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Virginia Lags in Providing Low-Income Students the Opportunity to Succeed in the Classroom 

By Chris Duncombe and Michael Cassidy 

Virginia's state support for students from families that struggle economically lags behind many other 
states and behind what research shows is needed to provide these students with the same 
opportunities to be successful in the classroom as their financially more secure peers. 

In Virginia, the state provides about 14 to 19 percent more for each low-income student than for other 
students. That's not as impressive as it might sound. Virginia's support for low-incom;students is lower 
than the 29 percent boost provided on average by states with this support and is well behind some 
states that spend almost twice as much for each low-income student. Research shows it can cost two to 

. two-and-a-halftimes as much to help low-income students reach similar levels of performance as 
students from wealthier families. 

More money is needed for low-income students because they require additional services and supports, 
like early childhood learning so they enter kindergarten with basic skills, and additional instruction and 
remediation for struggling students. The schools serving these students also need to provide salaries 
that attract and retain the best teachers, which can be more expensive in high-poverty communities. 
These types of investments have been shown to be effective nationwide in improving test scores and 
graduation rates, and even improving adult earnings. 

Many states have commissioned studies to determine how much more needs to be allocated to give all 
students similar educational opportunities. Virginia should review.the additional cost of educating low 

. income students here, too. In the absence of such a study, Virginia, should at least match other states. 
Boosting support for Virginia's At-Risk Add-On, which provides school divisions additional money to help 
instruct low-income students, would put us more in line with other states and begin to bridge the divide 
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in Virginia between the educational opportunities available to all kids, whether their families are rich or 
struggling to get by. 

Growing Numbers of Low-Income Students in Virginia's Public Schools 

Virginia has over 512,000 economically disadvantaged students in its public schools. That's more than 

four out of every 10 students. The number has been increasing dramatically in recent years - up almost 
146,000 since 2008. 

These students face serious challenges that can make success in the classroom more difficult. For 

instance, they are more likely to have distractions in their home life, such as moving frequently, hunger, 

and parents coping with substance abuse. Many do not have the luxury of outside resources, such as 

private tutoring, that students from higher-income families may receive. They are less likely to be 

involved in organized activities like music lessons, clubs, or sports teams that can lead to social and 

mental development. 

The lack of resources and support puts these students on an uneven playing field when they enter the 
classroom. In Virginia, economically disadvantaged students underperform on standardized tests 

scoring 24 to 31 percent lower on average - are less likely to graduate on time, and more likely to drop 

out. 

To make matters more challenging, many of these students are highly concentrated in pockets of 

poverty within certain school divisions. For example, in Petersburg and Richmond City more than 40 
percent of children are living in poverty. Similarly, in Franklin City, Danville, Martinsville, and Galax more 

than 35 percent of children are in poverty. This is true in the public schools as well, where upwards of 69 

percent of students in these school divisions are from low-income families that qualify for free lunch. 

High concentrations of low-income students is a concern because student success is highly influenced by 
who they are in school with. Low-income students that are in sch·ools with mostly other low-income 
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These schools also face challenges in attracting and retaining the best teachers. Some high-poverty 

schools have offered higher salaries than their neighbors to try to keep these teachers, but that strategy 
is not al\Alay~because other factors such as working conditions influence ~cisions. In 
addition, many schools can't afford the higher salaries, since they are typically located in poor 
communities where local government has a more limited tax base to support schools. 

All of these factors compound on one another to make it difficult for schools in high-poverty areas to 
provide their students with the resources they require to be successful. 

Virginia Lags in its Support for Low-Income Students 

The state can and should playa pivotal role in making sure all students have similar opportunity to reach 

their full potential Virginia law states that "poor children are more at risk of educational failure than 

children from more affluent homes." This statement acknowledges the need for targeted support. Most 

states, Virginia included, allocate some additional support for low-income students. Yet, the amount 

states provide varies drastically, and Virginia lags behind most states with this support and behind what 

research shows is needed. 

A nationwide school finance survey found that 37 states provide additional funding for low-income 

students, and most ofthem use "weighted approaches" to allocate additional money for each low 
income student enrolled in the school. On average, states with a poverty weight provided 29 percent 

more per low-income student, with most providing between 20 to 25 percent more. Some provide 

almost twice as much. 

