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KEEPING KIDS LEARNING IN THE NATIONAL
SCHOOL LUNCH PROGRAM AND
SCHOOL BREAKFAST PROGRAM

Wednesday, September 18, 2024

U.S. SENATE
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics,
and Research
COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE, NUTRITION, AND FORESTRY
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2 p.m., in room
562, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. John Fetterman, Chair-
man of the Subcommittee, presiding.

Present: Senators Fetterman [presiding], Stabenow, Brown, Klo-
buchar, Booker, Warnock, Braun, and Boozman.

STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN FETTERMAN, U.S. SENATOR FROM
THE STATE OF PENNSYLVANIA

Senator FETTERMAN. I call this hearing of the U.S. Senate Sub-
committee for Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and
Research to order.

We are here to talk about an important issue, and it is an issue
that should not even exist—free school lunch. Free school lunch. It
should be just simple. School lunch should always be free, and defi-
nitely free of judgment. Honestly, it should not even be a conversa-
tion. It would be like asking the kids to pay for the school bus
every morning, or to pay for their own textbooks at school. Of
course, that is absurd. Lunch is every critical, just like how they
get there and the kinds of books that they use.

Obviously, a full stomach is critical for children to learn. This
tray of food right here, that we have brought here, this is the kind
of food that could be served in the USDA’s National School Lunch
Program. Now, of course, this is a chicken salad, an apple, and
other things, and I know some people that thought this is con-
troversial, but even chocolate milk, something that a lot of kids, in-
cluding my own kids, they love that. This is just a fine example of
what it could be. Behind me and next to me, our Chairwoman, are
actual examples of kinds of school lunches across my common-
wealth on there, as well.

That is not why we are here, about splitting hairs, dollars, and
cents over kids’ health and education. This is a basic and funda-
mental as it gets, and guaranteeing a meal to students should be
part of the promise that we have for our children.
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Universal school meals should mean fewer hungry kids, and re-
search shows that it could bring down the cost for schools. Right
now there is already a lot of solutions already out there. The Uni-
versal School Meal Program Act is one of them, and it is the bill
that could provide free meals to all students. I support bills that
expand the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), which allows
some States to achieve universal school meals and reduce adminis-
trative burden.

I also introduced a bill that cancels all meal debt nationwide. It
is astonishing that a child could have a bill and an outstanding
debt for simply just eating during their school day. School lunch
debt, I think about that. It is a phrase, again, that just should not
exist.

We are working about young kids who are in debt because they
could not afford lunch and their debt being humiliated or used as
if school is already difficult enough for bullying and other
harassing, to now if you are called out for not being able to afford
your own lunch. In some cases, judges have threatened to send kids
with lunch debt back to foster care, legitimately, in my own State.

Here is the bottom line. A full stomach is essential for making
our children can learn and be successful. Congress needs to do
more to protect and expand critical programs to ensure that kids
are getting fed. Thank you for all of my witnesses today that are
going to speak about all that.

Right now I turn to my friend, Ranking Member Braun, next for
his remarks.

STATEMENT OF HON. MIKE BRAUN, U.S. SENATOR FROM THE
STATE OF INDIANA

Senator BRAUN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you to the
witnesses for joining us today for our hearing on national school
meal programs. These programs are some of the country’s largest
food assistance programs. In my home State, a little over one mil-
lion Hoosiers are enrolled in a school that offers USDA School Nu-
trition Programs. These schools serve over 50 million breakfasts
and 118 million lunches to students every year in Indiana.

Providing our youth with accessible and healthy food is critical
to the health of our Nation. Reforms to school meal programs
should focus on giving schools the ability to provide healthy, locally
produced meals as much as possible.

We are going to hear from witnesses today that will speak to the
importance of flexibility and the importance of using domestic foods
in these programs. We will hear from the National Association of
State Departments of Agriculture, a nonpartisan, nonprofit associa-
tion that represents the elected and appointed agricultural officials
of all 50 States and 4 territories, to provide the State perspective
to our school meal program. It will be interesting to hear that.

We will also hear from an agriculture and food processing indus-
try expert who has worked to ensure that we were sourcing the
healthiest and safest foods for Americans.

It is important that we prioritize the flexibility of these programs
for States and local administrations. They are the ones who know
best what is going to work for students, the farmers that produce
it, and in their communities.
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Last year I introduced the American Food for American Schools
Act with Senator Brown, to better prioritize and support the use
of American food in school meal programs. The bill ensure that
American-made food is being served in all school meal programs
while still providing school food authorities flexibility if domestic
products are not available. Parents are the primary stakeholder in
their children’s education, and that should include what they con-
sume at school. That is why this bill also requires schools to notify
parents when American food is not being used.

The bill was first introduced in the House by California Con-
gressman Garamendi and LaMalfa, and I applaud both of them for
their leadership and partnership in prioritizing this here in our
country. American kids should be eating American-grown food in
our schools. It is safer, healthier, and supports our own economy.

The legislation is only part of this hearing, though. It is impor-
tant that we listen to the people who interact with these programs
daily to ensure school meal programs are working in the best inter-
est of students.

To our witnesses, thank you again for joining us today. You rep-
resent voices from State, government, industry associations, advo-
cacy, nutritionists, and academia that we need to hear from to keep
students fed. I look forward to hearing your testimoneys.

Mr. Chairman, I would like to submit to the record, for unani-
mous consent, a letter from Peter Finn, the Vice President of the
Western Region of the Teamsters Food Processing Division and his
support for the American Food for the American Schools Act.

[The letter can be found on pages 220 in the Appendix.]

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you, Senator Braun. Now we turn to
our Chairwoman.

Chairwoman Stabenow. Thank you so much, Mr. Chair, for
chairing this Subcommittee, Senator Fetterman, and for your advo-
cacy. I love what you were saying about the fact that food at school
should be no different than folding in the cost of riding the bus or
some other service for children at school. I mean, this is an essen-
tial part of a quality school day, and thank you so much. Senator
Braun, as well, for all of your advocacy on connecting health with
food, as well. I appreciate both of you very much.

I wanted to be here for a few minutes today to thank all of you
because this is important. The USDA recently released, as you
know, a report entitled “Household Food Security in the United
States, 2023.” Unfortunately it should have been titled, “Food Inse-
curity,” not “Food Security,” because it found that food insecurity
increased for the second year in a row, and 47.4 million people live
in food insecurity in America as of 2023. The greatest country in
the world, 47.4 million people.

Alarmingly, the rate of child food insecurity has also increased—
13.8 million children live in food-insecure households, 13.8 million
children in America. These are households that were unable to pro-
vide adequate food for their children, or in some cases not just
skipping a meal but skipping meals the whole day. This is unac-
ceptable in America.

Food insecurity rates held steady, as we know, in 2020 and 2021,
which is a direct result of Congress investing in nutrition pro-
grams, like increasing the SNAP benefit, like providing free meals
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for all children, and providing grocery benefits over the summer.
As some of that extra assistance unfortunately has ended and food
prices remain high—everyone agrees on that, that food prices are
higher, so we should care about how people are able to access
food—but these programs need strong, continued investments.

Eight States, like my home State of Michigan, have taken the
lead on providing free breakfast and lunch to all students in the
State. It is wildly popular. This is not a partisan issue. This is
something that is wildly popular, and all parents are very grateful
that we are including this as part of the school day.

I have heard from families about what that has meant. No more
meal debt. Eliminating the stigma of receiving free and reduced
priced meals. Saving time in the morning. Most importantly, sav-
ing money. For many, school meals are the only meals a child may
have in a day, and they have been proven to be the healthiest.

USDA recently put out a commonsense rule to update meal
standards, and I appreciate the Department’s work to balance the
interests of schools, food companies, and families. I commend all of
our school food service directors and workers in Michigan, as well
as across the country, who are tirelessly working for our kids to
provide healthy and delicious meals.

This is not easy, especially for schools that do not have kitchens
or are short staffed or lack kitchen equipment. You cannot make
everything with a microwave oven.

I am a strong supporter of programs to educate students, as well,
and get them excited about healthy eating, from school gardens, of
which we have many in Michigan, and I know we are growing more
and more of them across the country, to taste tests, to incor-
porating nutrition education into lesson plans so that kids know
that food does not just come from the grocery store shelf.

We know that hunger does not take a vacation when school is
out, and that is why Senator Boozman and I established, with ev-
eryone’s support, the Summer EBT or SUN Bucks program, a gro-
cery benefit, so families can buy food over the summer. Summer
EBT helped feed 21 million children this summer, the first year of
the program.

We also provided flexible meal delivery options for rural commu-
nities, like meal delivery, grab-n-go, and backpack programs, so
kids can access meals regardless of where they live.

I would encourage all States to participate in these options—
there should not be any State in this country that is not partici-
pating in this—so that kids can access healthy meals all year
round and reach their fullest potential.

As Congress works through the farm bill process, it is critical we
reaffirm our commitment to families, to our farmers, and our rural
communities. We need a farm bill that protects critical food assist-
ance for families while also providing the support our farmers need
to thrive. I am determined to do everything in my power to pass
a farm bill by the end of the year that does that.

Mr. Chairman, thank you, and I appreciate being able to be here,
and I appreciate so much all your great work.

Senator FETTERMAN. Well, thank you for that, Chairwoman, but
also thank you for your leadership for the last two years for the
work that you have done.
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Chairwoman Stabenow. Thank you.

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you. Now, thankfully, we have a
great panel, five witnesses, and four of them are from Pennsyl-
vania.

Chairwoman Stabenow. You are not biased at all.

Senator FETTERMAN. We just got lucky. Senator Braun and I will
introduce our five students before each of us provide their testi-
mony.

The first one is Ms. Crystal FitzSimons, and she is the Interim
President of the Food Research & Action Center.

Ms. Evora Nichole Taylor is the Director of Food and Nutrition
of Chichester School District.

Finally it is Dr. Meg Bruening, Professor and Department Head
of the Department of Nutritional Sciences at Penn State.

Now I turn to Senator Braun to recognize your introductions.

Senator BRAUN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. It is my privilege to
introduce Hon. Secretary Russell Redding as one of our witnesses
today. Secretary Redding was unanimously confirmed by the Penn-
sylvania Senate to serve as Pennsylvania’s 27th Secretary of Agri-
culture on May 10, 2023. Secretary Redding is a native of Pennsyl-
vania, where he earned his Bachelor of Science in Agriculture Edu-
cation and Master of Science in Agriculture and Extension Edu-
cation from Penn State University. We welcome your expertise here
today to the panel.

It is also my privilege to introduce Mrs. Kay Swartz Rentzel. She
serves as the Executive Director for several agricultural and food
processing industry associations, works directly with the National
Peach Council, U.S. Sweet Potato Council, American Sweet Potato
Marketing Institute, Southeastern Food Processors Association,
and the National Clean Plant Network for Sweet Potatoes. I think
you like sweet potatoes. She is a native of Pennsylvania and earned
her Bachelor of Science in Family and Consumer Sciences from
Messiah College. We welcome your expertise, as well.

I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you. Ms. FitzSimons, I recognize you
for your five minutes.

STATEMENT OF CRYSTAL FITZSIMONS, INTERIM PERSIDENT,
FOOD RESEARCH & ACTION CENTER, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Ms. F1rzSIMONS. Great. Thank you. Chairman Fetterman, Rank-
ing Member Braun, Chairwoman Stabenow, and members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony
on the school nutrition programs.

I am Crystal FitzSimons, Interim President for the Food Re-
search & Action Center (FRAC). We are the leading organization
working to end poverty-related hunger in the United States by ad-
vancing bold and equitable policy solutions. I am proud to have
worked at FRAC for over 25 years, most of that time focused on
the child nutrition programs.

FRAC has worked for over 50 years to strengthen and expand
the School Breakfast and National School Lunch Programs, be-
cause we know they play a critical role in reducing childhood hun-
ger, supporting education, and connecting students to quality food
from our agriculture community.
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An extensive body of research highlights the positive impacts
school meals have on student achievement, attendance, behavior,
physical and mental health, and food security. A recent study also
found that the school nutrition programs offer some of the health-
iest meals that children eat, and the updated nutrition standards
will further improve the nutritional quality. USDA has taken a
thoughtful approach to gradually implement the new standards.

Over the last 10 years, a growing number of high-needs schools
have been able to offer meals at no charge to all their students
through the Community Eligibility Provision. CEP was imple-
mented nationwide during the 2014-2015 school year. Participation
has grown year after year as schools saw the benefits—more stu-
dents eating school meals, less administrative work, no more un-
paid school meal fees, reduced stigma, and improvements to the
school environment.

Then the pandemic hit. A key component of our country’s re-
sponse was allowing all schools to offer meals to all students at no
charge. This served as a pilot for a nationwide Healthy School
Meals for All policy. It was a tremendous success.

As Senator Stabenow mentioned, several States did not want to
go back to pre-pandemic school meal operations. To date, Cali-
fornia, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New
Mexico, and Vermont have all passed Healthy School Meals for All
policies.

While those eight States are showing us what is possible, there
are critical steps the Subcommittee and Congress should take to
enhance the reach and impact of school meals nationwide.

First, Congress can ensure that all children nationwide are hun-
ger free and ready to learn while they are at school by allowing all
schools to offer meals to all their students at no charge. The Uni-
versal School Meals Program Act creates that path.

Second, it is important to address barriers that keep students
from participating, particularly in the School Breakfast Program,
which serves only half of the children who participate in school
lunch. Offering breakfast at no charge to all students, as Pennsyl-
vania does, and implementing an innovative service model, such as
breakfast in the classroom, has been shown to dramatically in-
crease participation. Congress can provide grants or additional re-
imbursements to support innovative school breakfast models.

A less direct path forward is to bolster CEP, so more schools can
offer free meals to all their students. CEP eliminates school meal
applications. Instead, the percentage of identified students is multi-
plied by 1.6 to determine the Federal reimbursements that schools
receive. These identified students are categorically eligible for free
school meals because they participate in certain means-tested Fed-
eral programs such as SNAP, or they are homeless, runaway, mi-
grant, in foster care, or in Head Start, and automatically certified
for free school meals outside of the school meal application process.
Increasing the multiplier to 2.5 would allow more schools to oper-
ate CEP without fear of losing money.

Another important step is to allow a statewide CEP option. Sen-
ators Casey and Fetterman’s School Hunger Elimination Act would
do both.
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Maintaining the eligibility threshold at 25 percent of identified
students through statute is another important step, and Senator
Fetterman’s Nutrition Red Tape Reduction Act does just that.

Finally, as long as children are being certified for free or reduced
price school meals, Congress should do more to ensure that chil-
dren who are categorically eligible for free school meals are cer-
tified to receive them. For example, States and school districts are
only required to conduct direct certification for children in SNAP
households, but should be required to automatically certify children
whose households participate in TANF as well as children who are
homeless, runaway, migrant, or in foster care or Head Start.

In addition, more Federal means-tested programs such as Med-
icaid and SSI should be used for direct certification. This would en-
sure that our most vulnerable children do not fall through the
cracks, reduce the burden of school meal applications, and improve
program integrity.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. I welcome your
questions.

[The prepared statement of Ms. FitzSimons can be found on page
26 in the appendix.]

