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Low-Income Students

Most states provide additional support for students from low-income households, typically based on either individual student counts or concentration-based measures. Most often, student eligibility for additional state aid is tied to participation in the National School Lunch Program, which includes students from households with incomes below 185% of the federal poverty line. States use several mechanisms to distribute these funds. Some provide flat supplements that allocate a set dollar amount for each eligible student. Others use student weights which act as multipliers applied to the base per-pupil funding amount. In other cases, states allocate additional staffing or programs rather than dollars, and/or provide targeted grants outside the core school funding formula, often to support specific initiatives such as summer learning. As of 2025, forty-three states and the District of Columbia provide some form of additional funding to address resource disparities associated with student poverty. 

What the Research Says
Rigorous causal research shows that increasing school funding leads to better student outcomes, particularly for economically disadvantaged students. Research also shows that directing more school funding to communities with fewer resources is highly effective, because each additional dollar tends to have a greater impact in low-income areas than in wealthier ones.

1. Sustained Funding Increases College Enrollment: A national meta-analysis finds that a $1,000 per-pupil spending increase sustained over four years increases college enrollment by 2 percentage points for low-income students in more than 85% of cases, compared with fewer than 30% of cases for higher-income students (Jackson & Mackevicius, 2024).
2. Targeted Funding Reduces Achievement Gaps: After school finance reforms in the 1990s increased funding in low-income districts by about $1,200 per pupil annually, students experienced meaningful test score gains, closing roughly 20% of the achievement gap with students in wealthier districts within ten years (Lafortune et al., 2018).
3. Largest Gains in High-Need Communities: Research shows that increased school spending is most effective in communities with low previous investment in children, as shown by higher rates of low birth weight and child poverty. In these disadvantaged counties, the achievement gains from increased funding are over twenty times larger than in high-investment counties (Rauscher & Shen, 2022).

Recommendations for How to Fund Low-Income Students
States should adopt targeted funding policies that direct funds to students from low-income households. 

1. Adopt Progressive Funding Formulas: States should utilize weighted funding formulas that proportionately allocate resources to schools with low-income students and districts with high concentrations of poverty. 
2. Increase Funding for High-Poverty Districts: State policy should provide substantially more funds for students in concentrated poverty areas where community conditions require extra resources. Evidence from California’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) shows that targeted concentration grants led to significant academic gains (Lafortune et al., 2023).
3. Ensure Sustained Multi-Year Investment: Since achievement gains phase in gradually as students are exposed to higher resource levels over their time in K-12 education, funding increases must be sustained over multiple years to see full results. 

Conclusion
Rigorous research confirms that state policies aggressively targeting funding to low-income students successfully narrow achievement gaps and yield high returns on investment in educational attainment.
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