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Key Points
•	 Enrollment shifts in the 2020–21 

school year are the largest on record 
and differ sharply from the previous 
decade.

•	 District students have transferred at 
unprecedented rates: the highest rate 
into homeschool, the next highest 
rate into charter schools, and the 
third highest rate into private schools.

•	 Because of statutory barriers, actual 
enrollment in charter, private, and 
home school settings is lower than 
family preferences, as illustrated in 
Figure 6.

•	 Supplemental spreadsheets available 
for download offer insight into stu-
dent enrollment trends statewide, in 
metro areas, legislative districts, and 
for virtual instruction.

Where Are They? Enrollment Trends  
in K-12 Education

Michael Barba and Julia Crusius

Executive Summary
Texas children attend school in one of four settings: district schools, charter 
schools, private schools, or home schools. Over the decade prior to the pan-
demic, enrollment in all settings was increasing, though at different rates.

Statewide: Texas’ school age population (ages 4–18) is currently 6.28 mil-
lion and has grown at an average rate of 1% over the last decade, though 
this has slowed to .8% in the last five years. School enrollment shifts in the 
2020–21 school year (SY) are the largest on record and differ sharply from 
the previous decade. In the 2020–21 SY, district students decreased by 
153,000 (3%), charter students increased by 29,000 (8.6%), private school 
students increased by 2,000 (0.9%), and home school students increased by 
169,000 (55%). A noteworthy private school trend is that 80% of students 
are enrolled in a school accredited by one of four organizations. The largest 
organization, Cognia, substantially increased its market share over the last 
six years. To see the number and percent of students by grade, download 
Sheet 1: Statewide Student Enrollment.

Metro areas: About 5.46 million (89%) students live in one of 25 metro 
areas; more than 664,000 (11%) live outside these areas. More than 75% of 
Texas students are educated in one of six metro areas, and more than half 
are in the Dallas and Houston metro areas. Enrollment trends by metro area 
are available in Sheet 2: Metro Area Student Enrollment.

Legislative Districts: Policymakers interested in their community’s data 
may download Sheet 3: Legislative District Student Enrollment, which offers 
insight into district-wide trends. In Section 3, we offer questions that may help policymakers understand local 
trends.

Causes: The COVID-19 pandemic was a contributing factor in the recent enrollment shift, but the degree to 
which it was directly responsible requires further research. In this paper we test whether enrollment changes are 
correlated with the change in the local school-age population or remote instruction during the 2020–21 SY. We 
found no such correlation. Readers who are interested in the correlation of remote instruction to enrollment 
shifts may download Sheet 4: Virtual Enrollment. More fundamentally, there is significant disparity between fami-
lies’ preferred educational setting and the setting in which they are actually enrolled. The cause of the disparity are 
barriers to entry that limit access to educational opportunities.

Recommendations: In accord with the Texas Constitution, public education is education of the people, not a 
reference to a particular governance model or instructional setting. Legislators must renew the state’s commit-
ment to education policies that empower families to advance their children’s well-being. Texas families should 
be offered educational options and empowered to choose their preferred education setting.

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-1-Statewide-Student-Enrollment-by-Grade-SY-2012-2021-2.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-2-Metro-Area-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-3-Legislative-District-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-4-Virtual-Enrollment-2020-21-SY-1.xlsx
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Introduction
Texas children attend school in one of four settings: district 
schools, charter schools, private schools, or home schools. 
This brief and the supplemental spreadsheets offer situa-
tional awareness into where Texas students have received 
their schooling in the last decade and offer insight into 
what choices families are making and why. Preliminary 
reports indicate that school enrollment shifted substantially 
since March 2020. However, there is no summary of Texas 
student enrollment in public, private, and home school 
settings. This brief offers such a summary, and readers may 
download supplemental files to examine data at a statewide, 
metro area, or legislative district level. A supplemental 
spreadsheet offers insight into the prevalence of remote 
instruction in each local education agency (LEA) during 
the 2020–21 SY.

Section 1: Statewide
Since 1905, Texas children have been assigned to a school 
district based on their residence (SB 218, 1905, section 90; 
see also Section 25.001, Texas Education Code). This centu-
ry-old law continues to determine the school that most chil-
dren attend, though its premise—that a family’s residence 
should determine their school—is increasingly rejected by 
a growing number of district leaders. Their promising prac-
tices are summarized in the Recommendation section.

Charter schools are a type of tuition-free public school 
introduced in Texas in 1995 (SB 1, 1995); the most popular 
type of charter school is open enrollment, which is unique 

in the public sector because these schools do not restrict a 
child’s ability to enroll based on their residence and aca-
demic performance (TEA, n.d.-a; Tex. Educ. Code Chapter 
12 Subchapter D).