~r, falls below these nu~ 

Virginia's main scho I fundin formula doesn't have a sin Ie wei ht for the higher cost of students in 

poverty. Instead, the state provides a separate pool of support to compensate schoo e 
additional cost of educating low-income students. This program - called the At-Risk Add-On - provides 
school divisions between 1 to 13 percent more for every low-income student in their schools, based on 

the concentration of poverty. 

This level of support is lower than what most states that take poverty levels into consideration provide. 



Virginia's support for low-income students is also spread across other initiatives, such as reducing class 

size, providing preschool, test preparation, and intervention and remediation for struggling students. 

Even with these additional programs, the state's estimated poverty weight still trails other states. In 

2014, the total additional support Virginia provided to school divisions for low-income students ranged 

from 14 to 19 percent. That's well below the average ,of 29 percent provided by states that make a 

poverty adjustment in their school-funding formulas - and these states may have additional programs to 

support low-income students. The difference has a tremendous impact on how much support schools 

receive to help low-income students. If Virginia used the average poverty adjustment, school divisions 
would have received $196 million to 299 million more from the state in 2014 to support the education 

of low-income students. 

And some states allocate substantially more than the national average. Maryland provides 97 percent 

more per student living in poverty than for other students, a level arrived at after the state 

commissioned a panel of experts to estimate the additional cost of educating low-income students. 

The fact is it costs substantially more to help low-income students reach similar levels of performance as 
students from wealthier families. Studies in New York and Wisconsin find it can cost two to two-and-a 

half times as much to educate lower-income students. Other studies in California, Kansas, and Missouri 

find costs ranging between SS to 64 percent more. 

The bottom line is Virginia is not targeting additional support to high-poverty schools as much as other 
states or as much as"the researcn shows is needed. These additional funds are essential to otter early 

'childhood learning programs such as preschool, to attract and keep high-quality teachers in the 

classroom, and to provide additional instruction to help struggling students catch-up with their peers. 

But there are steps policymakers can take. 

Boosting Virginia's At-Risk Add-On 

One of the main programs Virginia has for supporting the educational needs of low-income students is 

the At-Risk Add-On, and lawmakers should increase support for it to reflect what research shows is 

needed. 



The At-Risk Add-On was created in 1992 following the recommendations of a state commission that 

found the cost of educating low-income students exceeds the amount provided by the state's basic 
funding formula, called the Standards of Quality (SOQ). The state created the add-on to compensate 
schools for this higher cost. 

Increased Add-On Quintile Analysis-Olin the recently enacted budget, Virginia's At-Risk Add-On provides 

school divisions between 1 to 13 percent more funding for every low-income student in their schools 

depending on the concentration of low-income students in the school division. This means Petersburg 
City Schools - which has the highest percentage of free-lunch students in the state - receives 13 percent 

more for every low-income student and Falls Church - which has the lowest percentage of free-lunch 
students - receives 1 percent more for every low-income student. 

A significant improvement lawmakers could make would be to increase the range of support for 

Virginia's At-Risk Add-On. For example, increasing the add-on to 1 to 25 percent more per low-income 

student would continue to target support to school divisions with the highest concentrations of poverty 
and would adjust it to be more jn line with other states. Making this adjustment would almost double 
the state's share of add-on funding and would increase state support in Virginia's highest poverty 

schools by more than $200 per student. It also would not take away from school divisions in better off 

communities. 

Quintile Analysis for Weighing Support (2016-2018)-01If these changes had been made during this past 
legislative session, Richmond City Public Schools would get over $10 million in additional state funding 
for fiscal years 2017 and 2018 to better support low-income students. Other high-poverty school 

systems would also have seen significant increases: Norfolk would have received $11 million, Newport 
News $10 million, and Petersburg $3 million. 

