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School Quality and Housing Affordability: Who
Occupies Housing in the Best-Performing School
Districts?

High-performing school districts attract families seeking quality education, but housing
in these areas is often expensive and limited. One potential contributor is older
households—many of whom may no longer have children in local schools—aging in
place. In this Economic Commentary, we examine how different household types are
distributed across school districts of varying education quality and affordability. We find
that while older households do occupy a modestly larger share of housing in high-
performing, expensive districts relative to high-performing, more-affordable districts,
their presence does not result in relatively lower housing turnover. Instead, affordability
challenges reflect broader patterns: higher-income households of all types compete for
housing in the best-performing school districts. These findings suggest that policies
aimed solely at encouraging older households to downsize are unlikely to substantially
improve access to quality school districts.
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Introduction

Because public schools in the United States are funded in part by local property taxes and
because school access is determined by residential location, neighborhoods with higher
housing costs tend to have higher-performing schools. School quality is therefore an amenity
for which households with children are willing to pay a premium (Black, 1999; Hornig and
Schafer, 2025), and both house prices and rents are systematically higher in areas with high-
performing school districts (see Figures 1a and 1b). This creates a barrier to entry: the
neighborhoods with the most beneficial educational infrastructure have the most expensive
housing costs for families. Competition for housing in these districts is broad; it extends
beyond parents with school-aged children to include young professionals who target these
areas for their investment security and older households and empty-nesters who choose to
age in place rather than downsize.

Figure 1: Rents and Home Values across School Districts
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Motes: Each panel shows a binned scatterplot with a linear fit. The x-axis measures the mean achievement score of each unified school district, in grade-equivalent units,
pooled across tested grades, subjects, and school years from 2008-2009 through 2018-2019. Panel (a) plots the natural log of median gross rent, and panel (b) plots the
natural log of median home value, both from the 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimales. Both panels include core-based stalistical area fixed effects,
50 the relationships shown are within meiro areas. The sample is restricted to school districts with at least 5,000 households in which at least 5 percent of households have a
member under 18 years old, in core-based statistical areas with at least three school disiricts. Observations are weighted by the number of households in the school district.
The number of bins is chosen by a data-driven method that minimizes integrated mean squared error.

As housing affordability has become an increasingly pressing policy concern, attention has
also turned to factors that may limit housing availability and in turn further drive up housing
prices and rents. One such factor is older households’ aging in place. These households often
remain in larger homes years after their children have left. If they were to downsize, the homes
could become available to larger, younger families. One estimate indicates that had older
households continued to relocate at their 2019 levels, an additional 500,000 bedrooms would
have been freed up, not as new housing supply, but as a reallocation of existing stock toward
households with greater space needs (Shampine, 2025). 1 \fthis dynamic is widespread,
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families with school-aged children, or young adults hoping to start families, may be
systematically priced out of the areas with the best educational opportunities. Understanding
whether this pattern exists in the data and measuring its scale is therefore vital for both
housing and education policy.

In this Economic Commentary, we look to see whether these geographic concentrations of
different household types are visible in the data. We categorize school districts within metro
areas by both quality—measured using average test scores—and affordability—measured
using the ratio of median home values to local household median income. We then see where
different household types choose to live. Specifically, we examine whether families with
school-aged children occupy a smaller share of housing in the highest-performing, most-
expensive school districts and whether older empty-nester households account for a
disproportionately larger share of households within these districts. 2

We find that older households do occupy a modestly larger share of housing in high-quality,
expensive districts, rising from about a quarter of households in low-quality districts to almost
29 percent in the least-affordable high-quality districts. However, affordability challenges in
high-quality school districts appear driven by broader income sorting patterns rather than by
older households alone. Higher-income households of all types concentrate in better school
districts, with this pattern most pronounced for families with children. Families with children in
less-affordable (measured using house prices relative to income), high-quality districts have
incomes more than double those of families in low-quality but still unaffordable districts.
Additionally, young single-person households make up a larger share of residents in less-
affordable areas regardless of school quality, suggesting that competition for housing in
expensive districts extends beyond families seeking good schools.