Private schools are accredited by organizations recognized 
by the Texas Private School Accreditation Commission 
(TEPSAC) or by the International Association of Learner 
Driven Schools (IALDS). Private accreditation is recognized 
by the Texas Education Agency (TEA).

Homeschooling is a form of private education in which par-
ents instruct their children, either directly, in partnership 
with tutors, or through a cooperative with other families.

Microschools—“private organizations that offer teachers 
for hire to small groups of students”—and learning pods—
in which parents join their children in a small group and 
arrange for their children’s instruction either from them-
selves or a hired teacher—are forms of private schooling 
and homeschooling, respectively, that became popular 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (State Policy Network, 
2021, para. 3). In this brief, students in this setting are not 
disaggregated.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of Texas students in each of 
the four settings in the 2020–21 SY, with additional detail 
for school district geographic type. To analyze the num-
ber and percent of students by grade, download Sheet 1: 
Statewide Student Enrollment.
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Figure 1
Percent of Texas Students by Their Education Setting and District Geography as Applicable (2020–21)

Note. Data from Student Enrollment Reports, by Texas Education Agency, n.d. (https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html), Search Archive, 
by Texas Private School Accreditation Commission, n.d. (http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/search/archive), Week 12 Household Pulse 
Survey: July 16 - July 21, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 (https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html), Week 30 Household Pulse 
Survey: May 12 – May 24, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 (https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html).

https://lrl.texas.gov/scanned/sessionLaws/29-0/SB_218_CH_124.pdf#page=25
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/ED/htm/ED.25.htm#25.001
https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=74R&Bill=SB1
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/texas-schools-charter-schools/charter-schools-history-of-charter-schools
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/ED/htm/ED.12.htm#D
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/ED/htm/ED.12.htm#D
https://spn.org/blog/learning-pods/
https://spn.org/blog/learning-pods/
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-1-Statewide-Student-Enrollment-by-Grade-SY-2012-2021-2.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-1-Statewide-Student-Enrollment-by-Grade-SY-2012-2021-2.xlsx
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html
http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/search/archive
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html
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Note. Data from Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2011, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-a (https://demograph-
ics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and 
Counties 2012, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-b (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_
ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2013, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-c 
(https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2013/2013_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/
Ethnicity for State and Counties 2014, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-d (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/
Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2015, by Texas 
Demographic Center, n.d.-e (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.
zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2016, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-f (https://demographics.texas.gov/
Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2017, 
by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-g (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2017/2017_ASRE_Estimate_
alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2018, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-h (https://demograph-
ics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and 
Counties 2019, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-i (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2019/2019_
ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Student Enrollment Reports, by Texas Education Agency, n.d. (https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/
adhocrpt/adste.html), Search Archive, by Texas Private School Accreditation Commission, n.d. (http://www.tepsac.org/app/
index.html#/search/archive), National Household Education Surveys Program of 2019: Data File User’s Manual, by M. Jackson,  A. 
Kaiser,  D. Battle, C. Wan,  G. Quenneville, B. Kincel, C. Cox, & M. McNamara, 2021 (https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2021/2021030rev.
pdf#page=282), Week 12 Household Pulse Survey: July 16 - July 21, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 (https://www.census.gov/data/
tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html), Week 30 Household Pulse Survey: May 12 – May 24, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 (https://www.
census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html).

Table 1
Texas School Age Population with Number and Percent in Each Educational Setting

Table 1 shows that enrollment shifts in the 2020–21 SY are 
the largest on record and differ sharply from the previous 
decade. 

District students decreased by 153,000 (3%), charter stu-
dents increased by 29,000 (8.6%), private school students 

increased by 2,000 (0.9%), and home school students 
increased by 169,000 (55%). For context, in the decade 
prior to the pandemic, district students increased by an 
average of 0.8% annually, charter students by 10.4%, private 
students by 4.1%, and home school students by 8.4%. 

Districts Charters Private Homeschool No Recorded 
Setting

2011‐2012 5,762,976        4,845,672   153,534       No data. 195,941         567,829         
2012‐2013 5,826,548        4,898,276   179,134       No data. 198,103         551,036         
2013‐2014 5,881,063        4,950,166   203,269       204,342       199,956         323,330         
2014‐2015 5,953,070        5,005,344   228,199       247,322       202,404         269,801         
2015‐2016 6,030,333        5,053,723   247,443       254,270       199,001         275,897         
2016‐2017 6,088,813        5,087,628   272,874       260,551       200,931         266,830         
2017‐2018 6,140,667        5,104,329   296,378       253,989       202,642         283,329         
2018‐2019 6,187,880        5,120,612   316,869       253,989       173,261         323,150         
2019‐2020 6,235,124        5,169,948   337,649       256,276       308,550         162,702         
2020‐2021 6,281,647        5,017,303   366,545       258,563       477,802         161,435         
School 
Year