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you. Now we turn to Secretary Red-
ding.

STATEMENT OF THE HON. RUSSELL REDDING, SECRETARY,
PENNSYLVANIA DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, COMMON-
WEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA, HARRISBURG, PA

Mr. REDDING. Madam Chairwoman, thank you, and Mr. Chair-
man, Ranking Member Braun, thank you for the opportunity to be
here today. I am honored to be both Secretary of Agriculture and
representing NASDA. Senator, as you note, certainly NASDA is a
nonpartisan, nonprofit association representing all of the elected
and appointed secretaries, directors, and commissioners across the
U.S. I am honored to be here.

We have, in Pennsylvania, a sister agency in the Department of
Education that administers the National School Lunch Program,
delivering meals to over a million students every day and across
800 schools and childcare institutions. Our Department collabo-
rates across the State governments, as well, with the private sector
to ensure equitable access to affordable food and to promote oppor-
tunities for Pennsylvania farms and agribusinesses. I want to
thank you on behalf of NASDA for this opportunity.

You have my written testimony. I will offer a few comments and
perspective.

We believe at the intersection of agriculture and food lies bipar-
tisan potential. By strengthening local and regional food systems
we can enhance supply chain resiliency and support nutrition secu-
rity across the country. We appreciate the thought and care that
the USDA has put into the final rule on child nutrition programs
and the balance between providing food that the children enjoy eat-
ing while also acknowledging the role that the food meals must
play in providing balanced nutrition.

NASDA applauds the update to the recent USDA rule empha-
sizing local sourcing as well as the Buy American provision to boost
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demand for regional foods, and advocates for its effective and tan-
gible implementation to ensure success.

USDA'’s food and nutrition programs play a vital role in stabi-
lizing agricultural markets and creating new opportunities for
farmers, and especially small and midsized producers.

We have seen this in Pennsylvania, where we rank third nation-
ally in the USDA commodity purchases for programs like National
School Lunch, with over 192 million pounds of food, valued at $276
million last year. These products were both good nutrition and good
for the economy. Top categories for us are the proteins and cer-
tainly directly benefiting our Pennsylvania producers, as well. U.S.
agriculture offers a really diverse range of 200 specialty crops,
showcasing an abundance of opportunities to have to integrate
more domestically grown foods in our meals.

States have a role and the ability to establish programs that
meet their individual needs. Speaking only on behalf of Pennsyl-
vania for a moment, our State has created a universal free school
breakfast that has resulted in a 23 percent growth in participation
in kids accessing free school breakfast. In addition, our State
launched a successful Farm-to-School Grant Program in 2019, as a
funding vehicle for school districts to increase their local food pro-
curement and make it easier to source and serve products and
farms in their communities. To date, we fund 280 different projects.

Programs such as USDA’s Local Food Purchase Assistant, the
LFPA, as well as the Local Foods for Schools, LFS, have been in-
strumental in linking schools with regionally grown foods. These
programs not only provide market access for farmers but also offer
flexibility for States to address their regional needs.

For example, Pennsylvania and other Mid-Atlantic States have
been facing a surplus of apples in recent years, and the LFPA and
the LFS have helped manage these surpluses, reducing food waste,
while supporting local agriculture, and we certainly encourage
USDA to continue offering and expanding tools like these to fur-
ther strengthen the connection between schools and our food sys-
tem.

In addition, Pennsylvania is administering the Resilient Food
Systems Infrastructure Grant Program, on behalf of USDA, and we
have found that that program is critical. We are over-subscribed by
probably tenfold the amount that we have. It is 27 million and sig-
nificant. The key to that is the infrastructure and the improve-
ments that build the capacity for local food systems, so that is im-
portant.

Last, NASDA strongly supports USDA Farm-to-School grants, as
well, and increasing local food used and improving access in those
schools. This would certainly help improve the purchasing power of
our schools and local economies and our farms, as well.

So with that, Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity. We
look forward to the conversation today and appreciate your support
of agriculture and the food system.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Redding can be found on page
192 in the appendix.]

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you. Now Ms. Taylor.
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STATEMENT OF EVORA NICHOLE TAYLOR, DIRECTOR OF
FOOD AND NUTRITION, CHICHESTER SCHOOL DISTRICT,
UPPER CHICHESTER, PA

Ms. TAYLOR. Thank you. Good afternoon, Chairman Fetterman,
Ranking Member Braun, and members of the Subcommittee. I am
Evora Taylor, Director of Food and Nutrition for Chichester School
District in Pennsylvania. I am also the Public Policy Chair for
School Nutrition Association, or SNA.

Thank you for this opportunity to share my insight on the Com-
munity Eligibility Provision and the benefits of offering free school
meals to all students.

Chichester District serves just over 3,000 students, many from
hardworking families that struggle to put food on the table. Our
food and nutrition team takes pride in supporting student success
by offering delicious, nutritious school meals. In 2021, our district
enrolled in the Federal Community Eligibility Provision, allowing
students to benefit from free school meals without having to com-
plete the cumbersome free and reduced meal price application.
Some families were either ashamed or hesitant to submit this form,
and 1as a result children in need were going without healthy school
meals.

Now, families do not have to worry about paperwork or accruing
unpaid meal debt if they cannot afford school meals. In the three
years before we implemented CEP, our meal debt nearly doubled
from about $8,000 to $15,000, and under CEP we no longer accrue
meal debt, and our district no longer has to cover the debt using
general funds. More importantly, no child goes hungry. Let’s be
clear—we cannot function if we do not eat. If a child is hungry, his
upcoming math test is not going to be on his mind.

CEP has created equity in our cafeterias and eliminated the stig-
ma associated with school meals. In fact, during a recent forum in
our community, one Chichester student said that the thing she
loves the most about her high school is that no student has to pay
for a meal.

Since we implemented CEP, we have not wasted countless hours
collecting, processing, and verlfylng application forms. We focus on
serving our students, improving our menus, and offering more
scratch-prepared entrees. Since we don’t have to collect payment,
children speed through the line and have more time to eat.

With free meal service, more Chichester students are choosing
school meals, which is great news since research shows school
meals are the healthiest meals Americans eat today. We encourage
our students to eat all the produce, whole grains, and low-fat milk
we offer. We have implemented the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Pro-
gram to nudge picky eaters to give these healthy foods a try.
Thanks to a Pennsylvania Farm-to-School grant, we have four
terraponic gardens in our cafeterias. Students assist in planting
and harvesting, and enjoy eating Easter egg radishes and Sakura
cherry tomatoes.

To make our nutritious meals more appealing, we have intro-
duced scratch cooking in all of our schools last year. Our cheddar,
chicken, and broccoli casserole is one of our students’ favorites, and
we also offer ethnic menu options like Asian noodle bowls, jollof
rice, and Indian tacos, to cater to a diverse student taste.
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None of these positive changes for our students come easy. A re-
cent SNA survey revealed virtually all school meal programs are
struggling with rising costs, and last year our program saw a 37
percent increase in repair costs alone. I join my colleagues nation-
wide in urging Congress to increase reimbursement rates for school
meals to help us manage high costs.

We also need additional funds to boost wages, to attract new em-
ployees and provide culinary training. I currently have 18 staff va-
cancies for a team of 33. We do not have an H.R. team, a procure-
ment specialist, or a menu planner. It is me and my assistant man-
aging everything, but often I am the backup cook when staff is out
sick. Minimizing paperwork through programs like CEP is under-
staffed school meals programs, especially as we work toward new,
long-term nutrition standards.

In closing, I appreciate the Subcommittee’s support for our effort
to ensure students are nourished and ready to learn. I thank
Chairman Fetterman for introducing legislation to expand CEP
and supporting Universal School Meals Program Act, and I urge
members to support these bills and boost funding for school meal
programs. Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Taylor can be found on page 200
in the appendix.]

Senator FETTERMAN. I thank you. Now Mrs. Rentzel.

STATEMENT OF KAY SWARTZ RENTZEL, EXECUTIVE DIREC-
TOR, SOUTHESTERN FOOD PROCESSORS ASSOCIATION, NA-
TIONAL PEACH COUNCIL, AND U.S. SWEET POTATO COUN-
CIL, DILLSBURG, PA

Mrs. RENTZEL. Good afternoon Chairman Fetterman, Ranking
Member Braun, and esteemed members of the Subcommittee.
Thank you for the opportunity today to speak to you about the im-
portance of the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Pro-
grams. They serve as foundational pillars of health, well-being, and
education in millions of American students.

As you have heard, I have a career in specialty crops, which ex-
tends well beyond those that you previously listed, but it certainly
is a pleasure to work in the industry.

The Federal school lunch and breakfast programs are crucial to
ensuring that our children, many of whom come from food-insecure
households, have access to the nutrition that they need to focus,
learn, and grow. These programs go well beyond simply feeding the
students. They instill lifelong habits of eating, support local econo-
mies, and ensure that nutrition is equitable across all socio-
economic lines.

Americans fall far short of meeting the recommended intake of
fruit and vegetables. All Federal feeding programs should promote
greater consumption of these important foods. Federal programs in-
tended to increase produce consumption should focus on all forms,
not just fresh, but also include frozen, dried, and canned. This will
help the consumer, including our students, meet those require-
ments that they are so deficient in of the USDA guidelines for
Americans on fruit and vegetables.

Students who interact with these programs not only receive a
meal but they are learning about food systems, agriculture, and nu-
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trition. It is essential that children understand where their food
comes from.

Through American innovation, domestic growers and manufac-
turers have made nutritious food, such as canned and frozen foods,
available all year long. These products are picked at their peak
ripeness and processed within hours, locking in nutritional value.
Here is an example. A typical green bean is harvested at the peak
of ripeness, transported to the processing facility that is within 90
miles of the farms, blanched and canned, all within five hours. This
process ensures freshness and safety without the risk of any spoil-
age or food-borne illnesses that may occur with improperly handled
fresh produce.

Whenever possible, though, we should prioritize purchasing the
safest and most nutritious food options for our students. American-
grown fruits and vegetables, in all forms, are an excellent solution.

While preferential fresh produce programs may be an aspira-
tional policy proposal, the reality is that the American school year
does not align with the growing season. It is equally important to
educate students on the remarkable domestic food manufacturing
sector, which forms the backbone of our agricultural economy, and
emphasize the importance of consuming fruits and vegetables,
whether they are fresh, frozen, or canned.

It is undeniable that the programs favoring fresh-only options ac-
tually harm many farmers and inadvertently incentivize, if not
subsidize, foreign food imports. This dynamic is one of the key fac-
tors beyond the United States becoming a net food importer in
2023, one of the first times in our history.

We will not solve all the problems facing our trade inequities in
agriculture, but there is one piece of legislation I would like to
highlight that will address some of these critical problems, and
that is the American Food for American Schools Act, which is a bi-
partisan, bicameral piece of legislation that strengthens the Buy
American provision of the National School Lunch Program. It en-
sures fruits, vegetables, and all food products served to our chil-
dren are domestically sourced. It not only supports American farm-
ers and manufacturers but it guarantees that our students con-
sume the highest standards of safety and quality in the food that
they eat. The bipartisan bill offers a robust solution to establishing
clear, enforceable guidelines of the National School Lunch’s Buy
American mandate, and would subject it across all of the USDA
feeding programs, such as the snack program, the summer food
service program, and others, that it be Buy American.

I stand with the farmers, the food manufacturers, the labor
unions like the Teamsters, who support this bill, and I thank Sen-
ator Braun and Senator Brown for their leadership on this critical
issue. Strengthening the Buy American provision ensures that the
children eat not only safe and nutritious food but it supports the
backbone of American agriculture.

In conclusion, there is no safer source of quality nutrition than
that produced right here in America. By buying American food for
American schools we are not only supporting our children but also
safeguarding the livelihoods of the families who grow, harvest, and
process our food. Strengthening these programs and reinforcing
Buy American requirements means everybody wins—the students,
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our communities, and our agricultural families who work tirelessly
to feed all of us.
Thank you again, and I look forward to your questions.

[The prepared statement of Mrs. Rentzel can be found on page
203 in the appendix.]

Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you. Dr. Bruening.

STATEMENT OF MEG BRUENING, Ph.D., PROFESSOR AND DE-
PARTMENT HEAD, DEPARTMENT OF NUTRITIONAL
SCIENCES, THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY, UNI-
VERSITY PARK, PA

Dr. BRUENING. Thank you, Chairman Fetterman, Ranking Mem-
ber Braun, and members of the Subcommittee for this opportunity
and honor to speak with you today.

My name is Dr. Meg Bruening, and in my day job, I am a pro-
fessor, registered dietician, and department head of the Depart-
ment of Nutritional Sciences at Penn State. My research focuses on
the food and nutrition security of underserved youth and families,
and much of my work is done in schools. I have lived and con-
ducted school nutrition research in Pennsylvania, Minnesota, and
Arizona.

Today, I am speaking as an individual citizen, and my comments
are not representative of the viewpoints of The Pennsylvania State
University nor any current or past funding agencies who have pro-
vided funding for my research.

As we have heard today, the school meals program in the U.S.
provides a critical safety net for almost 30 million children with
meals each year. That is 60 percent of our children in America.
School meal programs are aligned closely with the Dietary Guide-
lines for Americans, ensuring a variety of healthy foods are offered
to children while at school, where children spend most of their
waking and eating hours.

As I am sure you are aware, as members of this Subcommittee,
very few children meet dietary recommendations. In fact, only 1
out of 10 children meet recommendations for the intake of fruits
and vegetables. Consumption of fruits and vegetables—foods with
important nutrients needed for physical and emotional growth and
well-being—decrease as children age. By the time kids are in mid-
dle and high school, up to 43 percent of them report not consuming
a single fruit or vegetable on a given day, resulting in the loss of
the consumption of critical nutrition.

School meals help to buffer the tendency of low fruit and vege-
table consumption, and school meals are consistently linked to im-
proved dietary patterns for kids, especially since 2012. In addition,
school meals are important in fending off food insecurity for our
most vulnerable children. School meals ensure that kids get the
right amounts of the right types of foods for their growth and de-
velopment during the school day.

Research shows us that food and nutrition security, including
consuming healthy dietary patterns and diets rich in fruits and
vegetables, is linked with student outcomes and student cognition.
For example, studies have found that school lunch quality and uni-
versal school meals have been associated with increased student
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test scores and academic outcomes in multiple States, including
South Carolina, California, and New York.

The research on linking student attendance and more long-term
academic outcomes is needed. Much of this research is focused on
elementary students. Brains and bodies continue to grow and de-
velop into their early 20’s. Much more research is needed for stu-
dents of all ages to help their growth and development.

We need to continue to test ways to get healthier foods on trays
in school meals to promote student well-being, especially fruits and
vegetables. Some tools school nutrition researchers have tested
with success include salad bars the Fresh Fruits and Vegetable
Program (FFVP). With my research partner at Arizona State Uni-
versity, Dr. Marc Adams, we conducted the first randomized con-
trol trial testing how effective salad bars were at increasing fruits
and vegetables. We conducted this research with almost 10,000
children across 37 schools in Arizona.

