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Census &

Education

A census-in-action fact sheet

Executive summary

From tracking school-age populations to identifying disparities in educational
access, the Census Bureau provides the foundational data that federal, state,
and local governments, researchers, advocates, school districts, and

institutions of higher education depend on in their analysis and policymaking.

This fact sheet helps education stakeholders understand how census data is
used to allocate billions in federal education funding, guide local school
planning, evaluate student needs, and measure educational attainment—from
when students enter school through when they enter the workforce. It also
explains why accurate census counts are critical for ensuring that every
community’s students receive fair opportunities and resources.

How education policy decisions are
powered by the census

The decennial census and the American Community Survey (ACS) provide
essential statistics for education planning and policymaking. The decennial
census provides the only complete, once-a-decade count of children and
families in the U.S., while the ACS delivers annual updates on education,
poverty, housing, and language—all factors that influence student outcomes.

Key ways census data supports education policy:

- Student distribution:
Decennial census data is the
basis for funding allocation
and planning for classroom
capacity, revealing how
many school-age children
live in each district and
where poverty will preclude
sufficient funding from local
taxes.

- Educational attainment: The
ACS tracks education levels
among adults, measuring
high school graduation, col-

What are the census and
the ACS?

The decennial census and the American
Community Survey are the two largest
sources of public data in the United
States. The census’s once-a-decade
snapshot of every household creates
an outline for our understanding of
the nation’s population. The ACS’s
yearly information about people and
families fills in that outline with
detailed data on social and economic
characteristics like income and
occupation, housing costs, internet
use, and languages spoken.


https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe/technical-documentation/methodology/school-districts/overview-school-district.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe/technical-documentation/methodology/school-districts/overview-school-district.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/education/educational-attainment.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/education/educational-attainment.html
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lege enrollment and completion, and lifelong learning—key metrics for work-
force readiness.

- English-learners: Census data on languages spoken at home helps schools
prepare for English as a Second Language (ESL) programs and allocate
bilingual resources.

- Special education & disability services: ACS disability data helps determine
where students may need additional supports, including Individualized Edu-
cation Programs (IEPs)—plans that outline services and accommodations to
support students with disabilities—and related services.

Without census data, policymakers would lack a reliable, nationwide baseline
for student populations and educational needs.

Spotlight: Federal education funding

Census data determines the distribution of billions of federal education dollars
each year for programs like Title |, Part A (improving academic achievement of
disadvantaged students); Head Start and early childhood education;
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA); and School Nutrition
Programs.

What is SAIPE?

The Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) program is one of
the most important census-derived tools for education funding. SAIPE
combines data from the decennial census, the ACS, and federal tax
records with administrative data on programs like SNAP and SSI to
produce annual estimates of child poverty and household income at the
state, county, and school district levels.

Why it mattezxs:

> SAIPE provides the only annually updated poverty estimates for
every school district.

> SAIPE ensures funds keep pace with changing demographics and eco-
nomic conditions.

How SAIPE is used in education:

Title I, Part A, grants: More than $16 billion annually is distrib-
uted to districts based on SAIPE estimates of the number of chil-
dren ages 5-17 living in poverty.

Othexr Federal programs: SAIPE informs formulas for smaller grants
like Impact Aid and supports state-level funding decisions.

Planning & forecasting: State education agencies use SAIPE data to
anticipate shifts in child poverty that will affect future budgets.

Without SAIPE (and the census data underpinning it), federal edu-
cation dollars would be allocated based on outdated or incomplete
information, creating significant inequities across districts.


https://www.census.gov/acs/www/about/why-we-ask-each-question/language/
https://www.census.gov/topics/health/disability/guidance/data-collection-acs.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html
https://www.ed.gov/about/ed-offices/oese/impact-aid-program/impact-aid-program-overview
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State & local school planning

-

-

-

School construction & capacity planning: Census data on child popu-
lations guide decisions about where to build or expand schools.

Teacher hiring & staffing: ACS education attainment and population data
help forecast teacher supply and demand.

Charter & magnet schools: Demographic data help evaluate where school
choice programs may meet student needs or leave gaps.

Equity & access

-

Civil rights enforcement: The Department of Education and DOJ have
historically relied on census race and ethnicity data in enforcement cases
focused on equity in school funding and desegregation. While federal
enforcement of these statutes has significantly decreased, census data
remains a key tool for identifying disparities and supporting accountability
and are necessary for state and local enforcement.

Language access: ACS data on languages spoken at home guides distri-
bution of federal funds for English-learner services.

College access & affordability: Census data informs Pell Grant eligibility
formulas and state-level higher education planning.

First-generation college students: Census data helps identify communities
with low parental education levels, shaping college outreach and support
programs.

Postsecondary education & workforce training

Census data plays a critical role in funding and planning for community col-
leges and technical/vocational schools.

-

Federal Perkins Career and Technical Education (CTE) grants: Allocations
are based on census poverty and population data. States and districts use
these funds to support high school CTE programs as well as postsecondary
training in fields like health care, IT, and advanced manufacturing.