2011‐2012 84.1% 2.7% No data. 3.4% 9.9%
2012‐2013 84.1% 3.1% No data. 3.4% 9.5%
2013‐2014 84.2% 3.5% 3.5% 3.4% 5.5%
2014‐2015 84.1% 3.8% 4.2% 3.4% 4.5%
2015‐2016 83.8% 4.1% 4.2% 3.3% 4.6%
2016‐2017 83.6% 4.5% 4.3% 3.3% 4.4%
2017‐2018 83.1% 4.8% 4.1% 3.3% 4.6%
2018‐2019 82.8% 5.1% 4.1% 2.8% 5.2%
2019‐2020 82.9% 5.4% 4.1% 4.9% 2.6%
2020‐2021 79.9% 5.8% 4.1% 7.6% 2.6%

School age 
population
(4‐18)

Number of Students
School 
Year

Percent of School‐Age Population

https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2013/2013_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2017/2017_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2017/2017_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html
https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html
http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/search/archive
http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/search/archive
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2021/2021030rev.pdf#page=282
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2021/2021030rev.pdf#page=282
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html
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Table 2 shows the growth rate prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic compared to the rate since the pandemic.1

When disaggregating district students by grade, the most 
significant 2020–21 declines occurred at the beginning 
and end of elementary school. In high school, district 
enrollment increased except in Grade 9. In contrast, 
charter school students increased in every grade except 
kindergarten.

When disaggregating private school students by the 19 
accreditation organizations, we observe that over 80% are 
enrolled in a school accredited by one of four organizations: 
Cognia (66%), the Texas Catholic Conference of Bishops 
(TCCB, 12%), Independent Schools Association of the 
Southwest (ISAS, 6%) and the Association of Christian 
Schools International (ACSI, 3%).2 Figure 2 summarizes 
the share of private school students in schools accredited by 
these four accrediting organizations in 2015 and 2021. 

Remarkably, in 2015, Cognia-accredited schools enrolled 
173,000 students (46%). By 2021, students in a Cognia-
accredited school increased to over 390,000, which is 66% 
of the nearly 600,000 private school students.

Home school students increased by 8.4% from 2011–12 to 
2019–20 SYs and then increased by 55% in the 2020–21 SY, 
which is the largest increase of any education setting.3

1	  Student data are collected through different methods: Public school system administrators submit frequent reports to TEA, private school accreditation organizations 
submit intermittent reports to TEPSAC, and home school students are estimated through federal agency surveys.

2	  Other private school students are enrolled in a school accredited by one of fifteen other organizations (TEPSAC, n.d.-b).
3	  The Texas Homeschool Coalition (THC) offers insightful trends of the numbers of students who withdrew from public schools to begin homeschooling over the past 

20 years (Texas Homeschool Coalition, n.d.).
4	 Throughout this section, “metro area” is used in place of the technical term “core-based statistical area,” which is a geography with at least one core of 10,000 or more 

persons, combined with adjacent territory that has a high degree of social and economic integration (Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-j). The core is determined by 
analyzing work commute patterns.

In sum, in the last two years, students have transferred at 
unprecedented rates: the highest rate into home schools, the 

next highest rate into charter schools, and the third highest 
rate into private schools. Possible causes are discussed in 
Section 4 below.

Section 2: By Metro Area4

About 5.46 million (89%) of public, private, and home 
school students live in one of Texas’ 25 metro areas; more 
than 664,000 (11%) live outside these metro areas. As 
Figure 3 illustrates, more than 75% of Texas students are 
educated in one of six metro areas, with more than half of 
students residing in the Dallas–Fort Worth–Arlington and 
Houston–Woodlands–Sugar Land metro areas. For details 
about each metro area, download Sheet 2: Metro Area 
Student Enrollment. 

Pre-pandemic: From SYs 2011–12 to 2019–20, district 
enrollment grew in 18 of the 25 metro areas; of those that 
grew, the average growth rate was 1.1%. The remaining 
metro areas experienced an average decrease of 0.5%. Non-
metro area districts grew by 0.3%. Over the same time, the 
number of students in charter schools grew in 17 of the 25 
metro areas; of those that grew, the average growth rate was 
10.5%. In the four metro areas that saw a decrease, the aver-
age declining rate was 5.6%. Four metro areas—Texarkana, 
Abilene, Sherman, and Victoria—do not have charter 

Table 2
Average Growth, by Education Setting

Figure 2
Percent of Private School Students (2015–16 and 2021–22)

Note. Data from personal communication with TEPSAC, 2022. 

Note. The same data were used as for Table 1.

