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Counting Students

Every state uses district-reported student counts to determine how much state and local funding is allocated to each school district. These counts are critical because, depending on the state’s funding model, they influence the count of students with unique learning challenges, and/or the number of staff that are allotted through the state’s formula. States use one of two primary metrics: student enrollment (the total number of students registered to attend) or student attendance (the number of students actually present on a given day) to count students. 

The majority of states have shifted to enrollment-based metrics, such as Average Daily Membership (ADM), because attendance-based metrics like Average Daily Attendance (ADA), have been found to reduce funding for schools serving students with the highest needs. Enrollment-based models fund districts based on the total number of students they must be prepared to instruct, whereas the ADA model ties funding to daily attendance, lowering allocations when students are absent.

Operationally, proponents of funding schools using attendance counts suggest that this model provides an incentive for school districts to entice students to attend classes. Opponents of attendance counts suggest that the school must incur costs, like preparing lunches, or paying classroom teachers, regardless of whether the student is able to attend school that day. 

What the Research Says
Research indicates that funding models using ADM promote greater fiscal stability and equity than ADA-based models because attendance is often shaped by external factors such as housing instability, limited access to healthcare, and poverty.

1. Penalties for Poverty: In Texas, a study shows the highest-poverty districts lose approximately 7.4% of their state and local funding due to ADA-based counts, compared to only 5.3% for low-poverty districts (Knight & Olofson, 2018).
2. The "Masking" Effect: ADA can be a distraction that hides serious attendance issues. One study found that a school with a 90% ADA rate can still have 20% of its students chronically absent. This obscures the needs of the most vulnerable students who may be missing 10% or more of the school year (Childs & Lofton, 2021).
3. Inhibiting Innovation: A study in California found that because ADA models require students to be physically present to generate funding, they create significant barriers to instructional innovations such as competency-based learning, personalized instruction, or hybrid models. Shifting to an enrollment-based model would provide districts more freedom to experiment with these flexible practices for student learning (Hahnel & Baumgardner, 2022).

Recommendations for How to Count Students
Based on national trends and policy analysis, states should shift toward enrollment-based count methods that prioritize fiscal stability and student need. Recommendations include: 

1. Adopt Average Daily Membership (ADM): Used by twenty-four states as of 2025, ADM measures enrollment averaged across many days throughout the school year, providing a more reliable count of student enrollment than single-day or limited count approaches still used in twenty-one states and the District of Columbia.
2. Utilize Multiple Count Days: Using two or more count days (e.g., fall and spring) provides a mid-year adjustment to account for transfers or attrition. This is more accurate than a single-day count and easier to administer than daily tracking.
3. Implement "Hold Harmless" Provisions: To protect districts from sudden "fiscal cliffs" due to anomalous attendance drops (such as during a pandemic or natural disaster), states can use prior-year funding guarantees or rolling averages (e.g., a three-year average of counts).

Conclusion
Enrollment-based counting metrics are more stable and accurate than attendance-based metrics. By adopting an ADM model, states provide districts with the predictability needed for multi-year budgeting and staffing, particularly for districts with the highest-need student populations. 
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