Data

We use data from the American Community Survey (ACS) five-year estimates for 2015-2019,
aggregated to the unified school district level. Unified school districts provide both elementary
and secondary education and typically correspond to the area served by a single public school
system. From the ACS, we use measures of household composition, tenure, median
household income, median home values, median rents, homeownership rates, and mobility.
Specifically, we examine the share of households with children under 18 years old, the share of
households headed by someone 65 or older, the share of one-person households, median
income by household type, homeownership rates by household type, and the share of people
who moved in the last year, by tenure and by age. 3
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To measure educational quality across school districts, we use data from the Stanford
Education Data Archive (SEDA). SEDA provides standardized measures of academic
achievement and learning rates for school districts across the United States, derived from
state standardized test scores in math and reading/language arts. The data are placed on a
common scale that allows for comparisons across districts and states and over time. We use
the pooled geographic-district mean achievement score in grade-equivalent units from SEDA
6.0, a measure of average achievement across tested grades, subjects, and years from the
2008-2009 school year through the 2018-2019 school year (11 years). We match SEDA to
the ACS unified school district tabulations using the seven-digit National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) district identifier. We use geographic concordances (data translation tools
that match different regional boundaries) from NCES education demographic and geographic
estimates to associate each school district with one core-based statistical area (CBSA). 4

We limit our analysis to unified school districts for which the ACS publishes information on
both median income and median house values in CBSAs comprising at least three school
districts. We further restrict our dataset to school districts with at least 5,000 households in
which at least 5 percent of households have a member under 18 years old. This restriction
removes age-restricted senior living communities from our analysis. We conduct our analysis
on a within-CBSA basis, as households generally search for school districts within a given
metro area. We examine three main household groups: households with members under 18
years old; households headed by someone aged 65 or older, many of whom are empty-
nesters whose children have moved out; and single-person households headed by someone
younger than 65.

We divide school districts into nine bins based on school quality and housing affordability
measured using the ratio of median house value to median income from the ACS. Within each
CBSA, we separate school districts into household-weighted terciles of school quality using
the mean achievement score from SEDA. The bottom third are classified as low quality, the
middle third as medium quality, and the top third as high quality. We then divide school districts
into household-weighted terciles of affordability using the median home value to median
income ratio from the ACS. These terciles are similarly labeled as low, medium, and high cost.
Each combination of school quality and affordability tercile defines one bin, yielding nine bins
in total. We remove CBSAs for which this procedure does not result in nine distinct bins. Our
final sample includes 178 CBSAs, which collectively are home to 58.6 million households.
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Results

While our binning procedure divides school districts into terciles within each CBSA, the
resulting bins vary considerably in the number of households they contain. Table 1 shows the
number of households (in millions) in each quality-affordability bin. The low-quality, low-cost
bin contains the most households—11.5 million—while the low-quality, high-cost bin contains
the fewest, at 4.1 million. High-quality districts are more evenly distributed across affordability
terciles, with between 4.7 million and 5.9 million households in each bin.

Table 1: Number of Households by School Quality and Affordability
(Millions)

House value/income

School quality Low Medium High All

Low 115 9.1 4.1 24.7
Medium 7.6 5.6 4.5 177
High 5.6 4.7 5.9 16.2
All 247 19.4 145 58.6

The main results of our analysis are displayed in Table 2. On the left-hand side of this table, we
show the composition of each bin: the percentage of households in each bin that have
children, are aged 65 or older, or are single-person households younger than 65. On the right-
hand side, we show the distribution of each household type across bins. These numbers
reflect the percent of all households with children, households aged 65 or older, and single-
person households younger than 65 in our sample that reside in each bin. The columns (rows)
labeled “All” contain the numbers for the respective affordability (quality) bins across all three
of the quality (affordability) bins. The bottom-right cells of the composition table contain the
overall aggregate shares of each household type in the sample.



Table 2: Household Composition and Distribution by School Quality and

Affordability

School quality
Low HH w/kids
65+ HH
1-person
Medium HH w/kids
65+ HH
1-person
High HH w/kids
65+ HH
1-person
All HH w/kids

65+ HH

1-person

Low

31.8

25.3

28.8

32.3

26.1

24.9

35.4

25.3

21.8

32.8

25.6

26.0

Composition (%)

Med

30.3

24.8

30.0

29.8

27.3

274

33.4

271

23.7

30.9

26.1

277

High

275

25.4

33.5

275

274

29.7

30.7

28.7

26.3

28.8

273

29.4

House value/income

All

30.5

25.2

30.0

30.3

26.8

26.9

331

27.0

24.0

31.2

26.2

27.4

Low

19.6

19.6

21.2

14.0

13.4

10.5

111

9.3

6.7

447

42.3

38.3

Distribution (%)

Med

14.5

14.2

19.2

9.4

9.9

8.7

8.9

8.3

5.9

32.8

32.4

33.8

High

5.9

6.3

10.2

6.5

77

9.0

101

11.3

8.7

22.4

25.2

27.8

All

40.0

40.1

50.6

29.9

31.0

28.2

30.1

28.9

21.3

100.0

100.0

100.0

Notes: Composition shows the share of households within each cell that are of a given type.
Distribution shows the share of all households of a given type that live in each cell. Cell values
are weighted across districts. “All” rows and columns show weighted averages across cells for

composition and sums across cells for distribution.

