
  

Using MEPS 2.0 to Consistently Measure 
School-Level Student Poverty Rates over Time



Housekeeping

 The event is being recorded, and the recording will be posted 
online afterward.

 Speaker biographies and related materials are available online.

 All participants are muted, but you can type your questions or 
comments into the Q&A box at any time. We will have a Q&A 
segment at the end of the session.

 You can hide captions or adjust settings with the Live Transcript 
button. 
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Agenda

MEPS 2.0 Update

MEPS 2.0: Use Cases

School-Level Spending

School-Level Mental Health Professionals

Accessing MEPS 2.0

Q&A



  

MEPS 2.0 Update



Community Eligibility 
Provision (CEP) 

Accuracy and reliability of the free and 
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) measure

Worsened by pandemic and 
two years of universal free 

meals

States have reported a mix 
of FRPL and direct 

certification (DC) since 2016 

FRPL and DC assess 
eligibility at difference 

poverty thresholds and for 
different populations

Why Model Estimates of Poverty in Schools?



What is MEPS 2.0?

A school-level measure of the share of students from households earning up to 
100% of the federal poverty level that is comparable across states and time 

An estimate of school poverty
Use in research on cross-state or national 

analyses or longitudinal within-state 
analyses

It should not be used to allocate 
resources within a state or 

district



How does MEPS use FL and DC?

States in Free Lunch Model States in Direct Certification Model
90 percent of districts report free 

lunch data for at least 90 percent of 
students 

90 percent of districts report direct 
certification data for at least 90 

percent of students 



MEPS 2.0 Methodology

 Linear Mixed Effects Model 

 identify district-level relationships between the share of free lunch/directly certified students 
and students living at or below 100% of the federal poverty line

50% DC 25% 

District
Schools

100% FPL 40% DC

30% DC

60% DC

70% DC
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MEPS 2.0 Methodology

 Linear Mixed Effects Model 

 identify district-level relationships between the share of free lunch/directly certified students 
and students living at or below 100% of the federal poverty line

50% DC 25% 

Ratio 
2:1

Use that relationship to predict school-level data

District
Schools

100% FPL 40% DC -> 20% MEPS

30% DC -> 15% MEPS

60% DC -> 30% MEPS

70% DC -> 35% MEPS



Which schools have MEPS 2.0?

Open, nonvirtual schools serving grades K–12 in all 50 states plus 
Washington, DC, with data on free lunch or direct certification students



When could MEPS 2.0 be biased?

MEPS slightly:
 Underestimates in schools serving high 

shares of Black students

 Overestimates in schools serving high 
shares of Asian students



Districts where aggregated MEPS is < SAIPE
allocate additional modeled students living 

in poverty to each school until match SAIPE

districts where aggregated MEPS is > SAIPE
incrementally remove modeled students living 

in poverty to each school until we match SAIPE

Modified MEPS 2.0 to account for bias

mathematically align schools’ MEPS 
2.0 to equal the SAIPE poverty measure



How MEPS 2.0 different from MEPS 1.0?

Common Core of Data 
via Education Data 

Portal

Statistical Area Income 
Poverty Estimates 

(SAIPE)

American Community 
Survey –

 Public Use Microdata 
Area 

(ACS PUMA)

Geographic LEAIDs  

Title I School Neighborhood 
Poverty Measure

Stanford’s Longitudinal 
Imputed School Dataset 

(2009 -> 2022)

Food Research and 
Action Center’s CEP – 
ISP Database (2013-

>2024)



Is it different in other ways?

 During our efforts to improve MEPS 1.0, we identified: 
 a coding error that meant state fixed effects were not properly applied
  a specification error in the variance covariance matrix. 

 MEPS 1.0 are correlated at least 0.95 with MEPS 2.0. This is the case both nationwide, 
except for West Virginia. 
 West Virginia schools had incorrectly reported free lunch data as “zeros.” 
 Model misspecification had a bigger impact on the estimated standard errors, which are only 

correlated about 0.70 with MEPS 2.0 standard errors. 

