AUTOMATED DATA COLLECTION SYSTEMS

As a result of the fact-finding questionnaire sent 
to the state DOTs, the researchers identified four 
DOTs that use automated systems for transit data re-
porting that may be instructive for other state DOTs 
and represent a variety of automated systems: Texas, 
Alabama, Utah and Iowa. The researchers conducted 
mini-case studies of these four state DOTs as a means 
of highlighting themes and trends of automated data 
collection systems. They also developed a set of ques-
tions as guidance and collected the case study infor-
mation via telephone interview with DOT transit and 
information system staff. The guidance questions 
included the following:

• Can you provide a high-level overview of the 
collection system (functions, interfaces)?

• What are the system capabilities (data entry, data 
storage, automated quality control, reports)?

• Who accesses the system and how is access 
controlled?

• What is the history of the system?
• What is the previous system’s description?
• Why was a new system developed?
• What needs are met with the new system that 

the previous one did not meet?
• What are some other benefits of the new 

system?
• What are the software components of the 

system?
• What are the hardware components of the 

system?
• What are the information technology (IT) staff 

support requirements needed for the system?
• What common activities must IT perform and 

how much time does it take each month?
• What training resources are available for the 

system?
• Would you provide researchers documenta-

tion for the system?

From the case study results, the researchers devel-
oped a summary for each case study DOT including 
software utilized, hardware requirements, IT support 
requirements, and training resources. Chapter 12 
of the resulting toolkit provides these case study 
summaries.

In all of the case studies, DOTs indicated that 
their systems were developed to fulfill the following 
functions:

• Provide a uniform interface for reporting 
the data.

• Centralize the data collection function to sim-
plify reporting and data queries.

• Implement some level of automated quality 
control with the data entered into the system 
to reduce errors.

• Manage access to the data by utilizing user 
login accounts.

All of the case studies showed that DOTs with 
automated transit data reporting functions have simi-
lar system architectures comprised of a standard 
client-server model:

• The systems house the reporting data in a cen-
tralized database.

• The systems have their reporting and data entry 
business rules in a series of forms (typically 
hosted on a website).

• The systems present the forms to the user with 
a standard web browser interface.

Figure 1 shows the standard architecture and 
data flows used by the DOTs. Table 1 summarizes 
the software used by each of the DOTs in the case 
studies.

Since the architectures are similar, the require-
ment for the hardware to support the architectures is 
also similar. All of the case study examples utilize 
separate servers for data storage and for housing 

Figure 1 DOT case study standard architecture and 
data flows.
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• (75%) List of common definition errors and 
related corrective actions.

• (78%) List of items included in common ex-
pense categories of operations, maintenance, 
administrative, planning, and purchased trans-
portation (including consideration of capital 
cost of contracting).

• (86%) Defining “contributed services” (in-kind/
non-cash items) and how to report both con-
tributed service revenues and expenses.

• (86%) Example forms to assist data collection 
efforts.

Specialized Transit Data

State DOTs reported a wide range of report-
ing collection methods and information needs for 
specialized transit providers, from relying on state 
DOT staff conducting in-person, on-site visits to 
gather information from such providers to requir-
ing that specialized transit providers report the 
same level of financial and operating data as rural 
transit providers. Ultimately, statutory requirements 
determine the level of data reported from special-
ized transit providers.

Automated Data Collection

The vast majority of DOTs use written reports 
and/or spreadsheets to collect rural and specialized 
transit data. The administrative burden of collect-
ing, reporting, and performing quality assurance 
checks can be high without automated systems 
to assist. Without technology investment funding 
to implement automated data collection systems, 
DOTs will continue to rely on DOT staff to assist 
transit providers in data collection, reporting, and 
quality control.

the business rules that are typically present on a 
machine hosting a web server. All of the systems 
allow users to utilize their own machines for inter-
facing into the transit reporting data.

IT support for the systems typically involves 
in-house DOT computer support staff for general 
hardware support (in the case of Texas DOT, con-
tractor support) and a single programmer for actual 
support of the application. Training resources for the 
systems are provided in the form of user manuals 
with varying levels of detail. Existing staff members 
are also used as a resource for training.

FINDINGS

The research findings reflect the researchers’ 
focus on the elements needed to develop the final 
rural and specialized transit toolkit. The summary of 
findings includes collection and reporting elements 
for rural transit providers, data needs for special-
ized transit providers, and automated data collec-
tion needs.

Collection and Reporting Elements

Respondents to the request for information iden-
tified the following as needs in a toolkit for data col-
lection and reporting. The percent is the number of 
positive responses out of 37 respondents.

• (86%) Detailed definitions of data elements 
(e.g., passengers, revenue hours and miles, total 
hours and miles, operating expense, capital ex-
pense, revenues).

• (78%) Explanation of difference in defini-
tions and data collection methods between 
fixed-route, deviated-route, flexible-route, and 
demand-response service.

Table 1 Transit reporting software component summary.

DOT Transit 
Reporting System Data Storage Business Rules User Interface

Texas DOT PTN-128 Oracle Database Microsoft ASP.NET Standard Web Browser

Alabama DOT TRS Microsoft SQL 
Server Database

Microsoft ASP.NET/
Crystal Reports

Standard Web Browser/
Windows Forms Executable

Utah DOT PTT Oracle Database Oracle Application Express Standard Web Browser

Iowa DOT Transit 
Reporting System

Oracle Database Microsoft ASP.NET Standard Web Browser
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by state DOTs. Approaches and practices that have 
been used successfully in collecting, managing, and 
reporting data for rural transit and specialized transit 
service programs are presented for state-administered 
transit program use. This toolkit enhances the NTD 
Rural Reporting Manual in further clarifying data 
definitions, providing methodology for data collec-
tion, listing common reporting errors, listing and 
explaining expense and revenue categories, providing 
a quality control checklist for reviewers of data, and 
providing information on performance measures. 
The toolkit also provides an overview of consider-
ations in developing and implementing an automated 
data collection system. The toolkit has 12 chapters. 
Chapter 1 is the introduction to the toolkit and the 
remaining chapters 2 through 12 provide the body 
of the toolkit.

The toolkit is presented as an appendix to the 
digest for two reasons: 1) it allows for a variety of 
sample materials from transit providers and other 
resources to be interlaced throughout the toolkit 
chap ters, and 2) it presents a stand-alone, user-
friendly toolkit format to appeal to the target audi-
ence. The toolkit provides uniform data collection 
methods and data definitions for transit providers 
and state DOT staff to use as a guide in collecting 
and consistently reporting data.
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• Iowa
• Louisiana
• Maryland
• Massachusetts
• Michigan
• Minnesota
• Mississippi
• Missouri
• Montana
• Nebraska
• Nevada
• New Hampshire
• Oklahoma
• Oregon
• Pennsylvania
• South Carolina
• Utah
• Vermont
• Virginia
• West Virginia
• Wisconsin
• Wyoming

APPENDIX A. QUESTIONNAIRE 
RESPONDENTS

The following state DOTs completed the pilot:

• Florida
• Georgia
• New York
• North Dakota
• Texas

The following state DOTs completed the ques -
tionnaire:

• Alabama
• Alaska
• Arkansas
• California
• Colorado
• Connecticut
• Delaware
• Idaho
• Illinois
• Indiana
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APPENDIX B. SUMMARY OF
QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS

Appendix B to the contractor’s final report pro-
vides a summary of responses to each question. 
Appendix B is not reproduced in this digest but is 
available on request by contacting CRP staff.
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