Two patterns emerge from the composition data on the left-hand side of Table 2. Within each
affordability category, the share of households with children is almost always increasing with
school quality. In the most affordable districts, 31.8 percent of households in low-quality

districts have children, while in high-quality districts 35.4 percent have children. However,



within each school quality category, the share of households with children is decreasing as
housing becomes more unaffordable. For the highest-quality school districts, 35.4 percent of
households have children in the most-affordable districts, compared to 30.7 percent in the
least-affordable districts. By comparison, 31.2 percent of all households in our data are
households with children. The distribution data on the right-hand side of Table 2 reveal that the
largest concentration of households with children, 19.6 percent, lives in low-quality, low-cost
school districts, compared with 10.1 percent who live in high-quality, high-cost districts.
Overall, 40.0 percent of households with children live in low-quality districts, while 30.1
percent live in high-quality districts.

The patterns for older households in Table 2 differ notably from those of households with
children. The share of households aged 65 and older is relatively flat across affordability bins
for low-quality school districts and rises only modestly in medium-quality districts (26.1 to 27.4
percent). However, for high-quality districts, it increases from 25.3 percent in the most
affordable areas to 28.7 percent in the least affordable areas. Households over age 65
comprise 26.2 percent of households overall. This provides some evidence that older empty-
nesters occupy a disproportionate share of housing in high-quality, high-cost school districts.
Similar to households with children, older households are also most concentrated in low-
quality, low-cost districts, a situation reflecting the overall distribution of housing across bins.

The pattern for single-person households in Table 2 also differs. Unlike older households,
whose concentration in high-cost areas is most pronounced in high-quality districts, the share
of one-person households increases with house value-to-income ratios across all school
quality categories. While perhaps surprising, these same unaffordable areas are likely those
with the most opportunities for young professionals seeking access to urban amenities and
labor markets (Diamond, 2016).

Table 3 shows the median income of each household type across bins. Incomes for all
household types are generally increasing both across affordability bins and across school-
guality bins. The main exception is in the lowest-quality school districts, in which incomes of
households with children and older households are both higher in the lower-cost districts,
perhaps because these districts offer similar school quality regardless of housing costs, giving
higher-income households less incentive to pay a premium. The increase in income with
school quality is most dramatic for households with children; in the lowest-quality school
districts, the median income for households with children is below $60,000, while in the
highest-quality districts that number roughly doubles. The increases in income with school
quality for older and one-person households are less severe.



Table 3: Median Household Income by Type, School Quality, and
Affordability ($1,000s)

House value/income

School quality Low Med High All
Low Households with children 59.2 57.3 55.4 58.0
65+ households 43.5 43.3 40.5 42.9
1-person HH 30.7 34.0 34.0 32.6
All'households 55.9 56.9 54.9 56.1
Medium Households with children 82.8 84.1 92.0 85.2
65+ households 49.4 52.3 52.5 511
1-person HH 36.6 38.7 43.1 39.3
All households 72.4 72.1 75.0 73.0
High Households with children 110.5 123.8 123.8 118.9
65+ households 58.3 59.6 63.3 60.6
1-person HH 42.8 44.4 45.4 44.3
All'households 91.1 95.6 91.7 92.6
All Households with children 79.3 83.0 96.7 84.4
65+ households 48.6 50.3 54.3 50.6
1-person HH 34.4 37.0 40.5 37.0
All households 68.9 70.6 76.1 71.3

Notes: Cell values show weighted average of district-level median incomes, weighted by
household counts. “All” rows and columns show weighted averages across cells. 1-person HH
income includes all ages (data not available separately for under 65).



High-quality school districts also have higher homeownership rates, as shown in Table 4. This
is the case for all household types, but it is, again, most dramatic for households with children;
these households have around a 40 percent to 46 percent homeownership rate in low-quality
districts and close to a 70 percent homeownership rate in high-quality districts. While older
households generally have higher homeownership rates across all bins, their homeownership
rates do not vary as substantially with school-district quality.



Table 4: Homeownership Rates by Type, School Quality, and Affordability
(%)

House value/income

School quality Low Med High All
Low Households with children 46.4 40.6 39.6 43.3
65+ households 76.1 69.7 66.3 72.3
1-person HH (<65) 41.6 32.1 30.4 35.7
All' households 59.5 49.6 46.7 53.7
Medium Households with children 60.5 57.9 56.2 58.7
65+ households 81.5 78.8 74.2 78.8
1-person HH (<65) 52.8 45.5 35.8 451
All households 71.2 66.3 57.8 66.3
High Households with children 68.3 711 68.0 69.0
65+ households 82.7 80.9 79.1 80.8
1-person HH (<65) 54.5 51.4 43.5 49.2
All households 74.3 73.9 68.9 72.2
All Households with children 56.2 53.8 57.1 55.7
65+ households 79.3 75.4 4.4 76.8
1-person HH (<65) 46.9 38.9 36.2 41.2
All households 66.5 60.3 59.2 62.6

Notes: Cell values show weighted homeownership rates across districts, calculated as total
owners divided by total households. “All” rows and columns show weighted averages across
cells.