In addition, boosting the At-Risk Add-On would begin to restore support for schools in Virginia more in 

proportion to how they were cut during the recession. The adopted two-year budget will restore just 26 

percent of the cuts in Virginia's highest poverty school divisions on a per student basis after adjusting for 

inflation, while restoring 40 percent of the cuts for the wealthiest school divisions. If lawmakers had 

increased the At-Risk Add-On up to 1 to 25 percent per student, the restorations would be much more 

comparable. The highest poverty school divisions would have gotten 42 percent of their funding back 

and the wealthiest school division would get 45 percent back. 

It seems only fair that schools should get money back similar to their cuts. 



Increased Support Helps Low-Income Student Succeed 

Providing support for low-income students is important because it's in these schools where money can 

make the most difference. Several recent studies show that increased K-12 funding in many states 

during the 1970s through 2000s resulted in notably improved achievement by low-income students. 

For example, a working paper released by the National Bureau of Economic Research found higher 

graduation rates and adult earnings for low-income students after an increase in state spending. The 

study found that a 20 percent increase in per pupil spending for low-income students across the 12~y~ar 

period would increase graduation rates by 23 percentage points and would result in 25 percent higher 

earnings as an adult. A study by the Washington Center for Equitable Growth found that increased state 

investments in schools raised both the absolute and the relative achievement of students in low-income 

districts, meaning these students improved and started to catch up to students in wealthier districts. 

In both studies, the effects were much less pronounced or non-existent for either non-poor students or 

students in wealthier school divisions. This suggests that money matters the most in education when it's 

directed to high-poverty areas. 

Next Steps 

All of Virginia's children deserve a high quality education, and today some kids are being left behind 
because of their families' economic situation. As the state strives to build a New Virginia Economy, 

, effectively targeting support for schools serving large numbers of low-income students would put us on 

a path toward greatly improving the skills of our workforce. 

Instead, we are lagging behind other states and what the research shows is needed. It'S. high time for 
lawmakers to look at the state's funding for the At-Risk Add-On and boost support to be closer to other 
states so that Virginia's education system leads the way in educating all its students, not just those living 

in the neighborhoods with the largest homes and highest incomes. 

Download the report (pdf) 

Get the release (pdf) 

Download the Division-by-Division impact (pdf) 



School divisions

Current Funding 

(1 - 13% Add-On) 

Proposed Funding 

(1 - 25% Add-On)

Proposed Funding 

Increase

Statewide $197 million $365 million $169 million

Accomack 2,619,000$                  4,990,000$                  2,371,000$                  

Albemarle 503,000$                     876,000$                     373,000$                     

Alexandria 1,421,000$                  2,670,000$                  1,249,000$                  

Alleghany 450,000$                     830,000$                     379,000$                     

Amelia 376,000$                     695,000$                     319,000$                     

Amherst 899,000$                     1,667,000$                  768,000$                     

Appomattox 505,000$                     936,000$                     430,000$                     

Arlington 606,000$                     1,063,000$                  458,000$                     

Augusta 1,161,000$                  2,093,000$                  932,000$                     

Bath 22,000$                       40,000$                       18,000$                       

Bedford 1,001,000$                  1,792,000$                  791,000$                     

Bland 85,000$                       151,000$                     66,000$                       

Botetourt 176,000$                     292,000$                     116,000$                     

Bristol 904,000$                     1,713,000$                  809,000$                     

Brunswick 1,160,000$                  2,223,000$                  1,063,000$                  

Buchanan 1,071,000$                  2,024,000$                  953,000$                     

Buckingham 816,000$                     1,548,000$                  733,000$                     

Buena Vista 253,000$                     470,000$                     217,000$                     

Campbell 1,295,000$                  2,376,000$                  1,081,000$                  

Caroline 994,000$                     1,849,000$                  855,000$                     

Carroll 1,275,000$                  2,388,000$                  1,113,000$                  

Charles City 194,000$                     364,000$                     170,000$                     

Charlotte 595,000$                     1,113,000$                  518,000$                     

Charlottesville 595,000$                     1,117,000$                  521,000$                     

Chesapeake 3,749,000$                  6,679,000$                  2,929,000$                  

Chesterfield 5,427,000$                  9,661,000$                  4,234,000$                  

Clarke 48,000$                       77,000$                       29,000$                       

Colonial Beach 324,000$                     614,000$                     289,000$                     

