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Background
• Researchers debate various “indicators” of 

education progress and quality.
• This analysis attempts to identify a small number 

of indicators to address this issue, relating to 
aspects of overall education, particularly those 
relevant to distinct age segments of the 
population.

• Ultimate interest is to provide a summary 
measure as a single comprehensive indicator, or 
“overall educational quality score.”

Research Questions
• Q1: Can we measure overall educational quality 

for a geographic area?

• Q2: What kind of indicators can we use?

• Q3: How much variability is there across the 
country?

5

Strategy for Estimating Educational Quality
• Define five individual indicators, all directionally 

positive and mutually exclusive (mostly by age).
– These indicators cover nearly 100% of all 

persons, ages 3 to 44 and include:
• Early childhood enrollment
• Modal grade enrollment
• High school attendance
• College attendance
• College completion

• Theoretically, individual indicators range in 
value from 0 to 100%.

• Sum five indicator percentages into an “Overall 
Quality” measure (range of 0 to 500).

• Produce estimates for states and metro areas.
• Analyze outcomes relative to the United States 

averages.

Data
• 2009 American Community Survey, single year 

file (1,917,748 sample housing units).
• Indicators use five exclusive universes for 

people ages 3 to 44.
• Indicators produced for all states and 366 

metropolitan areas.
– Metro areas require the presence of a city with 50,000 

or more inhabitants, or the presence of an urban area 
and a total population of at least 100,000.

Relative to the U.S. Average

1. Early Childhood Enrollment

Measure: Percentage of all 3 to 5 year olds currently in school, 
regardless of grade level

D.C.

Shades of green = Greater than national average
Yellow and red = Less than the national average

Relative to the U.S. Average

Early Childhood Enrollment
• Nationally, 60.8% of all 3 to 5 year-olds were enrolled
• New York, New Jersey & Connecticut are among the 

states with the highest levels of significant early 
childhood enrollment.

• Groups of states in the Northeast and Southeast (along 
with California) have relatively high percentages of 
young children enrolled, whereas the Southwest and 
Northwest have correspondingly low percentages.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 52 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 78 are statistically lower. 

• Trenton, NJ, at 79.4%, has one of the highest 
percentages of early childhood enrollment in the nation.

Relative to the U.S. Average

2.  Elementary/Secondary Modal Grade

Measure: Percentage of all 6 to 13 year olds, enrolled at appropriate 
modal (age-appropriate) grade level

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

•Modal grade classifies enrolled people according to their relative progress 
in school: that is, whether the grade or year in which they were enrolled was 
below, or at and above, the typical (modal) grade for people of their age.

•Modal grade = the year most students of a given age are enrolled in. For 
example, modal grade for 8 year-olds is 3rd grade.

Elementary/Secondary Modal Grade
• Nationally, 82.6% of 6 to 13 year-olds were enrolled at 

the appropriate modal grade level.
• New York, California & Hawaii are among the states with 

the highest levels of modal grade compliance.
• States in the Southwest and far Northeast showed 

consistently high levels of modal grade enrollment, 
whereas states in the Southeast and Midwest displayed 
consistently lower levels.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 74 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 97 are statistically lower.

• Kingston, NY, at 94.4%, has one of the highest levels of 
modal grade enrollment.

Relative to the U.S. Average

3. High School Attendees

Measure: Percentage of all eligible14 to 19 year olds currently enrolled in school, 
excluding those with high school degrees

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

High School Attendees
• Nationally, 93.5% of 14 to 19 year olds were enrolled in 

school.
• New Hampshire, New Jersey & Minnesota are among 

the states with the highest levels of high school 
attendees.

• Although this indicator displayed the least geographic 
variability across states, the Northeast and California 
once again emerge as relatively high performing areas, 
relative to the national average.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 62 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 28 are statistically lower. 

• Elmira, NY, at 76.2%, has one of the lowest percentages 
of high school attendees.

Relative to the U.S. Average

4. College Attendees

Measure: Percentage of all eligible17 to 24 year-olds currently enrolled in college 

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

College Attendees
• Nationally, 37.0% of eligible people ages 17 to 24 are 

enrolled in college.
• Rhode Island, Massachusetts & New York are among 

the states with the highest levels of college attendees.
• States in the South and Pacific Northwest stand out for 

their markedly low rates of college attendees. 
• Of the 366 metro areas, 103 are statistically greater than 

the national average, while 144 are statistically lower.
• Jacksonville, NC, at 8.5%, has one of the lowest levels 

of college attendance.
• Ithaca, NY, at 82.2%, has one of the highest levels of 

college enrollment.