2009-10 2013-14 2018-19 2022-23

MEPS 1.0

MEPS 2.0



When to use what and how:

Context matters: Circumstances where SAIPE is

Original MEPS 2.0 
Standard Errors

Annual, Weighted Percentiles

Modified MEPS 2.0 
Annual, Weighted Percentiles

more reliable (e.g., restricted to large settings) 
Modified MEPS 2.0

less reliable (e.g., includes small settings)
 Original MEPS 2.0



  

MEPS 2.0 Use Case:
School-Level Funding



MEPS Application: School-Level Spending

 By combining MEPS data with federal data on school-level expenditures, we can gain a 
better understanding of changes in expenditures for low-income students before and 
after the pandemic.

 Three federal K12 funding allocations, largely distributed using the Title I formula:

 Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES) Act: Authorized $13.2 
billion, committed for spending until September 30, 2022.

 Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (CRRSA): 
Authorized $54.3 billion, committed for spending until September 30, 2023.

 American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act: Authorized $122 billion (with some funding conditional on 
submitting a spending plan), committed for spending until September 30, 2024.*

*some states and territories received extensions that allow them to spend some ARP funding out to March 30, 2026
Prepublication: subject to change.
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Why MEPS 2.0?

 Allows for the development of consistent estimates of school-level spending for 
students from low-income families for nearly all states

Prepublication: subject to change.
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District-Level ESSER Spending Affects Student Outcomes

 An additional $1,000 in federal revenue per pupil is associated with moderate 
increases in math scores of 0.007-0.009 standard deviations and in reading 
scores of 0.002-0.005 standard deviations (Dewey et al. 2024, Goldhaber and 
Falken 2025).

 Moving toward spending adequacy (spending that fully meets student need) in 
the pandemic is associated with reduced time spent in virtual instruction (Weber 
and Baker 2025). 

 HVAC upgrades during the pandemic led to increases in test scores and a 
reduction in student absences (Persico and Fuller 2025).

Prepublication: subject to change.

https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/June2024ERS-Report.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/CALDER-WP-301-0325-2.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/CALDER-WP-301-0325-2.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/23328584251327581
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/23328584251327581
https://conference.iza.org/IZA_Climate_2025/persico_c24229.pdf
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Our Approach
 NERD$ data, published by the Edunomics Lab at Georgetown University

 A compilation of school-level per-pupil spending data. 

 Publication of these data are required under the Every Student Succeeds Act.

 Common Core data on the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) teachers at each 
school, to build a teacher-student ratio.

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Our Approach

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Overview of Spending 

 Even after accounting for inflation, typical school-level spending increased by 
about $500-600 per student from 2018-19 to 2020-21, and by around $400 from 
2020-21 to 2021-22. 

 The number of teachers per student also increased from 2018-19 to 2020-21.

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Changes in School-Level Progressivity

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Results By State, School-Level Spending 

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Results By State, School-Level Teacher-Student Ratio 

Prepublication: subject to change.
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Further Questions

 School-level allocation of educational expenditures for low-income students increased 
slightly after the pandemic. 

 The increase was on the order of about 2.5 percentage points (about $350) more in 
spending per low-income student over two years. Several factors may have tempered 
our findings:

 Federal dollars make up a relatively small percentage (13.7% in 2021-22) of K12 funding (Cornman et al. 2024).
 The structure of school-level spending data make it difficult to fully account for dollars going to schools (Blagg, 

Lafortune and Monarrez 2022).
 Just 26 percent of ESSER funding was allocated to specific schools, relative to spending on district-wide 

programs (ED OIG). 
 Districts with higher levels of student economic need have spent ESSER funding at a slower rate than districts 

with lower levels of need (Roza and Silberstein 2023, Lafortune et al 2023).
 Declines in enrollment were largely in districts which tend to have higher shares of students from higher-income 

households (Bacher-Hick et al. 2024, Francis and Goodman 2025). 
Prepublication: subject to change.