 
2011–12 to 

2019–20 2020–21
Charter 10.4% 8.6%
Private 4.1% 0.9%
Homeschool 8.4% 54.9%
District: City 0.3% ‐4.6%
District: Rural 3.6% 0.6%
District: Suburb 1.4% ‐3.2%
District: Town 1.3% ‐1.2%
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http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/agencies
https://thsc.org/map/
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/publications/2021/20210406_EvalPorposed200MSA.pdf
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-2-Metro-Area-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-2-Metro-Area-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
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Figure 3
Percent of Texas Students in Each Metro Area (2020–21)

schools. Non-metro area charters grew by 9.2%. Private 
school students increased in 16 of the 25 metro areas; of 
those that grew, the average growth rate was 3.9%. Of the 
remaining metro areas, the average rate of decrease was 
1.5%. Non-metro area private school students decreased by 
1.6%. Sheet 2 estimates the number of home school students 
using the statewide enrollment rate.

Pandemic: In the 2020–21 SY, district students decreased 
in 24 of the 25 metro areas; the average rate of decrease was 
3.1%. Longview, which increased by 4.7% (2,600 students), 
is the outlier. Non-metro area districts decreased, on aver-
age, by 2.8% (16,800 students). Over the same time, the 
number of students in charter schools grew in 14 of the 25 
metro areas; of those that grew, the average growth rate was 
9.2%. Of the metro areas that saw a decrease, the average 
rate of decline was 8%. In the 2020–21 SY, five metro areas 
did not have charter schools; Wichita Falls joined the four 
metro areas listed above. Non-metro area charters grew 
by 2.2%. Private school students increased in 16 of the 25 
metro areas; of those that grew, the average growth rate 
was 5.6%. Of the remaining metro areas, the average rate of 

decrease was 7.5%. Non-metro area private school students 
decreased by 3.4%.

Section 3: By Legislative District
This brief will not analyze individual legislative districts, 
but policymakers and their staff who are interested in their 
community’s data may download Sheet 3: Legislative District 
Student Enrollment, which offers insight into district-wide 
trends and allows users to compare trends in up to three 
ISDs located within their district. Based on the statewide 
and metro trends, we offer the following questions, the 
answers to which will be specific to each district and would 
begin to shed light on the local causes of enrollment trends:

	■ Family feedback: School systems may survey their 
students and families, either regularly or when they 
transfer into or out of a school. What do survey results 
show? Does family feedback differ among school sys-
tems?

	■ Family-friendly enrollment: Application processes may 
differ between districts, or a school system may lack 

Note. Data from Student Enrollment Reports, by Texas Education Agency, n.d. (https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html), Search Archive, 
by Texas Private School Accreditation Commission, n.d. (http://www.tepsac.org/app/index.html#/search/archive), National Household Education 
Surveys Program of 2019: Data File User’s Manual, by M. Jackson, A. Kaiser, D. Battle, C. Wan, G. Quenneville, B. Kincel, C. Cox, & M. McNamara, 
2021 (https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2021/2021030rev.pdf#page=282), Week 12 Household Pulse Survey: July 16 - July 21, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 
(https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp12.html), Week 30 Household Pulse Survey: May 12 – May 24, by U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 
(https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp30.html), and personal communication with the Texas Demographic Center, 2022. 
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https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-3-Legislative-District-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-3-Legislative-District-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
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a unified process and instead receive applications at a 
campus level. From a family’s perspective, what does 
the application process require? Can these processes 
be streamlined and enrollment increased by acting on 
family feedback?

	■ Improving access to rigorous instruction: Research 
shows that families generally transfer out of low-per-
forming schools at higher rates (Sass & Crusius, 2022). 
Great schools might be at capacity if family demand 
exceeds the number of available seats or barriers to entry 
may prevent families from accessing available seats. 
Can school system leaders offer insight into whether 
the best schools in the community are at capacity? If so, 

how can great schools be replicated or scaled-up? If not, 
how can more students receive access?

Section 4: Possible Causes of Enrollment Shift
Demographic: Based on the 2020 Census data, Texas’ 
school-age population of 4- to 18-year-olds is growing by 
0.95% annually, though trends differ based on county  
(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). As Map 1 illustrates, from 2011 
to 2019, 157 Texas counties (62%) had a declining school-
age population while 97 counties (38%) had a growing 
school-age population. Counties that grew had an average 
of 51,000 school-age children and grew by an average of 
9.2%; counties that shrunk had an average of 8,000 school-
age children and shrunk by an average of 10.3%.