Relative to the U.S. Average

5. College Completers

Measure: Percentage of all 25 to 44 year-olds who have completed 
at least a bachelor’s degree

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

College Completers
• Nationally, 30.9% of persons ages 25 to 44 have 

completed at least a bachelor’s degree.
• Massachusetts & New Jersey are among the states with 

the highest levels of college completers.
• College completer results closely resemble college 

attendee results, with high outcome areas again 
clustered in the Northeast and Midwest, including many 
metro areas known for having large colleges or 
universities.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 70 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 194 are statistically lower. 

• Boulder, CO, at 60.7%, has one of the highest levels of 
college completers.

Relative to the U.S. Average

Overall Educational Quality

Measure: Sum of five indicator percentages

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

Overall Educational Quality
• Nationally, the overall educational quality score is 304.7
• Massachusetts & New York are among the states with 

the highest levels of overall Educational Quality.
• Overall, states and metros in the Northeast stand out for 

their high educational quality scores. Similar patterns 
exist in areas of the Midwest, Rocky Mountains, and 
California.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 92 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 165 are statistically lower.

• Low performing metro areas are prevalent in the South, 
particularly along the Mexico border, and specific parts of 
the Pacific Northwest.

• The range of values for overall educational quality score 
are 389.1 to 229.8.
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Includes:

•Kokomo, Layfayette, Terre Haute,
Evansville & Elkhart, IN
•Jefferson City, MO
•Panama City, FL
•Wheeling, WV

Metros Compared to 
U.S.

Includes:

•8 metros from California
•9 metros from New York and CT
•Reno, Nevada
•Honolulu, HI
•Ann Arbor, MI

U.S. Average: 82.6

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

<86 86-87 88-89 90-91 92-93 94-95 96-97 98-100

Different at the 99% level

Different at the 90% level

Not statistically significant

N
um

be
r o

f M
et

ro
 A

re
as

Includes:

*Elmira, NY
•Fort Collins, CO
•Rocky Mountain, NC
•Odessa, TX

Metros Compared to U.S.

Percent of People, Ages 14-19, Enrolled in School

Las Vegas is the only metro significantly 
lower than the national average 
at the 99% level

U.S. Average: 93.5
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Includes:

•Yakima & Wenatchee, WA
•Yuma & Lake Havasu, AZ
•Coeur d Alene & Idaho Falls, ID
•Kokomo, IN
•Farmington, NM
•Hinesville, GA
•Danville, VA

Dominated by metros with
large universities, including:

•Ithaca, NY
•Lawrence, KS
•Blacksburg, VA
•Ames, IA
•Corvallis, OR
•State College, PA
•Champaign, IL
•Ann Arbor, MI
•Bloomington, IN
•Athens, GA
•Gainesville, FL

U.S. Average: 37.0
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Includes:

•Anderson, Elkhart &
Kokomo, IN
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•Farmington, NM
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Summary
• Educational quality clearly varies across the 

country.
• Despite high levels of variability across 

measures, some states stand out for their 
consistently high or low performance on most 
indicators. 
– Connecticut and New Jersey are statistically higher 

than the national average for all six indicators.
– Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas are statistically lower 

than the national average for all six indicators.
• Similar results are observed at the metropolitan 

level. 
– New York City, San Francisco, and Boston are among 

the metros with statistically higher rates than the 
national average for all six indicators.

– Elkhart, Indiana, Yakima, Washington, and 
Farmington, New Mexico are statistically lower than 
the national average for all six indicators.

• For the most part, states and metros with high 
percentages of college attendees display high 
percentages of college completers, which 
together appear to be positively linked to overall 
quality results. 
– There are, however, some interesting exceptions to 

this rule. California, for example, displays relatively 
high levels of college attendance, but when analyzed 
against the national average, that state’s level of 
college completion is not statistically significant from 
the U.S. average

– Analysis of Washington state shows a similar result, 
albeit in the opposite direction (i.e. low levels of 
college attendance, high levels of residents with 
degrees). 

What’s Next?
• There are many additional factors that might 

logically account for, or correlate with, the 
geographic variation observed in this research.

• Future analyses will focus on correlation of 
other factors with overall education quality score, 
including:
– Quality levels in non-metropolitan areas
– Geographic variability in education funding
– Local educational policies?
– Labor market factors like local occupational structures

• Your ideas for additional explanatory factors? 