Colonial Heights 430,000$                     794,000$                     364,000$                     

Covington 255,000$                     475,000$                     220,000$                     

Craig 133,000$                     246,000$                     113,000$                     

Culpeper 1,317,000$                  2,419,000$                  1,102,000$                  

Cumberland 632,000$                     1,199,000$                  567,000$                     

Danville 3,855,000$                  7,381,000$                  3,527,000$                  

Dickenson 743,000$                     1,395,000$                  651,000$                     

Dinwiddie 1,189,000$                  2,215,000$                  1,025,000$                  

Emporia 658,000$                     1,255,000$                  596,000$                     

Essex 545,000$                     1,034,000$                  489,000$                     

Fairfax City 56,000$                       97,000$                       40,000$                       

Fairfax County 5,097,000$                  8,735,000$                  3,638,000$                  

Falls Church 4,000$                         4,000$                         -$                            

Boosting the At-Risk Add-On 
Division by division impact (FY17-FY18) of making the state's share of the At-Risk 

Add-On more in-line with other states as proposed in TCI report "Weighing Support"



School divisions

Current Funding 

(1 - 13% Add-On) 

Proposed Funding 

(1 - 25% Add-On)

Proposed Funding 

Increase

Fauquier 311,000$                     520,000$                     209,000$                     

Floyd 320,000$                     586,000$                     266,000$                     

Fluvanna 237,000$                     415,000$                     178,000$                     

Franklin CIty 653,000$                     1,251,000$                  598,000$                     

Franklin County 1,446,000$                  2,687,000$                  1,242,000$                  

Frederick 1,107,000$                  1,963,000$                  856,000$                     

Fredericksburg 658,000$                     1,236,000$                  578,000$                     

Galax 634,000$                     1,204,000$                  570,000$                     

Giles 423,000$                     775,000$                     352,000$                     

Gloucester 500,000$                     892,000$                     392,000$                     

Goochland 46,000$                       79,000$                       33,000$                       

Grayson 596,000$                     1,124,000$                  528,000$                     

Greene 382,000$                     689,000$                     307,000$                     

Greensville 846,000$                     1,613,000$                  767,000$                     

Halifax 1,819,000$                  3,428,000$                  1,609,000$                  

Hampton 6,029,000$                  11,316,000$                5,287,000$                  

Hanover 453,000$                     724,000$                     271,000$                     

Harrisonburg 2,953,000$                  5,630,000$                  2,677,000$                  

Henrico 6,543,000$                  11,946,000$                5,403,000$                  

Henry 3,269,000$                  6,195,000$                  2,927,000$                  

Highland 38,000$                       72,000$                       34,000$                       

Hopewell 2,455,000$                  4,686,000$                  2,232,000$                  

Isle of Wight 541,000$                     971,000$                     431,000$                     

James City 562,000$                     990,000$                     427,000$                     

King & Queen 306,000$                     580,000$                     273,000$                     

King George 467,000$                     841,000$                     374,000$                     

King William 230,000$                     409,000$                     179,000$                     

Lancaster 237,000$                     452,000$                     215,000$                     

Lee 1,511,000$                  2,856,000$                  1,345,000$                  

Lexington 24,000$                       40,000$                       16,000$                       

Loudoun 1,044,000$                  1,551,000$                  507,000$                     

Louisa 586,000$                     1,078,000$                  492,000$                     

Lunenburg 753,000$                     1,429,000$                  675,000$                     

Lynchburg 2,997,000$                  5,673,000$                  2,676,000$                  

Madison 220,000$                     402,000$                     182,000$                     

Manassas City 2,147,000$                  4,028,000$                  1,880,000$                  

Manassas Park 1,191,000$                  2,236,000$                  1,045,000$                  

Martinsville 1,419,000$                  2,720,000$                  1,300,000$                  

Mathews 132,000$                     242,000$                     110,000$                     

Mecklenburg 1,435,000$                  2,705,000$                  1,270,000$                  

Middlesex 185,000$                     346,000$                     161,000$                     

Montgomery 1,028,000$                  1,850,000$                  822,000$                     

Nelson 326,000$                     609,000$                     283,000$                     

New Kent 112,000$                     185,000$                     74,000$                       

Newport News 11,102,000$                21,001,000$                9,899,000$                  



School divisions

Current Funding 

(1 - 13% Add-On) 