Map 1
Percent Change in School-Age Population by County (2011–12 to 2019–20)

Note. Data from Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2011, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-a (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/
Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2012, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-b (https://
demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2013, by Texas 
Demographic Center, n.d.-c (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2013/2013_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity 
for State and Counties 2014, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-d (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_all-
data_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2015, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-e (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/
Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2016, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-f (https://
demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2017, by Texas 
Demographic Center, n.d.-g (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2017/2017_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity 
for State and Counties 2018, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-h (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_all-
data_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2019, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-i (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/
Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip). 

https://www.texaspolicy.com/dont-fence-me-in-improving-texas-system-of-student-transfers/
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/datasets/2010-2020/state/asrh/SC-EST2020-AGESEX-CIV.csv
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2012/2012_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2013/2013_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2014/2014_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2015/2015_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2016/2016_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2017/2017_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2018/2018_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip
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Yet as Figure 4 illustrates, there is no correlation between 
the change in county school-age population and the change 
in each public school’s enrollment.

Remote Instruction during the COVID-19 Pandemic: While 
there are many examples of quality virtual education already 
operating before the pandemic, the instruction most students 
received during the pandemic was not one of those. The 
chairman of the Texas Commission on Virtual Education 
described online learning in the 2020–21 SY as “emergency 
response remote instruction” (Texas Commission on Virtual 
Education, 2022, 00:05:01). He continued, “Most districts, 
teachers, and families weren’t properly prepared, trained, or 
supported to stand up quality virtual education models on 
a moment’s notice. They were forced to turn on their Zoom 
cameras overnight and film classroom instruction intended 
for in-person brick and mortar instruction” (00:05:16). 

As Figure 5 illustrates, major urban areas utilized remote 
instruction at much higher rates than rural and non-metro 
areas. Nonetheless, there is no significant correlation 
between the number of remote learners and enrollment shifts 
between the 2019–20 and 2020–21 SYs. For details, readers 
may download Sheet 4, Virtual Enrollment, 2020–21 SY. 
Overall, public school student decreases in Texas are lower 
than the national average; 34 other states decreased at a 
higher rate (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). 
The TEA’s requirement that public schools offer in-person 
instruction to any student requesting it in the 2020–21 SY 
likely mitigated the decrease (TEA, 2021, p.8–10).

Figure 4
Correlation of School-Age Population to Public School Campus 
Enrollment (2011 and 2019)

Note. Data from Student Enrollment Reports, by Texas Education Agency, n.d. 
(https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity 
for State and Counties 2011, by Texas Demographic Center, n.d.-a (https://demo-
graphics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/Estimates/2011/2011_ASRE_Estimate_all-
data_csv.zip), Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity for State and Counties 2019, by Texas 
Demographic Center, n.d.-i (https://demographics.texas.gov/Resources/TPEPP/
Estimates/2019/2019_ASRE_Estimate_alldata_csv.zip).

Figure 5
Percent of Students Remote, by LEA Geographic Type (2020–21)

Note. Data from Public Information Request and Student Enrollment Reports 2020-21, by Texas Education Agency, n.d. 
(https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/adhocrpt/adste.html).   
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Figure 6
School Type Preference and Actual Enrollment (2020–21)

Note. Data from Public Opinion Tracker: Texas, by EdChoice, n.d. (https://edchoice.morningconsultintelligence.com/texas/).

Recommendations
Despite the recent shift in students being the largest on 
record, the actual enrollment distribution continues to 
diverge from families’ preferred educational setting, as illus-
trated in Figure 6. 

While families would prefer to shift out of district schools, 
promising practices are working to improve this situa-
tion. For example, 19 school districts enrolling 525,000 
students are members of the System of Great Schools 
Network, which is pursuing strategies to improve access 
to great schools (Texas Education Agency, n.d.-c). Their 
strategy includes communicating available school choices 
and updating enrollment policies and practices to “allow 
students to transfer or opt-into a school of their choice” 
(“Equitable Enrollment Policies” section). Moreover, 
district-charter partnerships such as the Rural School 
Innovation Zone and Collegiate Edu-Nation are providing 
greater career and college opportunities to rural students 
(Rural School Innovation Zone, n.d.; Collegiate Edu-
Nation, n.d.). These districts are at the forefront of their 

community and are working to provide families the schools 
they want, need, and deserve. Policymakers should continue 
to support district leaders who reject the premise of the 1905 
law that a child’s residence should determine their educa-
tional options. Policymakers should also empower families by 
ensuring that districts with empty seats make them available 
to transfer-in students, and that families can more easily 
discover good schools and travel to them. Finally, the TEA 
should annually report the impacts of current district transfer 
policies, including the charging of tuition.