Contact Information
U.S. Census Bureau

Social, Economic and Housing Statistics Division

Thom File
thomas.a.file@census.gov

Robert Kominski
robert.a.kominski@census.gov
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Includes:

•Anderson & Elkhart, IN
•Fairbanks, AK
•Kennewick, WA
•Idaho Falls, ID

Includes:

•Trenton, NJ
•Bloomington, IL
•Jackson, MS
•Layfayette & 
Schreveport, LA
•Binghamton, NY
•Bridgeport, CT

Percent of Children, Ages 3-5, Enrolled in School

Metros Compared to U.S.

U.S. Average: 60.8



Relative to the U.S. Average

1. Early Childhood Enrollment

Measure: Percentage of all 3 to 5 year olds currently in school, 
regardless of grade level

D.C.

Shades of green = Greater than national average
Yellow and red = Less than the national average

Relative to the U.S. Average

Early Childhood Enrollment
• Nationally, 60.8% of all 3 to 5 year-olds were enrolled
• New York, New Jersey & Connecticut are among the 

states with the highest levels of significant early 
childhood enrollment.

• Groups of states in the Northeast and Southeast (along 
with California) have relatively high percentages of 
young children enrolled, whereas the Southwest and 
Northwest have correspondingly low percentages.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 52 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 78 are statistically lower. 

• Trenton, NJ, at 79.4%, has one of the highest 
percentages of early childhood enrollment in the nation.
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Includes:

•Anderson & Elkhart, IN
•Fairbanks, AK
•Kennewick, WA
•Idaho Falls, ID

Includes:

•Trenton, NJ
•Bloomington, IL
•Jackson, MS
•Layfayette & 
Schreveport, LA
•Binghamton, NY
•Bridgeport, CT

Percent of Children, Ages 3-5, Enrolled in School

Metros Compared to U.S.

U.S. Average: 60.8



Relative to the U.S. Average

2.  Elementary/Secondary Modal Grade

Measure: Percentage of all 6 to 13 year olds, enrolled at appropriate 
modal (age-appropriate) grade level

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

•Modal grade classifies enrolled people according to their relative progress 
in school: that is, whether the grade or year in which they were enrolled was 
below, or at and above, the typical (modal) grade for people of their age.

•Modal grade = the year most students of a given age are enrolled in. For 
example, modal grade for 8 year-olds is 3rd grade.

Elementary/Secondary Modal Grade
• Nationally, 82.6% of 6 to 13 year-olds were enrolled at 

the appropriate modal grade level.
• New York, California & Hawaii are among the states with 

the highest levels of modal grade compliance.
• States in the Southwest and far Northeast showed 

consistently high levels of modal grade enrollment, 
whereas states in the Southeast and Midwest displayed 
consistently lower levels.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 74 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 97 are statistically lower.

• Kingston, NY, at 94.4%, has one of the highest levels of 
modal grade enrollment.
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•8 metros from California
•9 metros from New York and CT
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•Ann Arbor, MI
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Relative to the U.S. Average

3. High School Attendees

Measure: Percentage of all eligible14 to 19 year olds currently enrolled in school, 
excluding those with high school degrees

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

High School Attendees
• Nationally, 93.5% of 14 to 19 year olds were enrolled in 

school.
• New Hampshire, New Jersey & Minnesota are among 

the states with the highest levels of high school 
attendees.

• Although this indicator displayed the least geographic 
variability across states, the Northeast and California 
once again emerge as relatively high performing areas, 
relative to the national average.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 62 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 28 are statistically lower. 

• Elmira, NY, at 76.2%, has one of the lowest percentages 
of high school attendees.
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Includes:

*Elmira, NY
•Fort Collins, CO
•Rocky Mountain, NC
•Odessa, TX

Metros Compared to U.S.

Percent of People, Ages 14-19, Enrolled in School

Las Vegas is the only metro significantly 
lower than the national average 
at the 99% level

U.S. Average: 93.5



Relative to the U.S. Average

4. College Attendees

Measure: Percentage of all eligible17 to 24 year-olds currently enrolled in college 

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

College Attendees
• Nationally, 37.0% of eligible people ages 17 to 24 are 

enrolled in college.
• Rhode Island, Massachusetts & New York are among 

the states with the highest levels of college attendees.
• States in the South and Pacific Northwest stand out for 

their markedly low rates of college attendees. 
• Of the 366 metro areas, 103 are statistically greater than 

the national average, while 144 are statistically lower.
• Jacksonville, NC, at 8.5%, has one of the lowest levels 

of college attendance.
• Ithaca, NY, at 82.2%, has one of the highest levels of 

college enrollment.

