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Motivation underlying creation of S-ECDR

• Education is a key determinant of life 
course health and healthy aging.

• But how education is measured – and 
what that measurement reflects– 
varies widely across people, places, 
and time.

• This matters for how we understand 
disparities in population aging.



Why educational attainment measures fall short

• Attainment – years or degree – is most 
common way to assess education

• Reflects more than exposure to learning 
– it’s shaped by social stratification, 
policy, and selection.

• Is it the learning environment and 
resources people were exposed to early 
on — or the social and economic 
advantages that come with higher 
attainment? 

COGNITIVE 
STIMULATION & 

LEARNING

SOCIAL STATUS 
& 

STRATIFICATION

EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT

To isolate health and longevity benefits of education, we need to go back to exposure: when, 
where and under what conditions people learn. 



U.S. public education system changed 
significantly during 20th Century

AHEAD/CODA, 1896-1948

HRS, 1937-1959

War Babies, 1948-1965

Early Baby Boomers, 1954-1971

Mid Baby Boomers, 1960-1977

Greater standardization of 

school term length

National Defense Education Act

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act

The Higher Education Act

All American children required 

to attend elementary school 

The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act

The Education of the Handicapped Act

Education for all Handicapped Children Act

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

Public kindergarten available 

in all urban school settings

The Smith-Hughes Act

The George Barden Act

Civil Rights Movement

Brown vs. Board of Education

The New Deal

1915 1920 1925 1930 1935 1940 1945 1950 1955 1965 1970 19751960

Title IX

Great Society Programs

The Civil Rights Act

The Practical Nurse Training Act

The Library Services Act

Walsemann KM, Fisk CE, Farina MP, Abbruzzi E, Ailshire JA. Race, gender, and cohort differences in the educational experience s of Black and White Americans. Population Research and Policy Review . 2023;42(6):86. 
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Significant variation in state investment 
in public education, 1920 – 1974 

• Even among children born in the same 
year, school environments differed 
based on where they lived.

• Mississippi remained among the 
lowest-funded states throughout the 
period.

• Nevada began among the highest but 
declined to near median.

• New York started midrange and ended 
at the top.



Significant shifts in source of revenue 
receipts over time

• Early 20th century school funding 
largely local, tied to wealth and 
property taxes

• Over time, state governments 
assumed a larger role in school finance

• Federal investment remained minimal 
until the ESEA in 1965

• These changes shaped by Great 
Depression, postwar baby boom, and 
later tax revolts and equity lawsuits

Local

State

Federal



Significant state variation in source of 
revenue receipts, 1920 – 1974 

• Delaware: Outlier; consistently state-
funded.

• Alabama: Southern pattern — early state 
reliance due to weak local tax base.

• Illinois: Gradual shift from heavily local to 
more state funding.

• California: Abrupt changes tied to postwar 
growth and tax limits.

• More state control meant more influence 
over curriculum, credentials, and 
standards.

• Funding structures shaped what education 
looked like, not just how much was spent.

Local State Federal



Jim Crow-era schooling



White Segregated Schools Black Segregated Schools

School Term Length, 1920 - 1954



State-level school desegregation in the U.S. South 
post-Brown

Delayed Desegregation

Gradual Desegregation



Historical Data Sources for Measuring 
Education Context

1919/20 – 1957/58 1959/60 – 1973/74 1954 – 1974



State-Level Measures 
Extracted from Historical 

Sources
• Pupil-teacher ratio*

• Teacher salary*

• Per-pupil expenditures

• Revenue composition (federal, state, local)

• Term length* 

• School days attended* 

• Teacher demographics*

• Student enrollment*

• School desegregation (1954-1974)

*Reported by segregated school systems in 
southern states (1920-1954)



Data and Documentation

Citation: Walsemann, K. M., Abbruzzi, E., Jackson, H. M., Tyagi, P., & Ailshire, J. A. (2025). 

Historical state-level data on US public school systems from 1919/20 to 1973/74. 

Scientific Data, 12(1), 1218.
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State Education Context Exposure HRS Data Collection 

<<Baseline Interview>>

Health and Retirement Study
• Covers cohorts born 

1914-1965

• School exposure across 
major policy shifts

• Linked to state education 
context data using state of 
residence at age 10

• Available through 
MiCDA’s Geographic 
Linkages Repository 

HRS Cohorts born 1914-1965, entering study at age 50+



Applications of the S-ECDR

• Moves beyond 
attainment to capture 
conditions of schooling

• Documents state and 
racial disparities across 
the 20th century

• Publicly available, 
transparent, and 
linkable to major 
studies of aging and 
health
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