When extrapolated across a week, we found that school salad
bars effectively increased the consumption of fruits and vegetables
by 1 1/2 servings. Consistently, our research shows, in this study
and others, that kids are more likely to consume foods if they are
on their trays. If the foods do not make it to the tray, there is a
zero percent chance of consumption. School meals help expose chil-
dren to healthy foods through their offerings and promote con-
sumption through selection. FFVP is available to low-income ele-
mentary schools to expose children to various fresh fruits and vege-
tables via nutrition education and taste testing. Importantly, this
program is often linked to Farm-to-School initiatives, helping to
bring local produce from local farms, and is often expanded into the
lunch programs, expanding the economic impact of local foods for
local farmers.

These programs have been shown to increase the consumption of
fresh fruits and vegetables for students. This research even shows
that consumption increases at home, as well.

I want to end with data from my own research today. In addition
to plate waste measures, we also collected data on the time it took
individual students to eat and how that was related to their con-
sumption. Students who took more time to eat at lunch consumed
significantly more fruits and vegetables. Specifically, just two min-
utes a day resulted in an increase of 100 grams of fruits and vege-
tables. These findings indicate that if we can slow things down just
a little bit at lunch, kids will consume healthy foods like fruits and
vegetables.

In sum, research shows that school meals are linked to cognition
and academics. We know ways like salad bars and the FFVP can
be used to increase intake. Yet so much more research is needed.
People like myself are eager to help evaluate the best strategies to
make the most of the Federal dollars invested in school meals that
support all kids.

I can’t leave today without acknowledging the heroic efforts of
school food service directors and school meal workers to feed our
children. Thank you for your attention to these issues and the op-
portunity to speak with you today. I am happy to answer questions.

[The prepared statement of Dr. Bruening can be found on page
209 in the appendix.]
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Senator FETTERMAN. Thank you for all of you. Now we are mov-
ing into the part of questioning on that. Now I will begin with my
own questions.

Ms. Taylor, students who participate in the USDA school meals
program can face stigma. Do you agree with that?

Ms. TAYLOR. Absolutely, yes, which is one of the reasons why at
Chichester we decided to take our district CEP, because that cre-
ated equity in our cafeterias, and now no student is ashamed to
come in because everyone is on the same level. They will walk right
in and receive a lunch at no cost, or a breakfast meal at no cost.

Senator FETTERMAN. I mean, have you even witnessed a child
being teased or mocked for using those kinds of things?

Ms. TAYLOR. In the past we have seen students just opt to not
come into the cafeteria for the fear of——

Senator FETTERMAN. They would rather choose to face the em-
barrassment, or they would actually go hungry?

Ms. TAYLOR. Correct. Yes.

Senator FETTERMAN. That is crazy, and I cannot even imagine
that, to go hungry for the rest of the day just because you were em-
barrassed to actually just, you know, to get lunch. I mean, that is
sad and remarkable at the same time.

Now, how can that kind of, that CEP provision can reduce that
and that stigma.

Ms. TAYLOR. Absolutely, because now it does not matter if you
have money or not, if your parents actually have money or the abil-
ity to pay for a meal, because every student receives that meal at
no cost to them. It helps to just even the playing field. We offer dif-
ferent choices for them so they can come in and get any item that
they would like that day.

Senator FETTERMAN. Okay. Now the next question, and I am just
going to open that up to really anybody on the panel since we all
have experts. You know, when I was in third grade, eight years old,
I guess, that is probably 47 years ago, but one of the things I al-
ways remember that during lunch, and some days I would pack,
and I have an Evel Knievel metal box, lunchbox, maybe get a GN
reference. Some days if I am buying it, if anyone remembers those
very thick, thick rubber kind of hub, you know, wallets, that you
pushed together, with coins and stuff in them, because you actually
used coins to purchase lunch and drinks like that.

Even then, nearly half a century ago, we were paying for our
lunch back then, and that is one of the things I remember. I feel
like now we have—we have normalized that paying for lunch.
When I was eight years old, nobody said, you know, “Hey, pay for
the bus” that I get to school when I ran there. I never had to pay
for a clean bathroom, or I never paid for any of my books there.
I still remember paying for a lunch, and now students have, across
this Nation, and certain in my State, they are paying for their
lunch. I personally, I think that is absurd.

I want to open it to the panel. Is that absurd, or what are your
thoughts?

Ms. FirzsiMONS. Yes. I wanted to jump in on a couple of things,
because you had asked about stigma. I mean, we see that playing
out in three ways, really. The first is there are definitely kids who
opt out of the program and who go to the library during the lunch
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period or hang out in the bathroom. One superintendent even told
FRAC that they had an open campus, and he decided to go walk
around the neighborhood because he did not have anything to eat
and he did not want to go into the cafeteria.

Every time I talk to people, people tell me those stories, and as
kids get older they are more likely to opt out of the program once
they get to middle school and high school. I have had people tell
me that once they hit middle school they never participated in
sc}ﬁooi lunch again because of the stigma that they saw in middle
school.

I had a parent tell me that they were glad my kid ate school
lunch because their kid, who I knew was eligible, was more likely
to participate because there were other kids who were eating it. I
know parents do not fill out the school meal applications because
they are embarrassed, and that can be even stronger in rural
areas.

A family member, actually one time, who was going through a
really tough time, I was encouraging them to apply for free or re-
duced price schools meals, and their response to me was, “I don’t
want everyone in the school to know about it.” I said, “Well, of
course they can’t know about it. It’'s supposed to be confidential.”
They just laughed at me.

Those are all the different ways that it can really play out in
schools. I mean, we can all remember what it was like to be a kid
and how much social pressure there is, and kids should not be
pressured when they go into the school cafeteria. They should be
able to access the food that they need to learn and thrive.

Senator FETTERMAN. Also, I am going to give myself an extra 30
seconds, because I want to have at least one more member. Is it
absurd that a child or that a family has to pay for lunch? Anyone?
Any one more?

Mr. REDDING. I will jump in on behalf of Pennsylvania, not
NASDA, just to say, and this is the recent experience that I noted
in my opening statement about the second year with the Universal
School Breakfast, and to see a 23 percent increase in participation,
to see the issue of stigma being addressed directly. It simply re-
moves that as the barrier.

From the State standpoint we have seen tremendous benefit of
having universal access and universal breakfast and lunch.

Senator, I think you are absolutely right. I mean, I think that
is the value of making sure that folks see both the need for and
the opportunity that exists, certainly from an ag standpoint. Let’s
talk about the farm products and agricultural products being part
of this universal system. Thank you.

Senator BRAUN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Of course, that is a
big issue, also would be the supply chain, making sure we keep our
own food system there healthy.

I would like to start with you, Secretary Redding. Has our own
source of supply atrophied over time, and what is the current pic-
ture out there in terms of how much we source domestically versus
elsewhere into school food programs?

Mr. REDDING. Senator, I am not sure I can tell you the global
percentage balance. Maybe other panelists or witnesses can do
that. I think in just looking at the final rule there has been some
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cap of about—not cap—about 8.5 percent of, in 2017-18 data, that
was nondomestic use in the school lunch program.

Senator BRAUN. Seventeen to——

Mr. REDDING. I am sorry. 2017 to 1918, about 8.5 percent.

Senator BRAUN. Okay.

Mr. REDDING. That is not a big number, but I do not know,
again, whether that is reflective at large.

The interest we have, and I think to your point, that when you
have the Buy American provisions it is an expectation that you will
have an opportunity, at the farm level and the business level, to
benefit from these feeding and nutrition programs locally. That
local definition and local preference is certainly critical to, I think,
the success of both the farm community. We hear that as themes
in the farm bill, but we also see it as a central provision of the food
and nutrition programs from the USDA.

Senator BRAUN. That is actually a little lower percentage than
what I thought, unless the trend is moving quickly the other way.

Mrs. Rentzel, what about the idea of wholesome, nutritious? It
seems like if you would be accessing food in other places it would
not possibly have the chance to be as fresh, with the perishability
of it. What is your opinion there, and the idea that you would try
to really encourage all food to be American grown?

Mrs. RENTZEL. Senator, I would say that American farmers are
incredibly proud of the quality, the nutrition, and the food products
that they put on all of our plates. For them to be able to do so and
have it there literally within hours, I am aware of a number of
farming operations, some that are fresh suppliers, some that are
canned suppliers, they are able to deliver foods to their local school
districts, some within 12 hours of harvesting. Obviously is there is
a process involved and it needs to come from a little further away
it may be a day, a day and a half.

That food that they produce is the safest in the world. We have
the most stringent regulations when it comes to production and
processing, and to be able to say that imported foods, that might
be underpriced, are able to be a part of this program but not main-
tain the quality that we expect of our own American growers, it
would be a slap in the face to them, and it is really, really dev-
astating to them, as producers. They need that balance of the local
market and the support of the schools, as well.

Senator BRAUN. That logistics of being just basically a few hours
from farm to table is impressive. Currently what would you say
that percentage is in terms of breakdown between fresh produce
and processed in school lunches?

Mrs. RENTZEL. I am not sure I know that information. I would
be happy to look into it. I can tell you that every farmer out there
relies on a balance between fresh and processed. If one market is
strong they will move the majority of their crop that direction. If
it is a strong processing year and they need to move product over
there, they have to have a market to do that, and that includes not
only a processor that will handle it but also a marketplace that will
buy the finished goods, as well. Those products are equally nutri-
tious.



17

I believe in the written statement you will see a lot of nutritional
comparisons, and you will find that canned, fresh, and frozen all
are of equal value when it comes to nutrition.

Senator BRAUN. [Presiding.] Thank you. Senator Booker, are you
ready to go?

Senator BOOKER. I am 100 percent, rip-roaring ready, sir.

Senator BRAUN. As normal.

Senator BOOKER. Yes, sir. Thank you so much. I want to thank
our witnesses for being here.

I have really been in this space, working really hard, and I think
it is more of a crisis than most Americans can even begin to real-
ize. One of the challenges is not just making food available but
making sure it is quality, healthy food that is not making our chil-
dren sick.

Right now obesity rates in our country have been continuing to
skyrocket, and it is growing. Right now, about a quarter of our
kids, of our teenagers, are pre-diabetic or have type 2 diabetes.
That is stunning, not to mention the obesity rate. You hear it from
our national defense, saying that right now very few of our young
people are even qualified due to physical challenges, being qualified
for military draft.

Much of that can be attributed to the fact that we are seeing this
overwhelming amount of ultra-processed foods into our children’s
diet. They comprise right now about two-thirds of our kids’ diets
are ultra-processed foods, two-thirds of the calories that our chil-
dren and teens eat. The ingredients are, I think, toxic. They have
artificial food dyes in them that have shown evidence of disrupting
the body and being linked to hyperactivity, and worse, not to men-
tion the presence of heavy metals and other environmental toxins
in our foods, which we know have impacts on children’s very brain
development.

This is a crisis. School meals are one of the key ways that we
can fight back and make sure that kids are getting the safest, most
nutritious meals possible. That is why I am introducing today the
Safe School Meals Act. This bill would set limits on heavy metals
in school meals, reassess dangerous food additives like artificial
dyes, ban certain pesticide residues, and ban PFAS in school pack-
aging.

I think that we have to move with urgency. The great thing
about it, these issues, when we talk about them, have such bipar-
tisan support out there in America. In Washington, we need to get
that done.

I just want to know, even just getting school means in alignment
with the dietary guidelines would be a huge thing. Dr. Bruening,
viflha:c) effect would doing that have on children’s health, just doing
that?

Dr. BRUENING. Is the question what effect would aligning with
the dietary guidelines?

Senator BOOKER. Yes.

Dr. BRUENING. I mean, we would expect children to be healthier.
Thirty million children are touched by school meals, and so we
would expect them to——

Senator BOOKER. No, thank you. It is a no-brainer. That was just
like, Cory, brilliant. Thank you very much.
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It is so important, and yet here we have just some commonsense
things, though, that also I think steps we should take to have bi-
partisan support. That is finding alternatives to dairy. We know
that 75 percent of Black students, 90 percent of Asian students, 60
percent of Latino students, and 95 percent of Native American stu-
dents are lactose intolerant, meaning that they just are unable to
digest this milk without having really detrimental effects. Dairy
milk, though, is the only option unless they have a medical waiver.
Imagine that, having to get a medical waiver.

I want to thank Chair Fetterman for his leadership, again on a
bipartisan Add Soy Act, which would give students the option to
choose nutritionally equivalent plant-based milks that do not make
them literally sick.

I just want to ask again, Dr. Bruening—I do not mean to pick
on you—if we gave students that choice to easily select nutrition-
ally equivalent, plant-based milk, what effect would that have on
the kids’ health?

Dr. BRUENING. I should disclose that we were recently funded by
the National Dairy Council to look at the link of milk and fruit and
vegetable consumption. We have not yet looked at those data yet.

Dairy milk does provide 13 important nutrients, and schools can
provide lactose-reduced milk for kids who have lactose intolerance.
Plant-based milks are not there quite yet with nutrition, but some
are getting there.

At the same time, I think we saw, when culturally appropriate
milks were introduced in WIC, it was successful. Choice is really
important in developing kids’ habits and dietary patterns, and
some nutrients are better than no nutrients.

Ultimately I think flexibility, as kids participate in the NSLP,
and having better diet quality than when they do not. Flexibility
in milk choice can help with that.

Senator BOOKER. I love that—choice, flexibility, and not giving
kids the only option for things that make them sick. We are in
agreement. You didn’t say that I was brilliant, but that is okay.

I will give you one last question, one last chance to compliment
the bald people on this dais. We have fragile egos. We need some
affirmation. I speak for myself, not for the Senator from Georgia.

What would say if Congress was to expand programs like the
Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, which is an amazing program,
which would provide low-income elementary students fresh fruit
and vegetable snacks? What impact do you think that would have
if Congress did that? What impact would it have on elementary
schools and middle schools if they were all eligible to participate?

Dr. BRUENING. In our school salad bar study we saw impacts in
middle and high schools, as well. As I reported in my testimony,
we saw increases of fruit and vegetable intake at home for kids
who participated in the FFVP program. I would expect those im-
pacts to be extended to those additional schools and additional stu-
dents.

Senator BOOKER. Again, common sense. Align with the dairy
guidelines, give people options and choice, and then finally, again,
expand programs that we already know are working. Thank you
very much.
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Mr. Ranking Member, Governor, Senator—thank you very much,
sir.

Senator BRAUN. Good job. You only ran one minute over.

[Laughter.]

Senator BRAUN. Thank you, Cory.

Senator BOOKER. Thank you.

Senator BRAUN. Senator Warnock, you are up next.

Senator WARNOCK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I have been work-
ing to tackle the persistent issue of child hunger since well before
I was elected to the U.S. Senate, something that I have addressed
a number of times from my pulpit and in cities and towns all
across Georgia. It is unconscionable that with all the resources we
have in the United States of America, 13.8 million children are food
insecure. That is one in every five children unsure where they will
get their next meal. Child hunger is worse in the summer months
because children lose access to regular school meals.

Ms. FitzSimons, even with USDA’s Summer Food Service Pro-
grams, about how many children fall into this summer meal gap?

Ms. FITzSIMONS. Yes, so only one child who participates in the
National School Lunch Program during the school year and gets
free and reduced price school meals actually has access to a sum-
mer meal, one in seven.