Families’ reported preference for charter schools is under-
scored by existing waitlists. By fall 2021, 58,500 Texas chil-
dren remained on a waitlist to attend these schools, and one 
fifth of them applied to multiple schools in their attempt 
to access a high-quality education (TEA, 2022, p. 4). This 
waitlist is alarming because these schools enroll 16% more 
low-income students than districts (Texas Public Charter 
Schools Association, n.d.-a, p. 2) and serve a greater 
percentage of students in extreme and multi-generational 
poverty. Yet their outcomes are higher than average: 60% of 
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low-income charter students enroll in college, compared to 
44% of low-income district students (Texas Public Charter 
Schools Association, n.d.-a, p. 6; Texas Public Charter 
Schools Association, n.d.-b). If the children on waitlists had 
all been accepted, the number of charter students would 
have immediately increased by over 15% (TEA, 2022, p. 4). 
These families’ experience directly contradicts the notion 
that parents and grandparents do not care about their 
children or are not involved enough in their education; they 
did everything the state asked of them but were denied. 
Policymakers should help these families by identifying and 
removing any burden that is limiting the growth of quality 
charter schools, including discriminatory city regulations, 
notices that charter applicants must send to nearby districts, 
requirements to report the impact on districts, and improving 
the current SBOE veto process.

Our final recommendation begins with the understand-
ing that the constitutional purpose of public education is 
to preserve the liberties and rights of the people (Texas 
Constitution, Article VII, Section 1). But how can knowl-
edge protect the people? The American and Texas founders 
held that education—a general diffusion of knowledge—is 
necessary for self-government (Jefferson, 1905a; Pangle & 
Pangle, 1993, p. 113). This led Thomas Jefferson to explain 
in a private letter, “I think by far the most important bill 

in our whole code is that for the diffusion of knowledge 
among the people. No other sure foundation can be devised 
for the preservation of freedom and happiness” (Jefferson, 
1905b). Over two centuries later, the Texas Supreme Court 
reaffirmed the Founders’ belief, holding, “The truth of the 
axiom had long been, and remains, beyond doubt” (West 
Orange Cove II, 2005, p. 63). The Court also noted that the 
Legislature could utilize districts, the TEA, or “any other 
means” to achieve public education (Edgewood IV, 1995, 
footnote 8). Policymakers should consider these principles in 
light of recent enrollment shifts: All Texas students—regard-
less of their instructional setting—are essential to preserving 
liberties and rights. The Legislature should pursue stu-
dent-centered education choice policies—especially education 
savings accounts—because these programs will preserve 
self-government, freedom, and happiness by offering options 
to all Texas students, not only a portion of them.

Conclusion
Our analysis of enrollment trends in Texas over the past 
decade reveals that families are increasingly seeking alter-
native educational settings to find a school that best meets 
their needs. Legislators should serve parents and families 
by crafting policies that empower families to access their 
preferred education setting, whether district, charter, private, 
or home school.✯

https://txcharterschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/What-You-Should-Know_brochure_2021_v1_digital-2.pdf
https://txcharterschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/What-You-Should-Know_brochure_2021_v1_digital-2.pdf
https://txcharterschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/EconomicNeeds_one-pager_v4-2.pdf
https://txcharterschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/EconomicNeeds_one-pager_v4-2.pdf
https://tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/2021_charter_school_waitlist_report.pdf#page=4
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/CN/htm/CN.7.htm#7.1
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https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Learning_of_Liberty/6cGcAAAAMAAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Learning_of_Liberty/6cGcAAAAMAAJ?hl=en
https://oll.libertyfund.org/title/jefferson-the-works-vol-5-correspondence-1786-1789#lf0054-05_head_032
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Appendix
As a preview, snapshots from the supplemental Excel Spreadsheets are below.

Table 1.1 from Sheet 1: Statewide Student Enrollment is shown below. To customize the data by student grade, download 
the spreadsheet.

Table 1.1
Texas School Age Population With Number and Percent in Each Educational Setting

Districts Charters Private Homeschool No Recorded 
Setting

2011‐2012          5,762,976  4,845,672         153,534            No Data. 195,941            567,829           
2012‐2013          5,826,548  4,898,276         179,134            No Data. 198,103            551,036           
2013‐2014          5,881,063  4,950,166         203,269            204,342            199,956            323,330           
2014‐2015          5,953,070  5,005,344         228,199            247,322            202,404            269,801           
2015‐2016          6,030,333  5,053,723         247,443            254,270            199,001            275,897           
2016‐2017          6,088,813  5,087,628         272,874            260,551            200,931            266,830           
2017‐2018          6,140,667  5,104,329         296,378            253,989            202,642            283,329           
2018‐2019          6,187,880  5,120,612         316,869            253,989            173,261            323,150           
2019‐2020          6,235,124  5,169,948         337,649            256,276            308,550            162,702           
2020‐2021          6,281,647  5,017,303         366,545            258,563            477,802            161,435           