Proposed Funding 

(1 - 25% Add-On)

Proposed Funding 

Increase

Norfolk 12,584,000$                23,868,000$                11,285,000$                

Northampton 763,000$                     1,459,000$                  696,000$                     

Northumberland 165,000$                     312,000$                     146,000$                     

Norton 285,000$                     536,000$                     251,000$                     

Nottoway 1,049,000$                  1,991,000$                  941,000$                     

Orange 702,000$                     1,284,000$                  582,000$                     

Page 751,000$                     1,392,000$                  641,000$                     

Patrick 885,000$                     1,652,000$                  768,000$                     

Petersburg 3,222,000$                  6,197,000$                  2,974,000$                  

Pittsylvania 2,569,000$                  4,797,000$                  2,228,000$                  

Poquoson 51,000$                       80,000$                       29,000$                       

Portsmouth 6,089,000$                  11,537,000$                5,447,000$                  

Powhatan 87,000$                       134,000$                     46,000$                       

Prince Edward 830,000$                     1,573,000$                  743,000$                     

Prince George 578,000$                     1,016,000$                  439,000$                     

Prince William 10,828,000$                19,621,000$                8,793,000$                  

Pulaski 1,017,000$                  1,893,000$                  876,000$                     

Radford 276,000$                     506,000$                     230,000$                     

Rappahannock 32,000$                       56,000$                       24,000$                       

Richmond City 10,944,000$                20,961,000$                10,017,000$                

Richmond County 365,000$                     682,000$                     317,000$                     

Roanoke City 7,342,000$                  14,044,000$                6,702,000$                  

Roanoke County 673,000$                     1,138,000$                  465,000$                     

Rockbridge 381,000$                     698,000$                     317,000$                     

Rockingham 1,343,000$                  2,426,000$                  1,083,000$                  

Russell 1,267,000$                  2,376,000$                  1,109,000$                  

Salem 240,000$                     420,000$                     180,000$                     

Scott 1,123,000$                  2,095,000$                  972,000$                     

Shenandoah 836,000$                     1,532,000$                  695,000$                     

Smyth 1,510,000$                  2,832,000$                  1,323,000$                  

Southampton 572,000$                     1,054,000$                  483,000$                     

Spotsylvania 2,501,000$                  4,497,000$                  1,996,000$                  

Stafford 1,654,000$                  2,847,000$                  1,193,000$                  

Staunton 604,000$                     1,129,000$                  525,000$                     

Suffolk 2,453,000$                  4,518,000$                  2,065,000$                  

Surry 88,000$                       167,000$                     78,000$                       

Sussex 791,000$                     1,520,000$                  729,000$                     

Tazewell 1,561,000$                  2,913,000$                  1,351,000$                  

Virginia Beach 5,882,000$                  10,496,000$                4,614,000$                  

Warren 712,000$                     1,300,000$                  588,000$                     

Washington 1,343,000$                  2,482,000$                  1,139,000$                  

Waynesboro 813,000$                     1,526,000$                  712,000$                     

West Point 66,000$                       117,000$                     51,000$                       

Westmoreland 1,039,000$                  1,979,000$                  941,000$                     

Williamsburg 25,000$                       44,000$                       19,000$                       



School divisions

Current Funding 

(1 - 13% Add-On) 

Proposed Funding 

(1 - 25% Add-On)

Proposed Funding 

Increase

Winchester 1,209,000$                  2,276,000$                  1,067,000$                  

Wise 1,996,000$                  3,756,000$                  1,760,000$                  

Wythe 800,000$                     1,477,000$                  677,000$                     

York 257,000$                     394,000$                     137,000$                     

Note: Divisions highlighted in green are those that would receive the most additional support from increasing the add-on for at-

risk students

Source: TCI analysis of Virginia Depart. Of Ed. Direct Aid Payment Sheets, FY2017 and FY2018