Senator WARNOCK. One in seven. Now Congress has actually
come up with a solution to fill in this gap. It is called SUN Bucks.
How does SUN Bucks work? Can you explain it? How many States
so far have opted in? You have to opt in. Correct?

Ms. FrrzSiMoNs. Absolutely. SUN Bucks is an amazing new pro-
gram. It is modeled after the Summer EBT program that had been
piloted for years, and it has been shown to reduce hunger and im-
prove nutrition. It basically provides an EBT card with $120 on it
for grocery benefits, so that families are able—it helps replace the
lost school meals during the summer.

Senator WARNOCK. Right. The kids are not in school. Through
SUN Bucks, even though they are not in school they get access to
nutrition, meaning that nutrition does not stop in June or July or
August. Correct?

Ms. FirzSiMoNs. Right. 37 States have adopted it, so we have 13
States who have not. The District of Columbia has adopted it, all
territories, and two tribal nations.

Senator WARNOCK. Right. 37 States have adopted it, so I assume
these are not all blue States.

Ms. F1tzSiMONSs. Absolutely not.

Senator WARNOCK. These are States across the political spec-
trum. Correct?

Ms. FrrzSiMmoNs. Mm-hmm. Yep.

Senator WARNOCK. Unfortunately my home State, the State of
Georgia, has not opted in to SUN Bucks, with some officials saying
it does not result in higher nutritional outcomes for students, and
that existing programs are, quote, “effective.” I heard our State
leadership that we do not need it. I am still trying to figure out
who this “we” is, for whom are you speaking when you say we do
not need it.



20

Ms. FitzSimons, when school was out this summer where there
children in Georgia who did not know where their next meal would
come from?

Ms. FITzSIMONS. Absolutely.

Senator WARNOCK. Are extreme hunger and food insecurity good
for kids’ nutritional outcomes? Does it help with learning?

Ms. FrrzSiMons. No. They are very bad. Kids who are food inse-
cure do not do as well in school, are more likely to be sick. There
are lots of problems related to food insecurity. That is for sure.

Senator WARNOCK. It makes them vulnerable in a whole lot of
ways, I would imagine.

Ms. F1TzSIMONS. Yes.

Senator WARNOCK. What are the outcomes for students who have
participated in SUN Bucks?

Ms. FrrzSiMoNs. We have evaluations of the Summer EBT dem-
onstration projects, and they show that food insecurity goes down
and nutrition goes up. It is a really important complement to the
summer nutrition program that provide meals to kids.

Senator WARNOCK. It sounds like a good program. I hope we can
bring it to Georgia.

Ms. F1TzSiMoNSs. Me too.

Senator WARNOCK. You know, keeping hungry kids, it seems to
me, should not be partisan. It is not partisan. Thirty-seven States
have opted in. This should be a shared goal of all elected officials
because it is the moral responsibility of any functioning society, es-
pecially a wealthy one, the wealthiest nation on the planet and in
human history.

Mr. REDDING. Senator, if I could add, I think particularly in
Hunger Action Month, which we are in now, this reminder of the
13.8 million is almost the entire population of Pennsylvania, so just
for perspective. We are a SUN Bucks participant. I have seen the
success of that.

We also know the economic benefits of local food systems. I
would just say that whether you are in the national school lunch
or breakfast or the farmers market nutrition or SNAP, all of that
also provides an economic opportunity for the farms, right. There
is a co-equal goal of farms and businesses.

Senator WARNOCK. That is correct.

Mr. REDDING. I think there is a co-equal goal where you are real-
ly honoring the need and recognition of food and nutrition. At the
same time, you are trying to pull that from the local, and I think
the Buy American provision, as the Senator noted, is absolutely—
these things go together.

Senator WARNOCK. As a member of the Ag Committee I support
that. This is a win-win-win for farmers and for children and fami-
lies. I could ask another question but I just want the record to
show that Cory Booker is a lawyer by training. I am a Baptist
preacher by training. He went a minute over. You can get the rest
of your time back, Mr. Chairman.

Senator BRAUN. Duly noted.

Senator Fetterman is voting, and I will have to do that soon, but
I do have a question for Ms. Taylor.

I am a big believer that parents should be the main stakeholder
in their own kids’ education, and I am curious to see if they are
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getting more interested in their kids’ nutrition. Because both, I
think, would be fair game, what you are taught and then what you
eat. What do you see there? Are parents more interested and con-
cerned now? Which way is it going?

Ms. TAYLOR. Oh, absolutely, and we kind of help push that, as
well. In the past, I feel food service departments have usually kind
of hid behind the rest of the school and just did our jobs in silence.
I am kind of like Mr. Booker. I am not very quiet, and I make a
lot of noise, so I ensure that they know that we are there.

We have created programs to help them. Our K through second,
we partnered up with the SNAP Ed program. We do kids’ cooking
classes online. Everything is free to our students. We drop the food
off to them. We get online. We teach them a little education. It is
not just our students learning, but it is their parents, as well, so
that is really awesome to see the parents in the background, cook-
ing with the students, and coming back to me and saying, what can
they do at home.

We also do our garden program. We will have parents volunteer
to help with our gardens any way that they can, to help get in-
volved. Some of them have actually volunteered in the kitchens,
just to kind of see what goes on in the background. They are really
surprised at all the work that we have put in to produce these
quality meals for our students.

I am seeing parents being more involved in their nutrition, in
their day-to-day nutrition.

Senator BRAUN. Well, thank you very much. I am going to go
vote, and I am going to tap this into a brief recess until the Chair
gets back. He should be back any moment. Other Senators might
come in to ask a few more questions, as well. Stay put, and he will
be back briefly. Thank you.

[Recess.]

Senator FETTERMAN. [Presiding.] I am chairing back in, and my
friend from Indiana.

Senator BoozMAN. Thank you a bunch, Mr. Chairman, and
thank you for holding this really, really very important hearing. I
want to thank all of you all for the hard work that you do. I know
it is really difficult. It has been difficult, and it is even more dif-
ficult now. Again, I know that you all work hard and try and do
your best, and we appreciate your efforts.

Secretary Redding, Ms. Taylor, last fall USDA finalized a rule
expanding access to universal free meals by lowering the threshold
to qualify for the Community Eligibility Provision. However, State
and local educational agencies are still tasked with finding other
funding sources to offset the cost if they choose to operate CEP.

Can you speak to how this is penciling out at the State and local
levels? Mr. Redding?

Mr. REDDING. Yes, Senator. Thank you. We had a little difficulty
hearing the question. This is about the community eligibility?

Senator BoozMAN. Yes. Do you want me to say it again?

Mr. REDDING. Yes. Would you please?

Senator BoozMAN. I will actually talk into the microphone this
time.

Last fall, USDA finalized a rule expanding access to universal
free meals by lowering the threshold to qualify for the community
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eligible provision. However, State and local educational agencies
are still tasked with finding other funding sources to offset the cost
if they want to participate and operate it.

Can you speak to how this is penciling out at the State and the
local level?

Mr. REDDING. Senator, I wish I could. I noted in the introduction
that the program is administered by the Department of Education
in our State, and with that the community eligibility provisions.
That was part one. Two, with the NASDA certainly recognize that
there are different metrics and payment systems. I do not have sort
of a solid answer on the financial aspects of making up those dif-
ferences, but maybe Ms. Taylor does.

Senator BoozMAN. Ms. Taylor?

Ms. TAYLOR. Good afternoon, Senator. Unfortunately, I too do not
have that information, but I will gladly reach out to some col-
leagues at the State level from the Department of Education in
Pennsylvania and certainly get back to you with an answer on
that.

Ms. FirzSiMonNs. If I may I would love to jump in on that ques-
tion, Senator Boozman. You are absolutely right. At 25 percent
identified students, it is really difficult for a school district to offer
free meals to all of their students. What we have seen in a couple
of States is the States have actually covered the difference. New
York has done that, as well as Washington State, and there are
some other States who are considering it. Then some school dis-
tricts think that it is so important to offer free meals to all their
students that they absorb those costs and just kind of eat it.

I will say increasing the multiplier, which is currently 1.6, to 2.5,
would go a long way in supporting community eligibility schools
and implementing it.

Senator BoozmAN. Okay. Thank you very much.

Secretary Redding, your testimony highlights the unique needs of
rural school districts as well as the importance of taking the les-
sons learned from the pandemic to inform policymaking. I have
been really pleased to hear about the success of the rural non-con-
gregate options this summer and ensuring more students receive
nutritious food during the summer months.

How have you seen this option make an impact for children in
rural communities across Pennsylvania this summer?

Mr. REDDING. Senator, thank you for the question, and it cer-
tainly, for all of the pain of the pandemic, we learned a lot, and
I think the waiver piece, and flexibility, and awareness, commu-
nity-wide awareness of the need for access to food, whether that is
in the breakfast or school lunch programs and the charitable feed-
ing program is certainly part of that.

We have also recognized the benefits, from an economic develop-
ment standpoint, I will say, just from connecting farms and the
farm community into our feeding system has been one of those
great benefits. The investments that were made in building capac-
ity for food processing and local process, whether that be on the
meat side or vegetables, has also been a part of that sort of signifi-
cant change that I think is both captured in the continued work in
some of the policy work. We hope those types of aspects are in-
cluded in the farm bill and the recognition of the connectedness be-
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tween our farms and food system as well as our nutrition system,
as well. Many benefits.

Senator BOOZMAN. Very good. Thank you. One more? Thank you,
Mr. Chairman, very much.

Dr. Bruening, plate waste, you know, I have had the opportunity
to visit in the schools, and particularly during the pandemic and
now after it. I was on the school board for seven years so I really
am familiar with the great work that they do. I think they are the
unsung heroes in the school system, and just do a tremendous job.

When I visit with them, plate waste is a serious problem. We
have updated the nutrition standards several times. If the food
ends up in the trash, you know, that is not helping anybody. Hope-
fully we are in a better place for nutrition standards for a long
time.

How have you seen plate waste change over the last 15 years,
in light of the nutrition standards change?

Dr. BRUENING. I can share that in our studies we do measure
plate waste. I said earlier, if the food is not on the tray, the kid
is not going to eat it, so that is the first step. I do think we could
do more once it gets on the try to encourage consumption. As I dis-
cussed, sort of slowing down the meals to allow kids to have more
time to eat would help.

I think plate waste is improving, and it is going in the right di-
rection, but we can always do more.

Senator BoozMAN. Okay. What is the average time that they give
them to eat?

Dr. BRUENING. In the 37 schools that we were in, in Arizona, it
was a little over 20 minutes. Most kids take 10 of those 20 minutes
to eat, and if they will take 12, they can have 100 more grams of
fruits and vegetables by the end of the week.

Senator BoozZMAN. Very good. That is interesting.

Well again, we appreciate all of you. We appreciate your hard
work and look forward to working you on the farm bill and all
kinds of things.

Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Is that your meal there?
Is that a snack or what?

Senator FETTERMAN. Well, thank you. I guess no more questions.
I have nothing left to do but other than to thank these experts for
coming in. For all of you that are from Pennsylvania, and if you
are heading back later today, then count me jealous that I won't,
but safe travels to everybody. I really want to thank all of you for
coming here and enlighten all of us throughout all this, because I
really do fundamentally think that it is so very critical.

Now the record will remain open for five business days, and oth-
erwise this is now adjourned. Thank you again.

[Whereupon, at 3:20 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.]
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Chairman Fetterman, Ranking Member Braun, and Members of the Subcommittee.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on the School Nutrition Programs. I
am Crystal FitzSimons, Interim President for the Food Research & Action Center
(FRAC). We are the leading organization working to end poverty-related hunger in the
U.S. by advancing bold and equitable policy solutions. We work to enact federal and
state legislation to expand and strengthen the programs; conduct research on
participation and program operations; partner with federal, state, and local government
agencies, schools, private nonprofit organizations, and other stakeholders on the
implementation of these programs to ensure that they serve the children who need
them. I am proud to have worked at FRAC for over 25 years, most of that time
specifically focused on the federal child nutrition programs.

According to recently released data from USDA, 47.4 million people in America live in
food insecure households, including 13.8 million children. That rate is unacceptable.
FRAC has worked for over 50 years to strengthen and expand the School Breakfast and
National School Lunch Programs, because we know they play a critical role in reducing
childhood hunger, supporting education, and connecting students to quality food from
our agricultural community.

An extensive body of research highlights the positive impact that school meals have on
student achievement, attendance, behavior, physical and mental health, and food
security. School meals also are an important support for families, allowing them to
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count on school breakfasts and lunches 5 days a week, approximately 180 days per
school year, to reduce the pressure on their household food budget.

School meals are one of the federal government’s most powerful tools for delivering
good nutrition to children. Children who participate are less likely to have nutrient
inadequacies and are more likely to consume fruits, vegetables, and milk. A recent study
found that school meals offer some of the healthiest meals that children eat, and the
updated school nutrition standards will further improve nutritional quality. The
approach that USDA has taken to gradually implement the new standards will provide
school nutrition departments and food manufacturers adequate time to make the
changes.

Over the last 10 years, a growing number of high-need schools have been able to offer
breakfast and lunch to all students at no charge through the Community Eligibility
Provision (CEP). CEP was implemented nationwide during the 2014-2015 school year,
and more than 14,000 schools implemented in the first year. Participation has grown
year after year as schools experienced the benefits: more students eating school meals,
less administrative work, no more unpaid school meal fees, and improvements to the
school culture.

It also is important to understand the impact that stigma has on participation in the
School Nutrition Programs. It leads children who have been certified for free or
reduced-price school meals to opt out of the program. About 29 million children are
certified for free or reduced-price school meals and only 22 million participate. Research
has also found that stigma is a primary reason that parents do not apply even when their
child is eligible.

By the 2019-2020 school year, community eligibility participation had grown to over
33,000 schools with a combined enrollment of nearly 15 million students. About one in
three schools that participated in the School Nutrition Programs was offering breakfast
and lunch to all their students at no charge through community eligibility.

Then the pandemic hit. A key component of our country’s response was the child
nutrition waivers that allowed all schools to offer meals at no charge to all students from
spring 2020 through the end of the 2021-2022 school year. This served as a pilot for a
nationwide Healthy School Meals for All policy, and it was a tremendous success. In a
FRAC survey of large school districts with a combined enrollment of over 5 million
students, 95 percent of school nutrition directors reported that it reduced childhood
hunger; 89 percent that it makes it easier for parents and guardians, 85 percent that it
eliminates any stigma associated with school meals, 84 percent that it eases
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administrative work, and 82 percent that it supports academic achievement. A growing
body of research supports the responses of the school nutrition directors to our survey.

There is also broad public support for Healthy School Meals for All. In 2021, FRAC
conducted nationwide public opinion polling and found that 63 percent of voters
nationwide support legislation that would allow schools to offer meals to all students at
no charge. Since then, several states have conducted their own state-specific polling and
found public support numbers that are even higher. For example, eight in 10
Pennsylvanian voters support expanding the state’s free breakfast program to include
lunch; 81 percent of voters in North Carolina support school meals for all; and 87
percent of Ohio parents of school-age children agree that schools should provide school
meals at no cost to all students, regardless of the student’s ability to pay.