School Year

2011‐2012 84.1% 2.7% No Data. 3.4% 9.9%
2012‐2013 84.1% 3.1% No Data. 3.4% 9.5%
2013‐2014 84.2% 3.5% 3.5% 3.4% 5.5%
2014‐2015 84.1% 3.8% 4.2% 3.4% 4.5%
2015‐2016 83.8% 4.1% 4.2% 3.3% 4.6%
2016‐2017 83.6% 4.5% 4.3% 3.3% 4.4%
2017‐2018 83.1% 4.8% 4.1% 3.3% 4.6%
2018‐2019 82.8% 5.1% 4.1% 2.8% 5.2%
2019‐2020 82.9% 5.4% 4.1% 4.9% 2.6%
2020‐2021 79.9% 5.8% 4.1% 7.6% 2.6%

School Year
Number of StudentsSchool age 

population
(4‐18)

Percent of School‐Age Population

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-1-Statewide-Student-Enrollment-by-Grade-SY-2012-2021-2.xlsx
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Table 2.2 from Sheet 2: Metro Area Student Enrollment is shown below. To customize the data for your metro area, down-
load the spreadsheet.

Table 2.2
Students in Texas Metro Areas (2011–12 to 2020–21)

% of All
Metropolitan Area

Total Districts Charters Private Homeschool Districts2 Charters3 Private4 Homeschool5  TX Students

Abilene 31,297              27,906                ‐                     948                    2,443                89.2% 0.0% 3.0% 7.8% 0.5%

Amarillo 53,763              48,030                133                    1,403                4,197                89.3% 0.2% 2.6% 7.8% 0.9%

Austin-Round Rock-
Georgetown 412,439            321,495              33,216              25,530              32,199              77.9% 8.1% 6.2% 7.8% 6.7%

Beaumont-Port Arthur 72,703              61,099                3,915                2,014                5,676                84.0% 5.4% 2.8% 7.8% 1.2%

Brownsville-Harlingen 100,029            79,859                9,938                2,423                7,809                79.8% 9.9% 2.4% 7.8% 1.6%

College Station-Bryan 41,017              34,929                761                    2,125                3,202                85.2% 1.9% 5.2% 7.8% 0.7%

Corpus Christi 81,442              70,892                1,416                2,777                6,358                87.0% 1.7% 3.4% 7.8% 1.3%

Dallas-Fort Worth-
Arlington 1,614,577         1,279,998           128,146            80,385              126,049            79.3% 7.9% 5.0% 7.8% 26.4%

El Paso 191,271            161,230              9,232                5,877                14,932              84.3% 4.8% 3.1% 7.8% 3.1%

Houston-The Woodlands-
Sugar Land 1,506,707         1,238,257           77,389              73,434              117,628            82.2% 5.1% 4.9% 7.8% 24.6%

Killeen-Temple 94,489              85,245                382                    1,486                7,377                90.2% 0.4% 1.6% 7.8% 1.5%

Laredo 85,726              75,018                2,091                1,925                6,693                87.5% 2.4% 2.2% 7.8% 1.4%

Longview 63,835              57,288                378                    1,186                4,984                89.7% 0.6% 1.9% 7.8% 1.0%

Lubbock 61,065              52,561                1,213                2,525                4,767                86.1% 2.0% 4.1% 7.8% 1.0%

McAllen-Edinburg-
Mission 239,012            189,750              28,854              1,749                18,660              79.4% 12.1% 0.7% 7.8% 3.9%

Midland 36,019              29,794                541                    2,873                2,812                82.7% 1.5% 8.0% 7.8% 0.6%

Non-Metro Area 663,881            589,989              5,962                16,102              51,829              88.9% 0.9% 2.4% 7.8% 10.8%

Odessa 38,896              31,933                3,021                906                    3,037                82.1% 7.8% 2.3% 7.8% 0.6%

San Angelo 21,651              16,548                2,847                566                    1,690                76.4% 13.1% 2.6% 7.8% 0.4%

San Antonio-New 
Braunfels 525,321            407,781              52,010              24,519              41,012              77.6% 9.9% 4.7% 7.8% 8.6%

Sherman-Denison 26,478              23,853                ‐                     558                    2,067                90.1% 0.0% 2.1% 7.8% 0.4%

Texarkana-AR 18,556              16,671                ‐                     436                    1,449                89.8% 0.0% 2.3% 7.8% 0.3%

Tyler 44,898              35,732                2,854                2,807                3,505                79.6% 6.4% 6.3% 7.8% 0.7%

Victoria 19,294              16,015                ‐                     1,773                1,506                83.0% 0.0% 9.2% 7.8% 0.3%

Waco 50,535              42,699                2,252                1,639                3,945                84.5% 4.5% 3.2% 7.8% 0.8%

Wichita Falls 26,657              23,979                ‐                     597                    2,081                90.0% 0.0% 2.2% 7.8% 0.4%

Total 6,121,559         5,018,544           366,545            258,563            477,907            82.0% 6.0% 4.2% 7.8% 100%

Number of Students Percent of Students in Municipality

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-2-Metro-Area-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
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Tables 1.3 and 2.3 from Sheet 3: Legislative District Student Enrollment are shown below. To customize the data for your 
legislative district, download the spreadsheet.