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

<20 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

Different at the 99% level

Different at the 90% level

Not statistically significant

Metros Compared to U.S.

Percent of Persons, Ages 17-24, Currently Enrolled in College

N
um

be
r o

f M
et

ro
 A

re
as

Includes:

•Yakima & Wenatchee, WA
•Yuma & Lake Havasu, AZ
•Coeur d Alene & Idaho Falls, ID
•Kokomo, IN
•Farmington, NM
•Hinesville, GA
•Danville, VA

Dominated by metros with
large universities, including:

•Ithaca, NY
•Lawrence, KS
•Blacksburg, VA
•Ames, IA
•Corvallis, OR
•State College, PA
•Champaign, IL
•Ann Arbor, MI
•Bloomington, IN
•Athens, GA
•Gainesville, FL

U.S. Average: 37.0



Relative to the U.S. Average

5. College Completers

Measure: Percentage of all 25 to 44 year-olds who have completed 
at least a bachelor’s degree

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

College Completers
• Nationally, 30.9% of persons ages 25 to 44 have 

completed at least a bachelor’s degree.
• Massachusetts & New Jersey are among the states with 

the highest levels of college completers.
• College completer results closely resemble college 

attendee results, with high outcome areas again 
clustered in the Northeast and Midwest, including many 
metro areas known for having large colleges or 
universities.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 70 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 194 are statistically lower. 

• Boulder, CO, at 60.7%, has one of the highest levels of 
college completers.
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•Farmington, NM

Dominated by metros with 
universities, including:

•Iowa City & Ames, IA
•Washington, D.C.
•Boston, MA
•Boulder, CO
•Ann Arbor, MI
•Lawrence, KS
•Bloomington, IL
•Ithaca, NY
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Relative to the U.S. Average

Overall Educational Quality

Measure: Sum of five indicator percentages

D.C.

Relative to the U.S. Average

Overall Educational Quality
• Nationally, the overall educational quality score is 304.7
• Massachusetts & New York are among the states with 

the highest levels of overall Educational Quality.
• Overall, states and metros in the Northeast stand out for 

their high educational quality scores. Similar patterns 
exist in areas of the Midwest, Rocky Mountains, and 
California.

• Of the 366 metro areas, 92 are statistically greater than 
the national average, while 165 are statistically lower.

• Low performing metro areas are prevalent in the South, 
particularly along the Mexico border, and specific parts of 
the Pacific Northwest.

• The range of values for overall educational quality score 
are 389.1 to 229.8.
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Includes:

•Anderson, Elkhart &
Kokomo, IN
•Yuma & Lake Havasu AZ
•Farmington, NM
•Odessa, TX
•Yakima, WA
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Summary
• Educational quality clearly varies across the 

country.
• Despite high levels of variability across 

measures, some states stand out for their 
consistently high or low performance on most 
indicators. 
– Connecticut and New Jersey are statistically higher 

than the national average for all six indicators.
– Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas are statistically lower 

than the national average for all six indicators.
• Similar results are observed at the metropolitan 

level. 
– New York City, San Francisco, and Boston are among 

the metros with statistically higher rates than the 
national average for all six indicators.

– Elkhart, Indiana, Yakima, Washington, and 
Farmington, New Mexico are statistically lower than 
the national average for all six indicators.

• For the most part, states and metros with high 
percentages of college attendees display high 
percentages of college completers, which 
together appear to be positively linked to overall 
quality results. 
– There are, however, some interesting exceptions to 

this rule. California, for example, displays relatively 
high levels of college attendance, but when analyzed 
against the national average, that state’s level of 
college completion is not statistically significant from 
the U.S. average

– Analysis of Washington state shows a similar result, 
albeit in the opposite direction (i.e. low levels of 
college attendance, high levels of residents with 
degrees). 

What’s Next?
• There are many additional factors that might 

logically account for, or correlate with, the 
geographic variation observed in this research.

• Future analyses will focus on correlation of 
other factors with overall education quality score, 
including:
– Quality levels in non-metropolitan areas
– Geographic variability in education funding
– Local educational policies?
– Labor market factors like local occupational structures

• Your ideas for additional explanatory factors? 
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