Not surprisingly, several states did not want to go back to pre-pandemic school meal
operations when the nationwide waivers that allowed schools to offer free meals to all
their students were no longer available at the end of the 2021-2022 school year. To date,
California, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico, and
Vermont have all passed Healthy School Meals for All policies.

The transition back to pre-pandemic school meal operations for schools whose states
did not adopt a Healthy School Meals for All policy or that were unable to implement
community eligibility did not go smoothly. The School Nutrition Association reported
challenges getting families to submit school meal application, a significant increase in
school meal debt, and students eligible for free or reduced-price school experiencing
more stigma. Participation decreased, with school breakfast serving 1.2 million fewer
students and lunch serving 1.8 million fewer students compared to the 2021-2022
school year.

While those eight states are showing us what is possible, there are critical steps the
Subcommittee and Congress should take to enhance the reach and impact of school
meals nationwide.

First, Congress can ensure that all children are hunger free and ready to learn while they
are at school by allowing all schools to offer meals to all their students at no charge. The
Universal School Meals Program Act (S.1568/H.R.3204) creates that path.

Second, it’s important to address barriers that keep students from participating,
particularly in School Breakfast, which serves just over half of the children who
participate in school lunch. The way most schools currently serve breakfast—in the
cafeteria before the school day starts, in fact before many of the children are at school—
significantly reduces participation. Offering breakfast at no charge to all students (as




29

Pennsylvania does) combined with implementing an innovative service model such as
breakfast in the classroom, grab and go stations, or second chance breakfast has been
shown to dramatically increase participation. Congress can provide grants or additional
reimbursements to increase the implementation of innovative school breakfast models.

Third, Congress should make the funding formula for the CEP more financially viable.
Currently, the percentage of students who are automatically certified for free school
meals is multiplied by 1.6 to determine the federal reimbursements that schools receive.
These “identified students” are categorically eligible for free school meals because they
participate in certain means-tested federal programs, such as the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or who are homelessness, runaway, migrant, in
foster care, or in Head Start. Increasing the multiplier to 2.5 would allow more schools
to operate CEP without fear of losing money. Another crucial step is to allow a statewide
CEP option. Senators Casey and Fetterman’s School Hunger Elimination Act (S.4525)
would do both.

Additionally, the threshold to participate in CEP should remain 25 percent of identified
students. That requirement was set through regulations but should be added to the
statute. Senator Fetterman’s Nutrition Red Tape Reduction Act (S.4523) does just that.

Fourth, Congress can do more to bolster direct certification which uses data matching to
automatically certify children for free school meals. Currently, states and school districts
are only required to conduct direct certification for children in SNAP households.
Schools should be required to automatically certify children who are categorically
eligible through the other criteria that make them eligible for free school meals, such as
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program, or being homeless, migrant, in
foster care, or Head Start. In addition, more federal means-tested programs, such as
Medicaid and SSI, should be used to directly certify children. Demonstration projects
have allowed 43 states to conduct Medicaid direct certification, which also requires an
income test and can be used to certify students for both free and reduced-price school
meals. All states should be using Medicaid to directly certify children for school meals,
and all school districts should be required to do this important data match.

Expanding direct certification would reduce school meal applications, improve program
integrity, and help ensure that eligible children do not fall through the cracks.

Finally, any examination of the School Nutrition Programs should also explore the
impact of losing access to school breakfast and lunch during summer break. Rates of
food insecurity and food insufficiency among children are higher during the summer,
and children are more likely to gain weight. The Summer Nutrition Programs are
designed to replace those lost school meals, and the sites often combine the meals with
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educational and enrichment programming, allowing the sites to help combat hunger
and summer learning loss. In July 2023, the Summer Nutrition Programs only served
one child for every seven that participated in free and reduced-price school meals during
the 2022-2023 school year.

More can be done to support access to summer meals. Lowering the area eligibility
threshold from 50 percent to 40 percent would allow more communities to offer
summer meals. Allowing Summer Food sponsors to serve meals year-round—instead of
switching the Afterschool Suppers and Snack Program under the Child and Adult Care
Food Program—would reduce administrative burdens and costs, support program
integrity, and increase access to meals during the summer and after school. Allowing all
sites to serve a third meal, instead of just two, would better support children’s
nutritional needs and full day summer programs and be more consistent with the
number of meals per day that children are able to access during the school day.
Transportation grants would also help overcome the transportation barriers that limit
participation in summer meals. The Summer Meals Act of 2021, which was introduced
by Senators Gillibrand and Murkowski, included these provisions.

In addition, the new Summer EBT Program provides families $120 in grocery benefits
per child eligible for free or reduced-price school meals on EBT and offers an important
and complementary opportunity to combat summer hunger. Evaluations of the Summer
EBT demonstration projects found that it reduced food insecurity and improved
nutrition. In 2024, 37 states, the District of Columbia, all five U.S. territories, and two
Tribes are participating in Summer EBT. To better support implementation and
encourage all states to adopt the new program, Congress should fully cover state
administrative costs.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. I welcome your questions.
Appendix of FRAC Resources:

School Meals are Essential for Health and Learning (May 2021)

The State of Healthy School Meals for All (February 2024)

National Healthy Schools Meals for All Coalition Statement of Support

FRAC's Large School District Report: Operating School Nutrition Programs During the
Pandemic (May 2022)

The Reach of School Breakfast and Lunch: During the 2022-2023 School Year (March 2024)

Hunger Doesn't Take a Vacation: Summer Nutrition Status Report (August 2024)

Community Eligibility: The Key to Hunger-Free Schools: School Year 2022-2023 (May 202
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Research Highlights the Benefits of Healthy School Meals for All Students: An Annotated
Bibliography (July 2024)

Child Nutrition Reauthorization: Summer Meals Act of 2021
Summer EBT Impact Fact Sheet (May 2024)
Hunger Doesn't Take a Vacation: Summer Nutrition Status Report (August 2024)



32

School Meals are Essential for
Student Health and Learning

FRAC

Food Research & Action Center

bodies with the good nutrition provided by the

National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast
Program. There is considerable evidence of the effective
role that participation in these programs plays in alleviating
food insecurity and poverty, and in providing the nutrients
students need for growth, development, learning, and
overall health, especially for the nation’s most vulnerable
children and adolescents. This brief reviews the many
benefits of the school meals programs, and summarizes
the latest research on recent policy changes and innovative
strategies that are increasing program access and improving
student outcomes.

E ach day, millions of students fuel their minds and

School Meals Play a Critical Role
in Student Health, Well-Being, and
Academic Success

More than 14.6 million students eat a school breakfast and
297 million students eat a school lunch on a typical school
day, based on data from the 2018—2019 school year.! The
sentence should say this: The vast majority of these students
are from low-income households and receive a free or
reduced-price meal.

A considerable body of evidence shows that the
school meals programs are profoundly important for
students, especially low-income students, with well-
documented benefits.

School Meals Alleviate Food Insecurity
and Poverty

School meals are a critical component of the U.S. safety

net. Multiple studies find improvements in food security
through participation in the school meals programs.2?456
For example, school breakfast availability reduces low food
security and very low food security among elementary
school children.” For school lunch, participation is associated
with a 14 percent reduction in the risk of food insufficiency

School Meals, Health, m FRAC

earning

®  May 2021

among households with at least one child receiving a free
or reduced-price school lunch.®2 Conversely, research shows
that rates of food insecurity and food insufficiency among
children are higher in the summer — a time when students
do not have access to the school meal programs available
during the academic year.5©"

Nationally, school lunch also lifted 1.2 million people —
including 722,000 children — above the poverty line in
2017, based on Census Bureau data on poverty and income
inthe US."?

School Meals Support Good Nutrition

School meals support good nutrition throughout the school
day. Program patrticipants are less likely to have nutrient
inadequacies and are more likely to consume fruits,
vegetables, and milk at breakfast and lunch.®* For school
breakfast, similar dietary benefits are observed among
students attending schools that provide breakfast at no
cost to all students, when compared to students who eat
away from school or through a traditional means-tested
breakfast program.’>*® For school lunch, researchers
conclude “school lunches provide superior nutrient quality
than lunches obtained from other sources, particularly for
low-income children.”” This is consistent with other studies
comparing school lunches to packed lunches brought from
home or elsewhere 92

= www.FRAC.org




33

The school meals programs also have favorable impacts
on overall dietary quality, as measured by the Healthy Eating
Index.?'? In a national assessment conducted by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA), school lunch participants
and school breakfast participants consumed lunches and
breakfasts of higher nutritional quality, respectively, than
their nonparticipating peers.® In many cases, particularly for
school lunch participants, these differences in overall dietary
quality persisted over a 24-hour time period. Meaning,
school meal participants had better dietary quality not just
at school, but throughout the entire day. Similarly, there is
evidence that more frequent school meal consumption has
nutritional advantages for daily dietary intake: elementary
and middle school students who eat school breakfast every
day consume more fruits and vegetables, whole grains,
dairy, fiber, and calcium per day, when compared to students
who eat school breakfast less frequently (i.e., O to 4 days
per week).2* Students who eat school lunch daily consume
more dairy and calcium per day compared to those who
eat school lunch less frequently. As Frisvold and Price
write, “exposure to healthier meals at school increases
the healthfulness of foods acquired by children throughout
the day"*

School Meals Improve Health Outcomes

School meals support and improve student physical
and mental health, including weight-related outcomes. For
instance, free or reduced-price school lunches reduce rates

of poor health by at least 29 percent and rates of obesity
by at least 17 percent, based on estimates using national
data.?® Multiple studies find an association between school
breakfast participation and lower body mass index (BMI),
lower probability of being overweight, and lower probability
of obesity.?%2829%031 School breakfast, including breakfast
offered at no cost to all students in a school, also has been
linked with fewer visits to the school nurse, particularly

in the morning,®? and positive impacts on mental health,
including reductions in behavioral problems, anxiety, and
depression.=3*

School Meals Boost Learning

School meals programs are linked with improvements in
the classroom. Students who participate in school breakfast
programs have improved attendance, behavior, academic
performance, and academic achievement as well as
decreased tardiness, based on decades of research on
the topic 353627383940 These effects also are observed when
implementing innovative models to increase breakfast
participation. For example, providing students with breakfast
in the classroom is associated with lower rates of tardiness,
fewer disciplinary office referrals, improved attendance
rates, and improved math and reading achievement
test scores #1424

Improvements in student behavior have been
observed with the Community Eligibility Provision* as well:
multiple out-of-school suspension rates fell by about 15
percent for elementary students and 6
percent for middle school students after
implementation of community eligibility in
one study.* These reductions were even
larger, at about 25 percent, for elementary
school students in counties with high rates
of food insecurity.

Finally, research demonstrates that
the impacts of program participation can
be long-lasting. In a study examining
the effects of school lunch participation
between 1941 and 1956 on adult outcomes,
participation was associated with long-
term educational attainment for men
and women.*®

*Under the Community Eligibility Provision created by the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010, high-poverty schools and school districts can offer school
meals at no charge to all students.

School Meals, Health, and Leal May 2021
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Updated School Meals Nutrition
Standards Improve Student Dietary
Intake Without Harming Program
Participation

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010
created a process for enhancing the quality of all food and
beverages served and sold in schools by empowering
USDA to set new nutrition standards for school meals and
for “competitive foods.” These new nutrition standards are
vital to improving the dietary intake and health of students,
especially low-income students. USDA issued a final rule on
the school meal nutrition standards in January 2012. Overall,
the rule required schools to offer more fruits, vegetables,
and whole grain-rich foods; offer only fat-free or low-fat (1
percent) fluid milk; limit saturated fat and sodium; minimize
trans fat; and limit the calories that can be offered in a meal.
The lunch standards began to take effect in the 2012-2013
school year; the breakfast standards began to take effect in
the 2013-2014 school year.

An analysis by FRAC in 2016 found that the revised
nutrition standards have had a positive impact on the school
nutrition environment as well as student food selection and
consumption, especially for fruits and vegetables.*® Research
published since then supports these conclusions.4¢4°
Perhaps most notably, USDA recently issued the first
national, comprehensive assessment of school meal
programs since the implementation of the updated school
meal nutrition standards.>® The nutritional quality of school
lunches increased by 41 percent, and by 44 percent for
school breakfasts, after the implementation of the nutrition
standards. The assessment also found that serving lunches
of higher nutritional quality was associated with higher
school lunch participation rates, but not with higher costs
per lunch.

In addition to the favorable nutrition impacts, there
is growing evidence that the standards have not had a
negative impact on school meal participation over time (as
some had feared) and, in fact, may contribute to modest
improvements in participation.®*2 For instance, the number
of students choosing a school meal (versus no school

meal) increased by 13.6 percent after the implementation
of improved school meal and competitive food nutrition
standards in Massachusetts.>*

In spite of widespread support, overwhelming evidence
of compliance, and positive nutrition impacts, efforts have
been underway to roll back the nutrition standards issued
in January 2012.5455% Unfortunately, such efforts were
successful with the weakening of the standards for whole
grains, sodium, and milk in a final rule issued by USDA
in December 2018. USDA scaled back the whole grain
requirements, delayed the requirement to further lower
sodium levels in school meals, and allowed low-fat flavored
milk (instead of only allowing non-fat flavored milk). In
response, FRAC released a statement that “USDA's final
rule on nutrition standards is a step backwards for children’s
health and learning.”®” Regardless of this setback, FRAC will
continue to work with schools and districts to implement the
stronger nutrition standards issued in January 2012, since
those aspects of the standards issued in December 2018
are optional for schools. On the national level, FRAC will
work with allied organizations in efforts to protect the
nutrition standards from rollbacks, and advocate for USDA
to ensure adequate support, technical assistance, and
resources for schools to continue robust implementation
of the nutrition standards.

" The new competitive foods standards rule, known as the Smart Snacks in School rule, is a separate initiative governing foods provided or sold in schools
(e.g., vending machines, food sold in competition with federal meals) other than those from the federal nutrition programs. It was issued by USDA in June 2013 and
began to take effect in the 2014-2015 school year. In general, these standards promote whole grains, low-fat dairy, fruits, vegetables, and leaner protein, while

limiting the calories, fat, sugar, and sodium of items.
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Innovative Policies and Practices
for Providing School Meals Increase
Program Access

Across the country, innovative school meal policies and
practices are being implemented to increase access to
these critical and effective programs. For school breakfast
and lunch, this includes implementing community eligibility.
For breakfast, this includes providing breakfast at no cost
to all students (possibly through community eligibility), and
using breakfast in the classroom, “grab and go” breakfast,
and second chance breakfast models. Such approaches can
address common barriers to program participation, such as
stigma, cost, and, for breakfast, arriving to school too late.
(For more information and resources

on these policies and models, visit www.frac.org.)

Research shows that these strategies are effective in
increasing program participation. According to an analysis
by FRAC, 28,542 schools (64 percent of those eligible)
participated in community eligibility in the 2018—2019 school
year, compared to 14,214 in the 2014-2015 school year when
the provision first became available nationwide.>® While
community eligibility has only been implemented nationwide
a few years, preliminary evidence indicates that the provision
increases student participation in school breakfast and
lunch,%%° and FRAC’s analysis points to a consistent increase
in the number of students enrolled in schools offering
community eligibility.