To assess whether older empty-nesters are limiting turnover of the existing housing stock,
Table 5 reports the share of people who moved in the last year within each quality-affordability
bin, separately for people living in owner-occupied housing, all people living in households,
and all people aged 65 and older. The moving rate of people in owner-occupied housing units
is close to 8 percent for all bins. However, overall mobility is lower in high-quality districts: it is
12.8 percent on average versus 15.1 percent in low-quality districts. This is driven by the
differences in homeownership rates across these areas and by the fact that renters move
more frequently than homeowners. Among people aged 65 and older, the mobility rate is
between 6.4 and 7.4 percent in every bin, and it is not lower in high-quality districts (6.9
percent) than in low-quality districts (6.8 percent). S Within high-quality districts, 65+ mobility
is essentially flat as costs rise (6.8 to 6.9 percent), even though the share of households aged
65 and older rises from 25.3 to 28.7 percent. Most older households own their homes (77
percent overall and 81 percent in high-quality districts; Table 4), so the stable mobility rate of
people in owner-occupied housing across bins points in the same direction. Taken together,
these results do not suggest that older households are limiting turnover of the housing stock in
high-quality, high-cost districts.
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Table 5: Average Turnover by School Quality and Affordability (%)

House value/income

School quality Low Med High All
Low Homeowners 8.0 7.5 8.3 7.8
Overall 14.8 14.7 17.2 15.1
Age 65+ 6.8 6.6 7.4 6.8
Medium Homeowners 7.9 77 8.0 7.9
Overall 12.4 13.2 15.4 13.4
Age 65+ 6.4 6.5 6.8 6.5
High Homeowners 8.1 7.9 79 8.0
Overall 12.4 12.3 13.8 12.8
Age 65+ 6.8 6.9 6.9 6.9
All Homeowners 8.0 7.7 8.0 7.9
Overall 13.5 15.7 15.2 13.9
Age 65+ 6.7 6.6 7.0 6.7

Note: Turnover rate is the percentage of people age 1 and over who moved in the past year.
Cell values show weighted averages across districts, weighted by population.

“All” rows and columns show weighted averages across cells. Homeowners and Overall cover
people in owner-occupied and all households (B07013). Age 65+ covers people 65 and over
(BO7001), including group quarters.

Conclusion

Households with children appear to be drawn to high-performing school districts, but cluster in
those where housing costs are most affordable. The districts that are both high-quality and
high-cost attract higher-income households across all types, including young professionals
without children. While older households occupy a modestly larger share of housing in these



expensive, high-quality areas, they do not appear to limit turnover. These patterns suggest
that the challenge of accessing high-quality school districts is driven by a combination of
income sorting and competition from multiple household types rather than solely by empty-
nesters’ aging in place.
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Endnotes

1. Otherrecent work by Kim (2024) and Jones et al. (2024) also shows evidence that older
households’ desire to age in place may increase affordability pressures for younger
households. Returnto 1

2. Forthe purposes of this Economic Commentary, we focus on describing patterns that
existed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, as changes to in-person schooling during the
pandemic make it more complicated to assess school performance using test scores in
the cross-section. We also do not control for other aspects of high-performing school
districts that increase their appeal as a place to live such as libraries, parks, or community
centers. This is by design. The purpose of this Economic Commentary is to see how stark
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the distribution of household types is across different school districts, not to ascertain the
reasons why they differ. Returnto 2

3. These come from ACS tables B11005 (households by presence of people under 18),
B25064 (median gross rent), B25077 (median house value), B19013 (median household
income), B25115 (tenure by family type), B25116 (tenure by household size and age),
B11016 (household type), B19125 (median income for families with and without kids),
B19049 (median income by household age), B19019 (median income by household size),
B07013 (tenure by migration in last year), BO7001 (geographical mobility by age), and
B09020 (household relationship for the population 65 and over). Returnto 3

4, School districts that cross CBSA borders are assigned the CBSA that accounts for the
majority of their land area. Return to 4

5. About 3 percent of people aged 65 and older in our sample live in group quarters, such as
nursing homes. Because the share of older people living in group quarters varies little
across bins (2.3 to 3.8 percent; ACS table B09020), any effect on the 65+ mobility rates is
likely similar across cells. Returnto 5
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