Table 1.3
Number, Percent, and Annual Growth Rate of Students in Select Legislative District (2011–12 to 2020–21)

Districts Charters Private Home Districts Charters Private Home Districts Charters Private Home
2011‐2012 59,651                  55,651       1,751           ‐             2,250           93% 3% 0% 4%
2012‐2013 59,076                  54,940       1,918           ‐             2,218           93% 3% 0% 4% ‐1.3% 9.5% 0.0% ‐1.4%
2013‐2014 59,188                  53,494       2,067           1,498         2,129           90% 3% 3% 4% ‐2.6% 7.8% 0.0% ‐4.0%
2014‐2015 58,462                  52,507       2,209           1,664         2,082           90% 4% 3% 4% ‐1.8% 6.9% 11.1% ‐2.2%
2015‐2016 57,872                  51,787       2,290           1,794         2,001           89% 4% 3% 3% ‐1.4% 3.7% 7.8% ‐3.9%
2016‐2017 57,606                  51,624       2,303           1,691         1,988           90% 4% 3% 3% ‐0.3% 0.6% ‐5.7% ‐0.7%
2017‐2018 57,104                  51,286       2,241           1,601         1,976           90% 4% 3% 3% ‐0.7% ‐2.7% ‐5.3% ‐0.6%
2018‐2019 56,390                  50,859       2,264           1,601         1,666           90% 4% 3% 3% ‐0.8% 1.0% 0.0% ‐15.7%
2019‐2020 56,908                  49,665       2,822           1,530         2,892           87% 5% 3% 5% ‐2.3% 24.7% ‐4.4% 73.6%
2020‐2021 55,525                  46,240       3,492           1,459         4,335           83% 6% 3% 8% ‐6.9% 23.8% ‐4.6% 49.9%

House District 78

Year Total
Number of Students Percent of Students Percent Annual Change

Select Legislative District →

Table 2.3
Students in Select ISDs and All Public Charter Schools in House District 78 (2011–12 to 2020–21)

Year Students % Change Students % Change Students % Change Students % Change
2011‐2012          2,928           7,729            966  1,751        
2012‐2013          2,986  2.0%          8,088  4.7%           953  ‐1.4% 1,918         9.5%
2013‐2014          2,948  ‐1.3%          8,658  7.0%           972  2.0% 2,067         7.8%
2014‐2015          3,011  2.1%          8,854  2.3%           998  2.7% 2,209         6.9%
2015‐2016          3,141  4.3%          8,873  0.2%           994  ‐0.4% 2,290         3.7%
2016‐2017          3,225  2.7%          8,873  0.0%        1,028  3.4% 2,303         0.6%
2017‐2018          3,204  ‐0.7%          9,120  2.8%        1,031  0.3% 2,241         ‐2.7%
2018‐2019          3,185  ‐0.6%          9,194  0.8%        1,020  ‐1.1% 2,264         1.0%
2019‐2020          3,187  0.1%          9,602  4.4%        1,043  2.3% 2,822         24.7%
2020‐2021          3,091  ‐3.0%          9,293  ‐3.2%        1,019  ‐2.3% 3,492         23.8%

All ChartersManor ISDFredericksburg ISD Blanco ISD
Select ISDs in

 House District 78→

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-3-Legislative-District-Student-Enrollment-SY-2012-2021-1.xlsx
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Table 1.4 from Sheet 4, Virtual Enrollment, 2020-21 SY is shown below. To see local education agency (LEA) details,  
download the spreadsheet.

Table 1.4
Summary of the Percent of Students Learning Remotely and Change in Number of Students (2020–21 SY)

Type % Remote % Change R2 Value
Major Urban 70% ‐5.6% 0.0520            
Charter 53% 1.8% 0.0016            
Major Suburban 48% ‐2.4% 0.0786            
Other Central Cities 35% ‐2.5% 0.0858            
Suburb, Other Central City 25% ‐1.3% 0.0078            
Independent Town 20% ‐2.8% 0.0244            
Non‐Metro: Stable 17% ‐3.4% 0.0002            
Non‐Metro: Fast Growing 16% ‐1.8% 0.0216            
Rural 13% ‐2.0% 0.0027            

33% ‐2.2% 0.0305            

https://www.texaspolicy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Sheet-4-Virtual-Enrollment-2020-21-SY-1.xlsx
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