The evidence is clear that programs offering breakfast
at no cost to all students and breakfast in the classroom
increase breakfast participation.5152636365665768 (Typjcally,
breakfast in the classroom is offered at no cost to all
students.) For example, in a study of North Carolina public
schools, serving breakfast at no cost to all students boosted
breakfast participation, including among students otherwise
ineligible for free or reduced-price meals.®® The participation
impacts were larger when breakfast at no cost to all students
was implemented in combination with breakfast in the
classroom, second chance breakfast, or breakfast in the
classroom plus “grab and go.”

“Grab and go” and second chance breakfasts show
particular evidence of success for middle and high school
students, although these models tend to receive less
attention in the research literature.””' In an evaluation
of a “grab and go” breakfast program in Minnesota high
schools, average school-level breakfast participation
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increased from 13 percent to 22.6 percent of students after
implementation.”? Among a subsample of students with
irregular breakfast habits, breakfast participation increased
among students eligible for free or reduced-price school
meals (from 13.9 to 30.7 percent) and among students paying
full price for school meals (from 4.3 to 17.2 percent).

The Case for Healthy School
Meals for All

The current pandemic has underscored the importance

of providing children, especially those from economically
disadvantaged communities, with access to nutritious
school meals. With as many as 12 million children suffering
from food insecurity” and sharp decreases in overall
School Breakfast Program (SBP) and National School
Lunch Program patrticipation rates reported from fiscal year
2019 to 2020 (drops of 16.8 percent and 24.3 percent,
respectively),”it is crucial that school meals be offered to
all students at no charge, commonly called Healthy School
Meals for All or Universal School Meals/Meal Programs.
Investing in this approach would ensure that all children,
regardless of family income, can obtain healthy meals
throughout the year and have the best chance to learn and
thrive in school. Healthy School Meals for All also would
build on the pre-pandemic successful efforts to increase
participation in SBP. According to a recent FRAC analysis,
these gains include 37 million additional free or reduced-
priced breakfasts served from September 2019 to February
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2020 compared to the same months of the previous school
year, and a total of more than 12.6 million children who
received a free or reduced-priced breakfast on an average
school day during the same time period.”

Additional research studies that have explored the effect of
Healthy School Meals for All measures across the U.S. have
yielded promising results that link the approach to benefits.
They show that the nutritional value of school meals and
student diet quality, along with increased meal participation,
improved academic performance, and lack of weight gain,
are maintained when schools offer free school meals to all.
For example, a longitudinal study conducted by the Maxwell
School Center for Policy Research showed that New York
City’s Universal Free Meals program led to increases in
academic performance and school lunch participation for
both low-income and non-low-income middle school
students.”® No evidence was found that these programs
are correlated with an increased probability of overweight,
obesity, or increased average body mass index (BMI).

A qualitative study examining the impact of Vermont’s free
school meals for all program indicated that it was associated
with increased readiness to learn among students, in
addition to improved academic performance and school
climate.”” Other perceived social gains associated with
Healthy School Meals for All include decreases in student
stress, family financial stress,and administrator stress, and
income differences being less visible. An analysis of the
School Nutrition and Meal Cost study demonstrated that
total costs among medium and large schools offering free
school meals to all students decreased moderately for lunch,
and decreased significantly for breakfast.”® Additionally, this
analysis showed that Healthy Eating Index scores were not
negatively impacted by offering school meals to all students
at no charge. These results suggest that offering school
meals to all students at no charge can lead to reduced meal
costs without compromising students’ diet quality.

School Meals, Health, and Learning = FRAC = May 2021

Studies’ findings connecting Healthy School Meals for

All to steady trends in student BMI and boosts in meal
participation were supported by a recent systematic review
examining the association between this approach and
multiple outcomes.” Studies that evaluated the impact of
the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) support the claim
that there is value in administering CEP and other universal
school meal provisions. For example, these studies’ results
reveal that CEP is linked to benefits, including better
attendance;® increased total meal participation®' and meal
participation among low-income students;#2# improvements
in academic achievement®#* and in favorable child health
outcomes, such as an increased percentage of students with
healthy body weight; and decreased average student BMI.#®

Conclusion

Research shows that the school breakfast and lunch
programs are effective in alleviating food insecurity and
poverty, supporting good nutrition, and improving health and
learning. In addition, recent policy changes (e.g., community
eligibility, updated nutrition standards) and innovative
models of program delivery (e.g., breakfast in the classroom)
are connecting more students to these critical programs and
producing more positive and healthier outcomes. Recent
studies evaluating Healthy School Meals for All programs
find that in addition to ensuring that all children have access
to healthy school meals, they also are associated with many
of the benefits linked to traditional school nutrition programs.
Continuing to increase access to, and strengthen, the school
meals programs will further their role in supporting and
improving student health and well-being.

The original version of this paper was prepared by FRAC
Senior Researcher in Nutrition Policy and Community
Health Heather Hartline-Grafton, DrPH, RD; and was
updated by FRAC Director of School and Out-of-School
Time Programs Crystal FitzSimons and FRAC Research
and Policy Analyst Vanessa Gomez.
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e CENTER ror Public Interest g defense fund 1T o~ CHILDREN
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NATIONAL s y m
NETWORK Pm SCHOOLV
| ASSOCIATION NETWORK everychild.onevoice® NUTRITION

ASSOCIATION

PURPOSE
The coalition will advocate and build support for nationwide Healthy School Meals for All
so that all schools can offer breakfast and lunch at no charge to all of their students.

STATEMENT OF SUPPORT
We know that school meals play an important role in reducing childhood hunger, supporting good nutrition, and ensuring that
students are well nourished and ready to get the most out of their school day.

Research links participation in school meals to positive educational and health outcomes for our nation’s children. School meals
are just as important to academic success as textbooks, computers, and transportation, and all children should have access to
them every school day.

As vital as the school nutrition programs are to ensuring children’s access to healthy, nutritious meals, too many children in need
miss out on school meals because of the programs’ current structure. Many struggling families do not meet the eligibility threshold
for free meals, which requires a family of four to earn less than $37,000 annually. The current structure with some children being
offered free meals or meals at a reduced price, and others paying for their meals, also leads many children who are eligible for free
or reduced-price school meals, particularly those in middle and high school, to choose not to participate because of stigma.

Providing free meals to all students, regardless of household income, would reduce stigma and ensure that all students have the
nutrition they need during the school day. It would ease the pressure on families’ household food budgets, allowing them to count
on a nutritious school breakfast and lunch each school day to help make ends meet. It would reduce administrative work for school
staff, allowing them to focus on preparing nutritious and appealing meals instead of processing paperwork. And it would eliminate
unpaid school meal fees, helping to ensure that the cafeteria is a positive place for all students and ending the financial burden that
school meal debt creates for school districts.

Providing school meals to all students is also critical for advancing racial equity and justice, helping to ensure that Black,
Indigenous, and Latinx students can access the key nutrition they need to thrive in the classroom and beyond.

Schools were able to offer free school meals to all their students beginning in the spring of 2020 when the pandemic began to
sweep the country. Free school meals were offered to all students no matter their learning mode — remote, in-person, or hybrid
— through the 2021-2022 school year, and were ended despite the ongoing need. This trial run showed how beneficial offering
free meals to all students is for children, families, and schools. |
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Healthy School Meals for All Coalition

ARSA

AASA, The School i A iati

AUnion of Professionals

“In order to truly teach the student, we must first meet
their most basic needs. Free meals for all is the only
way to ensure all students get the meals they need
without stigma, administrative burden or unpaid meal
debt. AASA strongly supports free school meals for
all to guarantee that every student can come to class
ready to learn and reach their full potential.”

—David Schuler, Executive Director

. and Dietetics

of ition and Dieteti

“The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics strongly
supports and advocates for healthful school meals.
School meals are crucial in alleviating childhood food
insecurity, and studies continue to show schools are the
healthiest place in the U.S. for children to eat. School
meals can have a positive impact by helping to reduce
racial disparities in health and education, while also
supporting learning, attendance, and behavior.”
—Ellen R. Shanley, registered dietitian nutritionist and

the Academy’s 2022-2023 President

» Academy of Nutrition
rlsm

American Academy of Pediatrics §
DEDICATED TO THE HEALTH OF ALL CHILDREN®

5 A of Pediatri
“Pediatricians understand the important role that
strong nutrition plays in ensuring a child can grow up
healthy and thrive. It is critical that all children have
access to healthy and nutritious school meals. By
offering free school meals to every student, it would
eliminate the stigma of being singled out for receiving
assistance, help reach all families who are struggling
and ensure all students can benefit from healthy and
nutritious meals.”
—Mark Del Monte, JD, CEO/Executive Vice President

F of
“In America in 2023, we should be able to ensure that no
child goes hungry. Yet today, that is not the case. Kids in
our public schools go hungry. It is unacceptable. We have
an obligation to our children to create welcoming, safe
schools where they can thrive, and that includes making
sure they have everything they need to learn, be it a new
book, or breakfast. We strongly support Healthy School
Meals for All. It would allow tens of millions of children to
get the meals they desperately need, and it makes real our
commitment to our children. If we care about kids, as I have
heard representatives say repeatedly these last few weeks,
then Healthy School Meals for All would be passed in an
overwhelmingly bipartisan manner.”

—Randi Weingarten, President

American
leart
Association.

American Heart Association

“Providing healthy school meals for all students is a recipe
for success that reduces food insecurity, improves children’s
diets and academic performance, generates critical revenue
for schools and decreases stigma. We must urgently
continue our work toward ensuring every child across the
country has access to the healthy meals at school that will
help them thrive and put them on a path to a lifetime of
healthy eating.”

— Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President, Advocacy

AASSOCIATION OF
SCHOOL BUSINESS OFFICIALS
INTERNATIONAL

iation of School Officials i

“No child should ever have to worry about going hungry,
nor should any family worry about how to afford their child’s
next meal, especially at school. We support a universal
healthy school meals program to ensure students have
access to delicious and nutritious meals so that they can
grow up happy and healthy and be ready to learn.”
—Siobhan McMahon, CAE, Chief Operations Officer
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Healthy School Meals for All Coalition

Center for Biological Diversity

“All children deserve healthy, culturally-appropriate and
free school meals. Every Congressperson should be
pounding down the doors to ensure students have the
fuel they need to learn and grow.”

— Jennifer Molidor, Senior Food Campaigner

(75

THE CENTER fon
BLACK HEALTH & EQUITY

The Center for Black Health & Equity

“The Center for Black Health & Equity (The Center)
believes that access to healthy school meals is a critical
step in addressing food insecurity. We are committed to
addressing the social and economic injustices that have
marginalized our communities and led to deep health
disparities for our nation’s most vulnerable populations.
Far too many of our children across the United States
experience child hunger. Access to school meals will
better equip them to reach their full potential and thrive
in and out of the classroom. The Center is dedicated

to advocating for equity-centered policies that align
with our commitment to end child hunger and fight

for food justice.”

— Delmonte Jefferson, Executive Director

CENTER FOR
Science IN THE
Public Interest

Center for Science in the Public Interest

“Nationwide healthy school meals for all would eliminate
stigma and guarantee that every student has access

to healthy meals as part of their school day. CSPI urges
Congress to ensure every child has access to free meals
at school regardless of their family’s income, just as they
do books and transportation.”

—Dr. Peter Lurie, Executive Director

Chef Ann Foundation

“The pandemic showed us that families rely on healthy
meals at school for their children, and that the income
requirements for the free and reduced lunch program often
miss many families in need. Healthy School Meals For

All ensures all our children have access to the food and
nutrition they need to thrive and meet their true potential.”

—Mara Fleishman, CEO

k children’s
w defense fund

unleasing th oy ingrowing vp
Children’s Defense Fund

“It makes no sense that everything in public school is free
except the food! School meals play an important role in
reducing childhood hunger, supporting good nutrition,
and ensuring that students are ready to learn. Every child
should have access to them every day. Providing free
meals to all students, regardless of household income,
would reduce stigma, ease the pressure on family
budgets, and let school leaders focus on nurturing youth
instead of processing paperwork. Let’s end the debate
and feed the children, so young people grow up with
dignity, hope, and joy.”

—Dr. Starsky Wilson, President & CEO

[
o FIRST FOCUS
ON CHILDREN

First Focus on Children

“First Focus on Children is dedicated to ensuring that all
children receive free, nutritious meals at school to give
every child a fair shot at a healthy life. We're delighted to
Join the National Healthy School Meals for All Coalition

to advocate for universal school meals that help kids

stay full and focused throughout the school day. Food
insecurity is specifically associated with poorer physical and
mental health, lower school performance, and diminished
psychosocial functioning. It’s our duty to give children the
nutrition they need to succeed.”

—Bruce Lesley, President
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Healthy School Meals for All Coalition

FoodCorps

“Our 2030 goal includes making sure all kids have access to
nutritious school meals, free of charge. We cannot overstate
the importance of allying with groups who share our vision for
a more just world — one where all students know the joy and
power of food.”

—Dr. Robert S. Harvey, President of FoodCorps

FRAC

Food Research & Acton Center
Food Research & Action Center

“Healthy School Meals for All would be a game changer for
students, families, and schools. School meals combat childhood
hunger, improve children’s health, and support academic
achievement. By offering school meals at no charge, we can
ensure that all children have access to the nutrition they need to
learn and thrive. We are proud to be a member of this codition.
The time for nationwide Healthy School Meals for All is now.”

— Crystal FitzSimons, Child Nutrition Programs & Policy Director

MomsRising

“School meals are essential for children’s health, well-being,
and ability to learn, and they relieve stress and hardship

for moms and all caregivers. We need to end the stigma,
cumbersome paperwork, and school meal debt too many
families are experiencing and commit to ending child hunger in
America. Making healthy, nutritious school meals available to all
students at no charge is one of the best ways to do that.”

— Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, CEO and Executive Director

NATIONAL
nea s
i

“No child should have to learn on an empty belly. Food
insecurity can be found in every community — urban, suburban,
and rural — and this crisis is particularly exacerbated in our
Black, brown, and Indigenous communities. Since the USDA
universal school meals waivers ended, educators across the
country have witnessed an alarming rise in students going
hungry. Congress can take a big step towards fixing this crisis
by passing free healthy school meals for all children so they
have the resources they need to grow and thrive.”

— Becky Pringle, President

NATIONAL
FARM (0 SCHOOL
NETWORK

National Farm to School Network

“National Farm to School Network represents
organizations, professionals, and community members
committed to a future where all communities hold power
in a racially just food system. We support Healthy School
Meals for All to ensure that no child misses the nutrition
they need to learn and thrive, or experiences stigma. Our
partners in the cafeterias, classrooms, gardens, and farms
know that how children eat, grow, and learn about food
sets them up for future health and success.”

— Miguel Villarreal, Interim Co-Executive Director

National

everychild.onevoice®

“Access to healthy food options is critical to a child’s
well-being and academic success. And for far too many
children, school meals are a necessity not a luxury and
are often the most nutritious meals they receive. Students
cannot learn without adequate nutrition, and no child

in our nation should have to go hungry. It is urgent that
Congress take action to ensure all students have access
to healthy school meal programs. It is critical to their
success — both in and out of the classroom.”

