
Extensive research has suggested that investing in communities with high
concentrations of students and families navigating poverty leads to large
gains in academic achievement and the reduction of the educational
opportunity gap. Closing the opportunity gap and achieving our common
goals of a high-quality education for all students in our state requires
stable and substantial investments in our communities. Allocating
resources to districts with high concentrations of students navigating
poverty has been shown to increase schools' capacity to serve students'
unique learning needs, and has been shown to reduce the opportunity gap. 

Additionally, many school districts in New Hampshire with large
concentrations of families navigating poverty also have limited capacity to
raise funds for their schools, compounding the pressure on communities to
provide an adequate education. 
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Federal waivers, increased need, and fluctuations in community and school

district poverty rates as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and other factors have

created uncertainty and instability in school funding formulas across the country.

Several states are considering, or have implemented, innovative strategies for

measuring student and community need. These strategies may help inform

policymaking in New Hampshire  in 2022 and beyond. 

Navigating New Hampshire's School Funding Formula and
Differentiated Aid for At-Risk Students

Legislative Action

In 2007, the Joint Legislative Oversight Committee on Costing an
Adequate Education determined that the state should provide additional
funding to New Hampshire school districts that serve high concentrations
of students navigating poverty, in order to support schools’ ability to
respond to student needs. The Committee also found that in order to
calculate poverty in school districts, participation in the Free and Reduced-
Price Lunch program (FRPL), while imperfect, was the best measure of
poverty in school districts. 
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Finding 1: The Committee finds that eligibility for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program should
be used to identify economically disadvantaged, at-risk students.

Finding 2: The Committee finds that as the school concentration of students eligible for the federal free
or reduced-price lunch increases, schools need an increasing amount of differentiated aid above the
universal cost in order to provide the opportunity for an adequate education.

2008 Joint Legislative Oversight Committee on Costing an Adequate Education: Final Report and Findings 
 

The number of students enrolled in New Hampshire public
schools has been declining steadily for years, at a rate of
about 1% per year. However, as the enrollment rate has
decreased, the proportion of students navigating poverty,
as measured by enrollment in the federal Free and
Reduced Lunch program (FRPL), has increased by about
32% since 2007. 

FRPL Enrollment in New Hampshire

Families have to opt into the program, creating a
hurdle for both school administrators, who have to
ensure that all families receive the forms, and families,
who have to complete the forms. 
Stigma associated with participation drives
participation down despite eligibility. Stigma includes
both in-school stigma (perceptions of students from
other students, or school staff) and out-of-school
stigma (perceptions of students, parents, and/or family
members who participate in government programs,
pride, regional perceptions of government programs,
etc).
As students get older, they are less likely to
participate in FRPL despite their eligibility. 

Additionally, there are a number of considerations to using
FRPL data as a proxy for poverty or community needs:
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Pandemic Effects

In 2020, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), the
federal agency that manages and administers the FRPL
program, issued a waiver for schools nationwide to
provide  free school meals for all children, regardless of
eligibility or application status, through a Seamless
Summer Option (SSO) waiver. 

In 2020, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), the
federal agency that manages and administers the FRPL
program, issued a waiver for schools nationwide to
provide free school meals for all children, regardless of
eligibility or application status, through a Seamless
Summer Option (SSO) waiver. 

Despite considerable efforts by school districts, the
application rate for FRPL dropped by approximately 25%
in FY2022, from 45,684 students in 2020 to 38,348
students in FY2021. A provision in the state budget bill
(HB 2) preserved $13.5 million in state funding for New
Hampshire’s public schools for FY2022 by allowing the
NH Department of Education to use the greater student
count of FRPL-eligible students between FY2020 and
FY2021. Included in HB 2 was a provision that the hold
harmless provision could extend into FY2023 with the
Governor’s approval. 

Due to the ongoing nature of the pandemic, the waiver
was extended into the 2021-2022 school year.
Applications are still being processed by the NH
Department of Education, but over 450 of the
approximately 500 public and charter schools in New
Hampshire have been approved for this school year as of
Friday, October 29, 2021. Therefore, millions of dollars of
targeted funding could be at risk without legislative
and/or executive action. 



Use highest rate over 3-year
span

Missouri uses the the highest FRPL eligibility rate across
a three-year period to calculate state funding. 

Eligible once, eligible always 
Minnesota lawmakers are considering a proposal that
would allow students who are identified as eligible for

FRPL to maintain that status for as long as they are
enrolled in that site (school) 

Leverage school funding
formula to allocate more funds

Maine altered their school funding formula (specifically
the student-teacher ratio) to allocate more funds to
school districts for the 2021-2022 school year. The state
is exploring alternative solutions to identification using
data collected by the Maine Department of Education.

English proficiency
Students in foster care or experiencing homelessness
Direct certification in benefits programs
Supplemental income forms
Title I calculations
U.S. Census Bureau estimates, including poverty
metrics

Of the 44 states that provide schools with additional
funding based on poverty metrics, 28 use FRPL figures in
their school funding formulas. Twenty-three of these
states use FRPL enrollment figures exclusively, while the
remainder use a combination of indicators to measure
student poverty levels. Other measures of poverty
include:

Many states who use FRPL in their school funding
formulas are experiencing similar challenges as New
Hampshire in trying to measure poverty and community
need as accurately as possible. A number of states,
including Connecticut, Washington, and Colorado, used
similar hold harmless provisions as New Hampshire for
the 2021-2022 school year to ensure that schools were
not disproportionately affected by federal waivers.
Others used preexisting funding mechanisms and stop-
gaps to mitigate funding losses for public schools. 

NEW ENGLAND-SPECIFIC EXAMPLES

Of the New England states that primarily use FRPL for
their school funding formulas, here is a breakdown of
what they are doing to navigate FRPL enrollment:

Maine: For 2021-2022, Maine lawmakers instituted a
one-time funding formula change to allocate more funds
to school districts by lowering the student-teacher ratio.
They are exploring alternative solutions for the 2022-
2023 school year. 

Massachusetts: Massachusetts is leveraging flexibilities
in their preexisting laws to compensate for FRPL
fluctuations. Their funding formula uses the higher of
pandemic-enrollment (which includes only direct
certification) OR adjusted 2016 figures, whichever is
higher. 

Connecticut: Connecticut lawmakers instituted a hold
harmless provision similar to New Hampshire for the
2021-2022 school year. 

Innovation in Resource Allocation
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Use 3-year average
California uses a 3-year average of FRL eligibility and

attendance to calculate state funding for economically
disadvantaged students. 

Examples of Innovation 
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Reaching Higher NH is a nonpartisan 501(c)3. Our mission is to provide
all New Hampshire children with the opportunity to prepare for college,
for immediate careers, and for the challenges and opportunities of life in
21st century NH, by serving as a public education policy and
community engagement resource for New Hampshire families,
educators, and elected officials.
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