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Alternative “At-Risk” Measures for Colorado 

Kristin Blagg, Emily Gutierrez, Fanny Terrones, and Gabriella Garriga 

Colorado allocates additional school district funding for “at-risk” students, currently defined as those eligible for free 

or reduced-price school meals. But this definition hinders some school districts from adopting universal meal 

programs, creates substantial data collection burdens, and may not fully describe the share of students with 

economic need. Our report uses feedback collected from Colorado stakeholders and national experts, as well as 

Colorado-specific data, to assess seven potential “at-risk” measures: 

 Identified student percentage (ISP): share of students directly certified (through the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) or categorically eligible for 

free meals 

 ISP with Medicaid expansion: share of students directly certified or categorically eligible for free meals, 

supplemented by a potential expansion of the direct certification link to Medicaid and Child Health Plan 

Plus participation 

 Share below a given poverty level, as determined by tax records: share of students in families with incomes 

below a given federal poverty threshold, as determined by state and federal tax records 

 Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status (SES) Index: student needs weighted based on five SES neighborhood 

factors and linked to each student’s census block group 

 Small area income and poverty estimates: share of students from a household with income below the 

federal poverty level, based on students’ residential locations within a geographic school district 

 School neighborhood poverty estimate: school-level measure of the average income-to-poverty ratio of 25 

households with children living closest to each school, based on five-year American Community Survey 

estimates 

 Alternative family information forms: information submitted directly by families on household size, 

household income, and potentially other need factors 

Identifying the Best Measures for Colorado 

Each measure carries advantages and disadvantages. Based on survey data and interview feedback, a strong at-risk 

measure would improve free meal access, capture all eligible students, align in scale with the current free or 

reduced-price lunch share, reflect actual student enrollment, and minimize school burdens and costs. We also 

considered how changes in the measure would affect equity for different students and districts. Using these criteria, 

we identified the following as potential alternative at-risk measures for Colorado:  

 ISP with student-centered SES neighborhood weights: If Colorado wants to adopt a new at-risk measure 

within the next year, we recommend the ISP combined with a weight for students’ neighborhood SES. 

 ISP, supplemented by a link to Medicaid data, with student-centered SES neighborhood weights: Should 

Colorado have more time before implementing a new at-risk measure, we recommend that it first 
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implement ISP with a Medicaid link for direct certification, which would expand the share of schools eligible 

for universal free meals and capture additional benefits for students. This measure could also be combined 

with a weight for students’ neighborhood SES. 

 Link to state revenue data with a student-centered SES neighborhood weight: If Colorado wants to 

eliminate the link between school lunch eligibility and the at-risk measure, we recommend implementing a 

link to state and federal tax data. This measure could also be combined with a weight for students’ 

neighborhood SES. 

Without student-level data, we cannot fully explore the implications of these measures, but our analysis using 

publicly available data suggests these measures would align with the current free and reduced-price lunch measure 

and would allocate funding in a similar way (figure 1). 

FIGURE 1 

ISP and Neighborhood SES Data 

  

URBAN INSTITUTE 
Source: Urban Institute analysis of 2019–20 Department of Education Common Core of Data and 2015–19 American Community Survey data. 

Note: ISP is identified student percentage; SES is socioeconomic status; and FRPL is free and reduced-price lunch. 

Transition Challenges 

We can only estimate how these measures will change the number of at-risk students, so for at least the first year, 

Colorado should solve implementation challenges and test how using actual student-level data may affect the 

distribution of funding. After implementation, we also recommend a hold-harmless period of at least five years, so 

districts are not adversely affected by the transition.  

Colorado has an opportunity to improve how it allocates dollars for low-income students and to increase 

universal school meals once pandemic waivers for meals have ended. Selecting one of these three measures will best 

facilitate these goals. 
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