Community college planning: States rely on ACS data about adult edu-
cational attainment and employment trends to determine how many
students will likely enroll in two-year programs and which fields are
growing.

Pell Grants & financial aid: Pell Grant eligibility is based on household
income with respect to census-derived poverty thresholds. Census poverty
data also shapes state-level higher education funding formulas that often
include community and technical colleges.

Adult education & literacy programs: ACS data on adults without a high
school diploma or English proficiency helps determine where federal adult
education dollars—much of which is delivered through community col-
leges—should be targeted.

Workforce alignment: Census programs like LED (Local Employment
Dynamics) are often combined with ACS data to help community colleges



https://www.ed.gov/adult-programs/adult-education-laws-and-policy/perkins-v
https://www.census.gov/acs/www/about/why-we-ask-each-question/education/
https://www.census.gov/acs/www/about/why-we-ask-each-question/education/
https://www.census.gov/acs/www/about/why-we-ask-each-question/language/
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/doc/LEDonepager.pdf
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/doc/LEDonepager.pdf

align training programs with real labor market demand in their region. (See
Census & Labor).

Without census data, states and localities would lack reliable measures of
student need, income levels, and workforce demand—all of which are central
to community college and vocational program funding.

Higher education

Census data supports four-year colleges, universities, and graduate education
policy.
- Federal student aid & Pell Grants: Eligibility formulas use census poverty

thresholds, and overall funding allocations depend on census data about
household income and poverty rates.

- Higher education opportunity programs: Initiatives like TRIO and GEAR UP
use census-derived data on low-income and first-generation students to
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identify target populations and allocate resources.

- Research & development
funding: Census data on
regional population, industry,
and workforce informs the
distribution of federal
research dollars to uni-
versities, especially those
tied to economic develop-
ment goals.

- Monitoring: ACS data allows
the Department of Education
and researchers to track
racial, gender, disability, and
income disparities in college
attendance and completion.

- State higher education
funding formulae: Many
states use census poverty
and enrollment projections
to allocate funding across
public universities, including
performance-based funding
systems tied to student out-
comes.

- Student loan policy: Census
data onincome, earnings by
degree, and regional cost of
living shapes loan repayment
models and income-driven
repayment thresholds.

Can’t I just Google that?

Sure..but where does Google get their
data from? Nearly all demographic and
school-age population statistics used
in education policy trace back to the
Census Bureau. Even state education
departments, nonprofit research
institutes, and private data
providers rely on Census Bureau sur-
veys as their core input.

For example:

> Title I allocations for
disadvantaged students depend on
the Census Bureau’s Small Area
Income and Poverty Estimates
(SAIPE).

> National Center for Education Sta-
tistics (NCES) uses ACS and decen-
nial census data to benchmark
enrollment, graduation, and
attainment rates. As NCES staffing
has significantly decreased, these
underlying census data sources
have become even more critical for
maintaining national education
statistics.

> Education advocacy groups rely on
census-derived measures of poverty
and race/ethnicity to assess
inequities in school funding.



https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-higher-education/trio-home-page
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-special-populations/grants-economically-disadvantaged-students/gaining-early-awareness-and-readiness-undergraduate-programs-gear
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2025/09/education-and-income.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2025/09/education-and-income.html
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/laws-preschool-grade-12-education/title-I
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- Immigrant & international student populations: ACS data on foreign-born
populations and language use help colleges plan services and measure
access for immigrant students.

Bottom line: Census data ensures that higher education policy, from Pell
Grants to state university budgets, is responsive to both student
need and regional economic opportunity.

A good count matters to education policy

Accurate census data is vital to ensuring fairness in educational opportunity.
Undercounts of children, particularly young children and children of color, are a
well-documented challenge. In 2020, children under age 5 were undercounted

by 5.46%. These errors can directly reduce funding for schools and early child-
hood programs.

Undercounts mean districts may receive fewer Title | dollars than they need;
early childhood programs like Head Start may be underfunded in high-need
areas; and states may underestimate the number of teachers, classrooms, or
services required.

Accurate census data is the foundation of fair educational opportunity.

The census impacts education funding

Examples of federal education programs tied directly to census data include:
- Title | grants to local education agencies

Head Start

Special Education Grants (IDEA part B)

Perkins Career and Technical Education (CTE) funding

N 2NN %

School lunch and breakfast programs

Conclusion

Census data is the backbone of U.S. education policy. From the classrooms in
local communities to federal investments in early childhood and higher edu-
cation, policymakers and advocates rely on Census Bureau data to design
programs to meet student needs fairly and measure success. An accurate
count, including the ongoing census-derived updates through SAIPE and the
ACS, is essential to guaranteeing that every child has access to the resources
and opportunities they need to learn and thrive.
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Fox. H James Lucas created the design. All text is set in MD Ul or MD 10, new typefaces designed by Rutherford Craze and published by
independent typefoundry Mass-Driver™.


https://www.census.gov/topics/population/foreign-born/data/tables/acs-tables.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/population/foreign-born/data/tables/acs-tables.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2024/undercounts-overcounts-children-2020-census.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2024/undercounts-overcounts-children-2020-census.html
https://censuscounts.org

