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Chair Davnie, members of the committee, good morning. My name is Dr. Emily Gutierrez, and I am a 

research associate at the Urban Institute, a leading research organization dedicated to developing evidence-

based, nonpartisan insights that improve lives and strengthen communities. The views expressed today are 

my own and should not be attributed to Urban, its trustees, or its funders. I am here today to provide 

context on House File 38 91 and the challenge Minnesota is facing with compensatory revenue. 

Minnesota allocates compensatory funding to districts based on student economic disadvantage and 

measures this disadvantage using the share of students receiving free and reduced-price meals. Changes to 

the National School Lunch Program have expanded access to free school meals in recent years, removing 

stigma and improving academic and behavioral outcomes.1 These changes mean that students no longer 

need to submit forms to receive subsidized meals, making reported shares of students receiving free and 

reduced-price meals a less reliable measure of student need.2 When school funding is based on these forms, 

the expansion of free meal programs could lead to an undercount of students in need and a loss of 

compensatory funds, as well as create additional administrative burden for district staff. 

Using this measure in state funding formulas has been relatively common, not because it is necessarily 

an accurate measure of student poverty but because it is available and has existed for years. But over the 

past decade, several states have adopted new measures with fewer ties to meal forms: 10 states use 

measures that don’t rely on meal forms at all, and 7 states supplement meal form counts with additional 

data.3 For example, my Urban Institute colleagues and I were recently contracted by a Colorado legislative 

committee to conduct stakeholder interviews and data analysis to assess other potential measures.4 

Colorado will soon begin measuring student need based on student participation in social safety net 

programs and neighborhood data, rather than relying on meal forms.  

The way policymakers measure economic disadvantage has consequences for students and the 

resources they receive. The National School Lunch Program has changed and will continue to change, 

meaning continued use of a measure that is so closely tied to these changes will continue to have 

consequences for low-income students and their school districts.5 

 
1 Krista Ruffini, Universal Access to Free School Meals and Student Achievement: Evidence from the Community Eligibility 
Provision (working paper, Institute for Research on Labor and Employment, University of California, Berkeley, 2018); 
Nora E. Gordon and Krista J. Ruffini, School Nutrition and Student Discipline: Effects of Schoolwide Free Meals (working 
paper, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, 2018); and Emily Gutierrez, The Effect of Universal Free 
Meals on Student Perceptions of School Climate: Evidence from New York City (working paper, Annenberg Institute at Brown 
University, Providence, RI, 2021).   
2 “Measuring Student Poverty,” Urban Institute, Center on Education Data and Policy, accessed March 21, 2022, 
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/center-education-data-and-policy/projects/measuring-student-poverty.  
3 “K-12 and Special Education Funding: Funding for Students from Low-Income Backgrounds,” Education Commission of 
the States, accessed March 21, 2022, https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/k-12-and-special-education-funding-06; and 
Kristin Blagg, Macy Rainer, Erica Greenberg, and Emily Gutierrez, “Measuring Student Poverty: Dishing Up Alternatives 
to Free and Reduced-Price Lunch,” Urban Institute, last updated October 20, 2021, 
https://www.urban.org/features/measuring-student-poverty-dishing-alternatives-free-and-reduced-price-
lunch?state=Alabama.  
4 Kristin Blagg, Emily Gutierrez, Fanny Terrones, and Gabriela Garriga, Identifying a New “At-Risk” Measure: Building a 
Measure That Will Facilitate School District Funding and Increase Access to School Meals (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 
2022). 
5 At-Risk Student Measure for Student Finance, https://trackbill.com/bill/colorado-house-bill-1202-at-risk-student-
measure-for-school-finance/2220214/.  
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Thank you again to the committee for the opportunity to share with you all today, and I am happy to 

answer any questions. 

 