—Anna King, President

SCHOOL

NUTRITION

AssociATIoN
School Nutrition Association
“With research demonstrating that school meals support
children’s academic achievement, health, and wellness,
it's no surprise that such a broad range of organizations
are speaking out in support of healthy school meals for all
students. School nutrition professionals witnessed first-hand
how free meal service combats stigma for students who
rely on free meals, supports working-class families, reduces
paperwork for staff, and fosters a sense of community in the
cafeteria. SNA strongly supports offering free school meals
to ensure all students are fueled for learning.”
—Lori Adkins, MS, SNS, CHE, President
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Methodology

The methodology employed in constructing this annotated bibliography began with a thorough
review of existing reports and research briefs from the Food Research & Action Center (FRAC),
aiming to identify seminal papers and critical themes within the field. Duplicates within the
retrieved reports were then removed. Sources were then filtered to include only those published
after 2012, with exceptions for essential papers that provided foundational knowledge. Searches
were conducted on platforms including Google Scholar, The University of Texas at Dallas library
database, and Research Rabbit to locate newer papers by the same authors or related topics,
ensuring updated information and insights were included. Additionally, general searches were
performed using specific keywords related to universal school meals, broadening the scope of
the bibliography. Systematic reviews were incorporated into the search process, and primary
papers within these reviews were examined to include pertinent research findings. The culled
papers were mapped out in Research Rabbit to identify any additional important or highly cited
papers that were overlooked initially. Most papers had robust citations, but exceptions were
made for papers published after 2022. The results of these searches are included below and
organized by subject. Each citation includes a source, description, and key takeaway.
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Harms of Childhood Food Insecurity

e Source: Shankar, P., Chung, R., & Frank, D. A. (2017). Association of Food Insecurity
with Children’s Behavioral, Emotional, and Academic Outcomes: A Systematic Review.
Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 38(2), 135—150.
https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000383

(e}

Description: This review offers a comprehensive analysis of 23 peer-reviewed
articles originating from developed nations. It examines the connections between
food insecurity and detrimental childhood developmental outcomes,
encompassing early cognitive development, academic performance, inattention,
and other outcomes across four age groups: infants and toddlers, preschoolers,
school-aged children, and adolescents. Household food insecurity, even at
marginal levels, correlates with various behavioral, academic, and emotional
challenges in children from infancy to adolescence.

Takeaway: Food insecurity within households is linked to various
behavioral, academic, and emotional difficulties experienced by
children from infancy through adolescence.

e Source: Jackson, D. B., Newsome, J., Vaughn, M. G., & Johnson, K. R. (2018).
Considering the role of food insecurity in low self-control and early delinquency. Journal
of Criminal Justice, 56, 127—139. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2017.07.002

o

Description: This study utilized data from the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), a nationwide investigation tracking a substantial
cohort of children born in the U.S. between 1998 and 2000. Children raised in
households facing food insecurity display notably diminished levels of self-
control during early childhood and heightened tendencies toward delinquency
during late childhood, in contrast to those raised in food-secure environments,
even when accounting for other factors. The presence of both temporary and
persistent food insecurity correlates significantly and positively with low self-
control and early delinquent behavior, with sustained food insecurity associated
with even greater increases in these risks. Supplementary analyses suggest that
the relationship between food insecurity and early delinquency is partially
mediated by low self-control.

Takeaway: Children growing up in food-insecure households, as
studied through the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study,
exhibit decreased self-control in early childhood and increased
delinquent behavior in late childhood, even after considering other
factors, with persistent food insecurity exacerbating these risks.
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e Source: Burke, M. P., Martini, L. H., Cayr, E., Hartline-Grafton, H. L., & Meade, R. L.
(2016). Severity of Household Food Insecurity Is Positively Associated with Mental
Disorders among Children and Adolescents in the United States. The Journal of
Nutrition, 146(10), 2019—2026. https://doi.org/10.3945/jn.116.232298

o Description: This paper uses cross-sectional data from the 2011—2014 National
Health Interview Survey involving 16,918 children and 14,143 adolescents from
participating families. Mental disorders were assessed using the brief Strengths
and Difficulties Questionnaire, while food security status was measured using the
10-item USDA Household Food Security Survey Module. A significant linear
trend in odds ratios was observed, indicating that as household food insecurity
severity increased, so did the likelihood of youth experiencing a mental disorder
(P < 0.001). Noteworthy findings included higher odds of mental disorder with
impairment among youth in marginally food-secure households compared to
those in food-secure households. Additionally, youth in very-low-food-secure
households exhibited higher odds of severe mental disorder impairment relative
to those in food-secure households.

o Takeaway: The severity of household food insecurity, as revealed by
the National Health Interview Survey, is positively associated with an
increased likelihood of mental disorders among youth, with
particularly elevated risks observed in marginally food-secure and
very-low-food-secure households.

e Source: Shonkoff, J. P., & Garner, A. S. (2012). The lifelong effects of early childhood
adversity and toxic stress. Pediatrics (Evanston), 129(1), e232—e246.
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-2663

o Description: This paper delves into the evidence concerning the disruptive effects
of toxic stress, providing compelling insights into the underlying causal pathways
linking early adversity to subsequent challenges in learning, behavior, and overall
physical and mental health. The implications stemming from this framework can
bring about significant transformations in pediatrics. It suggests a paradigm
shift, wherein numerous adult diseases are reframed as developmental disorders
originating in early life. Furthermore, it posits that persistent health disparities
linked to factors like poverty, discrimination, or maltreatment may be mitigated
through the alleviation of toxic stress during childhood.

o Takeaway: Early adversity is linked with later challenges in learning,
behavior, and health. Adult diseases can be seen as developmental
disorders, and there is a potential to address persistent health
disparities by mitigating childhood toxic stress.
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Source: Gennetian, L. A., Wolf, S., Hill, H. D., & Morris, P. A. (2015). Intrayear
Household Income Dynamics and Adolescent School Behavior. Demography, 52(2),
455—483. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-015-0370-9

o

Description: This study explores the connection between fluctuations in
household income within a year and the behavioral outcomes of adolescents in
educational settings. It draws on data from a nationally representative sample of
households with adolescents, sourced from the 2004 panel of the Survey of
Income and Program Participation. The findings reveal a negative relationship
between income instability and various positive school-related behaviors among
adolescents. Income instability is shown to reduce the likelihood of adolescents
being highly engaged in school, regardless of their income level. Moreover,
income instability predicts incidents of adolescent expulsions and suspensions.
Takeaway: There is a negative association between income instability
and adolescent school-related behaviors, irrespective of income
levels, suggesting a significant impact on school engagement and
increased risk of expulsions and suspensions, especially among low-
income, older, and racial minority adolescents.

Source: Bidopia, T., Carbo, A. V., Ross, R. A., & Burke, N. L. (2023). Food insecurity and
disordered eating behaviors in children and adolescents: A systematic review. Eating
Behaviors: An International Journal, 49, 101731—101731.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2023.101731

o

Description: This systematic review identified a correlation between food
insecurity (F.I.) and various behaviors among children and adolescents, including
binge eating, loss-of-control eating, eating when not hungry, engaging in
unhealthy weight control practices, and displaying picky eating tendencies.
However, the strength of this association differed based on the type of disordered
eating behavior examined and the severity of food insecurity. These findings
underscore the significance of screening for disordered eating behaviors in young
individuals experiencing food insecurity, as it can aid in the prevention and
intervention of eating disorders.

Takeaway: Food insecurity is correlated with a range of disordered
eating behaviors among children and adolescents, emphasizing the
importance of early screening to prevent and intervene in eating
disorders among those affected.

Source: Huang, J., Barnidge, E., & Kim, Y. (2015). Children Receiving Free or Reduced-
Price School Lunch Have Higher Food Insufficiency Rates in Summer. The Journal of
Nutrition (Vol. 145, Issue 9, pp. 2161—2168). Elsevier B.V.

https://doi.org/10.3945/jn.115.214486

o

Description: This study aimed to evaluate the link between NSLP participation
and household food insufficiency by analyzing food insufficiency trends over a
10-month period. Using data from the Survey of Income and Program
Participation, the study considered only students who were eligible for free or
reduced-price meals and compared the households of those who opted to receive
the meals with those who did not. Among NSLP participant households, the rate

5
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of food insufficiency remained steady from January to May at around 4 percent,
then rose to over 5 percent in June and July. In contrast, food insufficiency
among eligible nonrecipients remained consistent throughout the year, averaging
about 2 percent.

o Takeaway: Among households participating in the NSLP, there is a
steady rate of food insufficiency with notable increases in summer
months, highlighting the importance of addressing food insecurity
dynamics beyond the academic year.

e Source: Gundersen, C., & Ziliak, J. P. (2015). Food Insecurity And Health Outcomes. In
Health Affairs (Vol. 34, Issue 11, pp. 1830—1839). Health Affairs (Project Hope).
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.0645

o Description: Approximately 50 million Americans face food insecurity, a
prominent health and nutrition concern. This review assesses recent research on
food insecurity's health impacts across age groups. It begins by outlining
measurement methods and prevalence trends, followed by a survey of studies
linking food insecurity to negative health outcomes. Findings consistently show
that food insecurity correlates with poorer health, such as higher rates of asthma
in children and comparable limitations in daily activities for seniors. The
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) significantly reduces food
insecurity and is vital for curbing associated health risks.

o Takeaway: Food insecurity has significant adverse health effects
across different age groups, with programs like the NSLP and SNAP
playing a crucial role in alleviating this issue.

Benefits of School Meals

School Meals Reduce Childhood Food Insecurity

e Source: Fletcher, J. M., & Frisvold, D. E. (2017). The Relationship between the School
Breakfast Program and Food Insecurity. The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 51(3), 481—
500. https://doi.org/10.1111/joca.12163

o Description: This study investigates the connection between the School Breakfast
Program (SBP) and outcomes related to food insecurity. The SBP holds promise
in alleviating food insecurity by providing breakfast to students and providing
implicit income support to households. This study uses state-level thresholds
linked to school-level poverty rates that mandate the implementation of the SBP
to compare food security outcomes of students in similar schools but with varying
obligations to offer breakfast. The findings indicate that state policies mandating
schools to provide the SBP have led to a decrease in food insecurity among young
children.

o Takeaway: State policies mandating SBP have been effective in
reducing food insecurity among young children.
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Source: Gundersen, C., Kreider, B., & Pepper, J. (2012). The impact of the National
School Lunch Program on child health: A nonparametric bounds analysis. Journal of
Econometrics, 166(1), 79—91. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2011.06.007

o Description: Children from households receiving free or reduced-price school

meals tend to display more adverse health outcomes compared to peers with
similar observable characteristics who are not enrolled. However, assessing the
program's causal effects poses challenges due to the lack of clear counterfactuals
and systematic underreporting of participation. This study combines survey data
with supplementary administrative information on NSLP caseload sizes,
introducing a novel approach akin to a regression discontinuity design by
extending nonparametric partial identification methods, which account for
endogenous selection and nonrandom classification error simultaneously. The
paper provides evidence, under relatively mild assumptions, that receiving free or
reduced-price lunches positively impacts children's health outcomes.
Takeaway: Children from households receiving free or reduced-price
school meals experience improved health outcomes, indicating the
program's potential benefits despite inherent limitations in
evaluating its effects.

Source: Huang, J., & Barnidge, E. (2016). Low-income Children's participation in the
National School Lunch Program and household food insufficiency. Social Science
Medicine (Vol. 150, pp. 8—14). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.12.020

o Description: This study undertakes an examination of the impact of NSLP on

household food insufficiency. Utilizing data from four longitudinal panels of the
Survey of Income and Program Participation, the sample encompassed 15,241
households with at least one child (aged 5—18) benefiting from free or reduced-
price lunch through the NSLP. The findings from fixed-effects regression analysis
revealed that during summer months when schools are not in session, and low-
income families are unable to participate in the NSLP, the food insufficiency rate
among NSLP recipients is estimated to be 0.7 percent higher. This result
underscores the association between NSLP participation and a notable reduction
in the risk of food insufficiency by nearly 14 percent, highlighting the program's
significance in mitigating food insecurity among vulnerable populations.
Takeaway: This study demonstrates that participation in NSLP
reduces the risk of household food insufficiency during the months in
which children are eating in school as compared to the summer
months when they are not.

Source: Arteaga, 1., & Heflin, C. (2014). Participation in the National School Lunch

Program and Food Security: An analysis of transitions into kindergarten. Children and

Youth Services Review, 47, 224—230. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.09.014
o Description: This study examines the impact of the National School Lunch

Program (NSLP) on household food security by utilizing state kindergarten
eligibility date variations, focusing on households with kindergarten-age children
in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study — Birth cohort (ECLS-B). Findings
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indicate that NSLP participation reduces food insecurity, particularly for students
from households earning below 185 percent of the federal poverty line. Paying
full price for school lunches in these low-income households is associated with
increased food insecurity. Sensitivity analyses confirm that changes in child care
hours do not affect the NSLP's impact, and school entry does not reduce food
insecurity for families with higher incomes. These results highlight the critical
role of school lunch programs during early school years.

Takeaway: The NSLP effectively mitigates food insecurity. Paying full
price for school lunches correlates with heightened levels of food
insecurity within the low-income cohort.

Source: Toossi, S. (2024). The effect of universal free school meals on children’s food
hardship. Food Policy, 124. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2024.102606

o

Description: Children residing in states where universal free school meals
(UFSM) programs were not extended showed a 12.6 percent decrease (equivalent
to a 38.3 percent reduction compared to the sample mean) in participation in
school meals programs. Conversely, they were 1.5 percent more likely (a 9.8
percent increase over the sample mean) to encounter food insufficiency
compared to their counterparts in states that extended UFSM programs.
Takeaway: The absence of UFSM program extension in certain
states resulted in a significant decrease in school meals program
participation among children, accompanied by a higher likelihood
of encountering food insufficiency compared to counterparts in
states with extended UFSM programs.

School Meals Improve Student Nutritional Intake and Outcomes

Source: Cohen, J. F. W., Hecht, A. A., McLoughlin, G. M., Turner, L., & Schwartz, M. B.
(2021). Universal School Meals and Associations with Student Participation, Attendance,
Academic Performance, Diet Quality, Food Security, and Body Mass Index: A Systematic
Review. Nutrients (Vol. 13, Issue 3, p. 911). MDPI AG.
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13030911

o

Description: This systematic review scrutinizes research on the relationship
between universal free school meals and various facets such as students' school
meal participation rates, dietary habits, attendance, academic performance, Body
Mass Index (BMI), and school finances. The analysis encompassed 47 studies,
with bias assessed using the Newcastle-Ottawa Scale (NOS). The prevailing trend
across most studies indicates positive associations between universal free school
meals and school meal participation rates. The majority of investigations,
particularly those incorporating free lunches, reveal favorable connections with
diet quality, food security, and academic performance. Lastly, providing free
meals to students may lead to enhanced household incomes, particularly among
lower-income families with children.

Takeaway: Universal free school meals programs are associated with
increased school meal participation rates, improved diet quality, food
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security, academic performance, and potentially enhanced household
incomes, particularly benefiting lower-income families with children.

