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Although New Hampshire child poverty is low 
compared to other states, child well-being 
within the state varies considerably. And the 

lack of data sources that allow analysis at the sub-state or 
sub-county level can complicate local legislators’ efforts 
to quantify and support low-income children in their 
districts. This brief translates New Hampshire free and 
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) eligibility data from the 
school level to the state House of Representatives legisla-
tive district level so that legislators have another resource 
for understanding the distribution of low-income fami-
lies across the state and the extent to which child nutri-
tion programs are especially relevant in their districts.

Wide Variation in FRPL Eligibility 
Across New Hampshire 
Participation in the free and reduced-price lunch 
program supports the healthy development of eligible 
low-income children by providing nutritious lunches 
each school day. To be eligible for FRPL, children 
must live in families with incomes below 185 percent 
of the poverty guideline, translating in 2019 to about 
$48,000 for a family of four.1 Although not all eligible 
students actually receive FRPL, these data can serve 
as a proxy for “low-income” rates and nutrition risk 
at the local level. Figure 1 shows the FRPL eligibility 
rates for each House district, calculated as the share of 
students eligible for FRPL among all students whose 
school buildings fall within a given district. 

Unsurprisingly, the distribution of FRPL-eligible 
students across the state follows established patterns of 
child and family poverty.2 Some of the highest FRPL 
eligibility rates are in northern Coös and in Carroll 
County, and some of the lowest rates are found in the 

southeastern Rockingham and Strafford Counties. 
However, there are significant disparities within coun-
ties. For instance, although the FRPL eligibility rates in 
most Coös districts hover around 40 to 50 percent, in 
Coös County District 6 (the Gorham-Shelburne area) 
the rate is about half that, at 22.4 percent. Similarly, 
most eligibility rates in Belknap County range from 20 
to 34 percent, but Belknap County District 3 (Laconia) 
is considerably higher at 49.3 percent. The lowest 
eligibility rate is 2.5 percent in Rockingham County 
District 7 (Windham), and the highest rate is 82.6 per-
cent in Hillsborough County District 12 (Manchester, 
Ward 5). The average FRPL eligibility rate across all 
schools for which the New Hampshire Department of 
Education reports data is 24.8 percent. 
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Policy Implications
Research finds that participation in the National School 
Lunch Program improves children’s health3 and can 
reduce food insecurity across the household by feed-
ing children and freeing up resources that would have 
been used for children’s lunches.4 But ensuring that 

eligible children are identified and enrolled in FRPL is 
not always easy. Identifying eligible children relies on 
schools’ efforts, many of which are constrained by limited 
resources. An identification tool known as categorical 
eligibility—the automatic eligibility for FRPL among chil-
dren of families who receive Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF, also known as welfare) benefits 
or benefits under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP, also known as food stamps)—would 
be eliminated under a proposed federal rule. Although 
the Food and Nutrition Service notes that 96 percent 
of categorically eligible children would remain eligible 
under the new rule,5 all would need to apply. For families 
unused to having to submit this paperwork, children may 
experience gaps in, or even loss of, FRPL receipt.6

Beyond better identifying eligible children, child 
nutrition can be more broadly supported by reduc-
ing barriers to program participation and improving 
program delivery. For example, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture does not require a minimum allotted time 
for lunch, but research shows7 that students regularly get 
less than the American Academy of Pediatrics recom-
mendation of 20 minutes, which should exclude time 
to walk to the cafeteria and/or stand in line.8 Ensuring 
adequate time to make nutritious selections and fully 
consume lunch might improve participation in and  
consumption of school lunch. Legislators might also 
consider ways to strengthen other child nutrition 
programs, like school breakfast, which is consistently 
underutilized compared to participation in school 
lunch.9 Although New Hampshire recently expanded 
free school breakfast to all students previously eligible 
for reduced-price breakfast,10 the logistics of arriving 
at school in time to eat before class can be challenging. 
Models that allow “grab and go” breakfast, opportunities 
to eat inside the classroom, or “breakfast after the bell,” 
i.e., later in the morning, have been identified as effective 
for increasing participation in school breakfast.11 

In summary, to support children’s access to school 
meals, legislators can use data such as the informa-
tion offered in this brief to consider how to best ensure 
schools in their districts have the resources needed to 
identify, enroll, and serve children in need.

FIGURE 1. FREE AND REDUCED-PRICE LUNCH ELIGIBILITY 
BY NEW HAMPSHIRE HOUSE DISTRICT, 2019–2020

Note: Not all House districts contain a school (these are shaded in dark gray). For 
districts marked “no data available,” schools within do not report any students 
who are eligible for FRPL (see data and methods section). Source: New Hampshire 
Department of Education data geolocated within House districts using ArcGIS.

Online table: All data from Figure 1
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Data and Methods

An earlier version of the data for this brief was pro-
vided by New Hampshire Hunger Solutions. Data 
used here were obtained from the New Hampshire 
Department of Education’s attendance and enrollment 
reports, specifically FRPL eligibility rates by school. 
These data were then translated to the House district 
level using specialized geographic information systems 
(GIS) software. Data are collected as of October 1, 
2019 and include only children in grades 1 through 12. 
Legislative district-level rates were calculated by total-
ing all FRPL-eligible students enrolled in schools that 
are physically located within a district and dividing 
that number by the total number of students enrolled 
in those same schools. Note that as student residence 
is not tracked in these data, rates are calculated among 
students enrolled in schools within a district, rather 
than students who necessarily live within the district.

FRPL eligibility data are not available for all schools. 
Cases where none of the schools in a legislative dis-
trict report data are denoted with white shading in 
Figure 1. An example is Merrimack County District 17 
(Concord, Ward 8), which contained only one identi-
fied school, Capital Christian School, for which no 
FRPL data are available. This is a private school oper-
ated by the Seventh-Day Adventist Church and, per 
the Department of Education, does not likely have 
any students who are FRPL-eligible. Additional infor-
mation about specific House districts without data 
is available upon request from the authors. Because 
it could not be identified in the GIS software used, 
one school reporting FRPL data for 2019-2020—the 
Spark Academy of Advanced Technologies Charter 
School in Manchester—was excluded from this brief; 
the school had a total of twenty-six enrolled students, 
two of whom were FRPL-eligible. For visual clarity, 
Figure 1 does not include data for floterial districts, 
although those data are available upon request. Finally, 
not all schools that report a count of students eligible 
for FRPL participate in the National School Lunch 
Program (e.g., some charter schools). 
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