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2024/2024301.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-10/Measuring%20Differences%20in%20School-Level%20Spending%20for%20Various%20Student%20Groups_0.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-10/Measuring%20Differences%20in%20School-Level%20Spending%20for%20Various%20Student%20Groups_0.pdf
https://www.oversight.gov/sites/default/files/documents/reports/2024-02/FY22F20IT0049020724v100SECURED.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-esser-fiscal-cliff-will-have-serious-implications-for-student-equity/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/district-spending-of-one-time-funds-for-educational-recovery/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775724000219
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775724000219
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775724000219
https://edworkingpapers.com/ai25-1233


  

MEPS 2.0 Use Case:
School Mental Health Resources



Student Mental Health Resources

More than two-thirds of 
public schools have 
reported an increase in 
students seeking mental 
health services

Source: IES analysis of 2022 School Pulse Panel Survey.
Prepublication: subject to change.



The recommended counselor ratio is 250:1

In 2024, the national ratio was 
376:1

Prepublication: subject to change.



Pennsylvania & Student Mental Health

Source: 2025 State of Education, Pennsylvania School Board Association

Source: School Mental Health Testimony, Pennsylvania State Education Association.
Prepublication: subject to change.

https://www.psba.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/State_of_Education_Report.pdf
https://www.psea.org/mentalhealthtestimony


PA and Student Mental Health Support

In 2022, created additional student mental health funding of $100 million through the 
Ready to Learn Block Grant

Prepublication: subject to change.

Money can be spent on 
• providing training

• partnering with community providers
• expanding telehealth

• hiring

$100,000 to school districts 
plus $15 per student 

$70,000 to charters, Intermediate 
Units, and Area Career and Technical 

Centers

https://www.senatorstevesantarsiero.com/budget/#:%7E:text=A%20new%20$100%20million%20appropriation,programs%20at%20Pennsylvania%20school%20entities


Using data from 

Pennsylvania Professional and Support Personnel Staff
Common Core of Data via the Education Data Portal
MEPS 2.0 

Prepublication: subject to change.

We answer

• Did schools serving high shares of low-income students 
respond differently to their funding?

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/education/data-and-reporting/school-staff/professional-and-support-personnel


First round of funding approved April 2023
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Note: Data from 2023-24. Sample restricted to schools that matched the Common Core of Data, which 
generally excludes Intermediate Unit districts. The sample contains 713 of 749 school districts/charters 
and 2,840 of 2,867 schools. 707out of 713 districts received funding.
Prepublication: subject to change.

Of those that got 
funding, what did 

median ratios look like 
pre-funding?

What about by 
poverty?



Why MEPS 2.0?
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Source: Urban analysis of Common Core of Data and MEPS 2.0 in 
2022-23. 
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Source: Urban analysis. Median ratios prior to funding.
Prepublication: subject to change.



What about by poverty?
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Source: Urban analysis of Common Core of Data and MEPS 2.0 in 
2022-23. Prepublication: subject to change.

Source: Urban analysis. Median ratios prior to funding.



How many districts hired? 

Over 40% of districts/charters hired more 
staff in 583 schools

Prepublication: subject to change.

Hiring was spread evenly across all four 
poverty quartiles

Schools that hired had higher ratios 
compared than those that did not hire

Hiring doesn’t necessarily mean a whole 
FTE, so how much did ratios improve?



Who did they hire?
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Source: Urban analysis. Some schools hired in more than one position.
Prepublication: subject to change.



How did ratios change?
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Note: Regression analysis between 2023 and 2024 among schools that hired. ** = 
statistically significant at 0.05.
Prepublication: subject to change.



Summary and next steps:

 Federal funding is unpredictable, and states have started their own school mental 
health supports

 PA’s system is not specifically allocated to low-income students, rather provided to 
districts to determine the “best use”

 Districts serving low-income students did not use the support differently from other 
districts in terms of hiring, though they generally had low ratios to begin with

 Ratios improved, but the labor market continues to be limited

Prepublication: subject to change.



  

Accessing MEPS 2.0
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Accessing MEPS 2.0
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Accessing MEPS 2.0
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Accessing MEPS 2.0
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Accessing MEPS 2.0



  

Q&A
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