Source: Vernarelli, J. A., & O'Brien, B. (2017). A Vote for School Lunches: School
Lunches Provide Superior Nutrient Quality than Lunches Obtained from Other Sources
in a Nationally Representative Sample of U.S. Children. Nutrients, 9(9), 924.
https://doi.org/10.3390/n19090924

o Description: This study aimed to discern whether meals served after the Healthy
Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) implementation had better nutritional value.
The study sampled 2,190 children from across the nation; it was discovered that
consuming school-provided lunches was associated with superior nutritional
quality compared to lunches obtained from alternate sources, spanning various
age and income groups. Notably, children eligible for no-cost school lunches but
not enrolled in NSLP exhibited significantly different dietary patterns.
Specifically, they consumed approximately 60 percent more energy, 58 percent
more total fat, 60 percent more saturated fat, 50 percent more solid fat, 61
percent more sodium, double the amount of added sugars, and less than half the
amount of fruit compared to NSLP participants (all p < 0.001). These findings
highlight the nutritional advantages of school lunches over alternatives,
particularly benefiting children from low-income backgrounds.

o Takeaway: Post-HHFKA implementation, school-provided lunches
offer significantly better nutritional quality compared to lunches
from other sources, emphasizing their importance, especially for
children from low-income backgrounds.

Source: Au, L. E., Gurzo, K., Gosliner, W., Webb, K. L., Crawford, P. B., & Ritchie, L. D.
(2018). Eating School Meals Daily Is Associated with Healthier Dietary Intakes: The
Healthy Communities Study. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 118(8),
1474-1481.e1. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2018.01.010

o Description: This study investigates the link between children's dietary intake
and their frequency of participation in NSLP and SBP, utilizing data from the
Healthy Communities Study, a cross-sectional observational study conducted
from 2013 to 2015. Children who consumed school breakfast daily, as opposed to
0 to 4 days per week, reported higher intake of fruits and vegetables, dietary
fiber, whole grains, dairy, and calcium. Similarly, children who consumed school
lunch daily, in comparison to less frequent consumers, had higher intakes of
dairy and calcium.

o Takeaway: Daily participation in NSLP and SBP is associated with
increased intake of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, dairy, and
essential nutrients among children, highlighting the positive impact
of regular school meal consumption on dietary quality.

Source: Hecht, A. A., Dunn, C. G, Kinsey, E. W., Read, M. A,, Levi, R., Richardson, A. S.,
Hager, E. R., & Seligman, H. K. (2022). Estimates of the Nutritional Impact of Non-
Participation in the National School Lunch Program during COVID-19 School Closures.
Nutrients (Vol. 14, Issue 7, p. 1387). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu1407138
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(e}

Description: This study estimates changes in lunchtime calorie intake and
nutrient consumption among participants in the NSLP in 2020 compared to the
same period in 2019. NSLP participants who did not receive school meals would
likely experience a weekly increase of 640 calories in their intake, alongside a
reduction in nutrients like calcium and vitamin D. As there was a notable
decrease in lunches served per week from March to November 2020 compared to
the preceding year, it is projected that students across the nation may have
collectively consumed an additional 3 to 10 billion calories per week.
Takeaway: Changes in NSLP participation in 2020 likely led to
increased calorie intake and reduced nutrient consumption among
children, potentially resulting in a significant nationwide increase in
weekly calorie consumption.

Source: Cohen, J. F. W., Gorski Findling, M. T., Rosenfeld, L., Smith, L., Rimm, E. B., &
Hoffman, J. A. (2018). The Impact of 1 Year of Healthier School Food Policies on
Students’ Diets During and Outside of the School Day. Journal of the Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 118, Issue 12, pp. 2296—2301). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2018.07.009

[e]

Description: This study delves into the collective impact of enhanced standards
on both school meal and snack choices, as well as dietary preferences beyond the
school setting. Additionally, it scrutinizes how these standards influence the
intake of essential nutrients. Post-implementation, there was a notable uptick in
the proportion of students selecting school meals. Although there were no
discernible shifts in competitive food purchases, there was a significant drop in
the consumption of unhealthy snacks after school. Throughout the entire day,
students, on average, consumed 22 grams less sugar post-implementation
compared to pre-implementation (86 g vs. 108 g; P = 0.002).

Takeaway: Following implementation of enhanced nutritional
standards, there was an increase in school meal selection, a decrease
in unhealthy snack consumption after school, and a reduction in daily
sugar intake among students, indicating the positive impact of these
standards on dietary choices both within and outside the school
setting.

Source: Kinderknecht, K., Harris, C., & Jones-Smith, J. (2020). Association of the
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act With Dietary Quality Among Children in the U.S.
National School Lunch Program. JAMA (Vol. 324, Issue 4, p. 359). American Medical
Association (AMA). https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.9517

(e}

Description: The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010 was found to
have a positive impact on the dietary quality of lunchtime meals across diverse
income brackets, including students from low-income, low-middle-income, and
middle-high-income backgrounds who were presumed participants in the NSLP.
In a sequential cross-sectional study involving 6,389 students, notable disparities
were noted in the average Healthy Eating Index-2010 (HEI-2010) scores before
and after the implementation of HHFKA. The principal focus was on assessing
the dietary quality of lunch consumption gauged by HEI-2010. A score of 0
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denotes non-adherence to the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, while a
score of 100 indicates complete adherence to these guidelines. These
discrepancies were particularly pronounced among low-income NSLP
participants (mean difference: 11.9) in comparison to low-income NSLP
nonparticipants (mean difference: -0.7), low-middle-income NSLP participants
(mean difference: 14.3) versus low-middle-income nonparticipants (mean
difference: 2.0), and middle-high-income NSLP participants (mean difference:
12.8) relative to middle-high-income nonparticipants (mean difference: 4.7).
Takeaway: The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 significantly
improved the dietary quality of lunchtime meals for students across
various income brackets, as evidenced by increased Healthy Eating
Index-2010 (HEI-2010) scores compared to nonparticipants.

Source: Cullen, K. W., & Chen, T. A. (2017). The contribution of the USDA school
breakfast and lunch program meals to student daily dietary intake. Preventive Medicine
Reports (Vol. 5, pp. 82—85). Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2016.11.016

[}

Description: This study assesses the impact of SBP and NSLP meals on the
dietary intake of 5—18-year-olds using data from the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Surveys (NHANES) spanning 2007 to 2012. Analysis of
covariance, considering covariates such as BMI, ethnicity, sex, age, and poverty
level, determined that nearly half of the day's energy intake came from these
school meals for the 448 participants who consumed both on a weekday. The
contribution of school meals to major food groups ranged from 40.6 percent for
vegetables to 77.1 percent for milk, underscoring their significance in the daily
dietary intake of children from low-income households.

Takeaway: SBP and NSLP play a crucial role in providing nearly half
of the daily energy intake for children from low-income households
ages 5—18 in the U.S., highlighting their substantial contribution to
their dietary needs.

Source: Johnson, D. B., Podrabsky, M., Rocha, A., & Otten, J. J. (2016). Effect of the
Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act on the Nutritional Quality of Meals Selected by Students
and School Lunch Participation Rates. JAMA Pediatrics (Vol. 170, Issue 1, p. €153918).
American Medical Association (AMA).
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2015.3918

[}

Description: This study aimed to evaluate the impact of the Healthy Hunger-Free
Kids Act on the nutritional quality of school meals and participation rates in a
Washington state urban school district with 7,200 students, 54 percent eligible
for free and reduced-price meals. Over 16 months before and 15 months after
policy implementation, data from 1,741,630 meals were analyzed. Results showed
significant improvements in nutritional quality post-implementation, with an
increased mean adequacy ratio and decreased energy density of selected foods,
while student meal participation remained stable. These findings suggest that
improved nutrition standards positively influence food selection without
negatively affecting participation rates, emphasizing the effectiveness of such
policies in promoting healthier dietary habits among students.
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o Takeaway: Implementation of the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act led

to improved nutritional quality of school meals without affecting
student meal participation rates, highlighting the effectiveness of
nutrition standards in promoting healthier food choices among
students.

Source: Schwartz, A. E., & Rothbart, M. W. (2019). Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of

Universal Free Meals on Student Performance. Journal of Policy Analysis and

Management (Vol. 39, Issue 2, pp. 376—410). Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22175

o Description: This study examines the impact of universal free meals (UFM) on

academic performance and school lunch participation in New York City middle
schools. Findings reveal that UFM positively affects academic performance in
both mathematics and English Language Arts, with larger effects observed for
non-poor students. Additionally, UFM increases participation in school lunch
programs for both poor and non-poor students. Further analysis suggests that
increased school lunch participation enhances academic performance for all
students. Importantly, there is no evidence of adverse effects on student weight
outcomes, with some indications that school lunch participation improves weight
outcomes for non-poor students.

Takeaway: Extending free school lunches to all students in New York
City middle schools, regardless of income, has a positive impact on
academic performance, particularly in mathematics and English
Language Arts, with increased participation in school lunch
programs. Increased participation in school lunch programs
improves academic performance for students without adversely
affecting student weight outcomes.

School Meals for All Increases Student Participation
Source: Soldavini, J., & Ammerman, A. S. (2019). Serving Breakfast Free to All Students

and Type of Breakfast Serving Model Are Associated with Participation in the School
Breakfast Program. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 119(7), 1142—

1149. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2019.03.001

o Description: Cross-sectional study on SBP using data from 2,285 North Carolina

public schools. Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC) and BIC plus “grab and go”
serving models were positively associated with SBP participation among
elementary and high school students. “Grab and go” and second-chance models
were positively associated with SBP participation among middle and high school
students.

Takeaway: Breakfast serving models such as BIC and “grab and go,”
alongside offering breakfast at no charge to all students, are positively
associated with SBP participation across various North Carolina
public schools.
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Source: Long, M. W., Marple, K., & Andreyeva, T. (2021). Universal Free Meals
Associated with Lower Meal Costs While Maintaining Nutritional Quality. Nutrients
(Vol. 13, Issue 2, p. 670). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13020670

o

Description: Engaging in universal free meals (UFM) programs, such as those
offered through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), has the potential to
decrease meal expenses due to enhanced efficiencies and reduced administrative
burdens. When comparing full costs, medium and large schools experienced
slightly lower lunch costs in UFM schools and significantly lower breakfast costs.
However, there was no discernible association between UFM and meal costs in
smaller schools. Notably, Healthy Eating Index scores did not exhibit significant
differences across UFM settings, suggesting that cost reductions could be
achieved without compromising nutritional quality.

Takeaway: Universal free meals programs like those offered through
the CEP have the potential to reduce meal expenses, particularly for
medium and large schools, without compromising nutritional quality,
indicating potential cost savings and efficiency gains.

Source: Bullock, S. L., Dawson-McClure, S., Truesdale, K. P., Ward, D. S., Aiello, A. E., &
Ammerman, A. S. (2022). Associations between a Universal Free Breakfast Policy and
School Breakfast Program Participation, School Attendance, and Weight Status: A
District-Wide Analysis. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health (Vol. 19, Issue 7, p. 3749). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19073749

[e]

Description: This longitudinal study examined whether a universal free breakfast
(UFB) policy implemented in a school district was associated with changes in
breakfast participation, school attendance, and student weight. On average,
across schools in the district, there was an increase in breakfast participation of
4.1 percent following the implementation of the policy. Increases in SBP
participation were not associated with significant changes in attendance or
weight.

Takeaway: Implementation of a universal free breakfast policy in a
school district led to an average increase in breakfast participation by
4.1 percent.

Community Eligibility Provision — Evidence for School Meals for

All

Source: Hecht, A. A., Pollack Porter, K. M., & Turner, L. (2020). Impact of The
Community Eligibility Provision of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act on Student
Nutrition, Behavior, and Academic Outcomes: 2011—2019. American Journal of Public
Health (Vol. 110, Issue 9, pp. 1405—1410). American Public Health Association.
https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2020.305743

o

Description: This study compiles evidence and policy suggestions for CEP use by
eligible schools. The evidence strongly supports that universal free meals
significantly boost meal participation rates. Additionally, there is encouraging
evidence that CEP positively affects weight outcomes, food security, disciplinary
referrals, and timely grade promotion. CEP benefits both students who were

13



156

FRAC

Food Research & Action Center

previously eligible and those ineligible for free or reduced-price meals. This is
significant, as approximately 15 percent of marginally food-secure and 10 percent
of food-insecure students do not meet the income criteria for free or reduced-
price meals.

Takeaway: Policy approaches to increase the utilization of CEP by
eligible schools are supported by growing evidence of benefits,
including increased meal participation rates and promising outcomes
related to weight, food security, disciplinary referrals, and grade
promotion, with mixed evidence regarding test scores and
attendance.

Source: Andreyeva, T., & Sun, X. (2021). Universal School Meals in the U.S.: What Can
We Learn from the Community Eligibility Provision? Nutrients (Vol. 13, Issue 8, p.
2634). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13082634

[e]

Description: Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study:
Kindergarten Class of 2010—2011, this study assessed the effects of CEP on
various outcomes including school meals participation, attendance, academic
achievement, and household food security. On average, CEP participation
increased the probability of children eating free school lunch by 9.3 percent. The
study found no evidence that CEP participation affected body weight, test scores,
and household food security among elementary schoolchildren. CEP
participation showed beneficial effects for children from low-income families,
reducing the likelihood of being overweight by 3.1 percent and enhancing reading
scores for Hispanic children by 0.055 standard deviations.

Takeaway: CEP participation increased free school lunch uptake and
daily attendance, with specific benefits for children from low-income
households, including reduced overweight probability and improved
reading scores for Hispanic students.

Community Eligibility Provision Increases Meal Participation

Source: Pokorney, P. E., Chandran, A., & Long, M. W. (2019). Impact of the Community

Eligibility Provision on meal counts and participation in Pennsylvania and Maryland

National School Lunch Programs. Public Health Nutrition (Vol. 22, Issue 17, pp. 3281—

3287). Cambridge University Press (CUP). https://doi.org/10.1017/51368980019002246
o Description: This study aims to investigate whether the adoption of CEP at the

school level is linked to changes in school meals participation rates. The study
utilizes negative binomial regression to forecast meal count rates per student
year, considering overall and reimbursement level adjustments while accounting
for the proportion eligible for free and reduced-price lunch and operating days.
Results indicate that CEP was associated with a modest, albeit non-significant, 6
percent increase in total NSLP meal counts after adjusting for free and reduced-
price lunch eligibility, enrollment, and operating days. After controlling for
participation rates in the year prior to CEP implementation, the program
exhibited a significant 8 percent increase in meal counts.

14
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o Takeaway: Adoption of the CEP at the school level was associated with
a significant 8 percent increase in meal counts after controlling for
prior participation rates.

Source: Turner, L., Guthrie, J. F., & Ralston, K. (2019). Community eligibility and other
provisions for universal free meals at school: impact on student breakfast and lunch
participation in California public schools. Translational Behavioral Medicine (Vol. 9,
Issue 5, pp. 931—941). Oxford University Press (OUP).
https://doi.org/10.1093/tbm/ibzo9o

o Description: This study examines the impact of school-level adoption of universal
free meals provisions on student participation rates in California's School
Breakfast and National School Lunch Programs from 2013—2014 to 2016—2017.
Results showed that when eligible schools adopted a provision that allows a
school to offer free meals, participation rates increased by an average of 3.48
percent for breakfast and 5.79 points for lunch the following year. By 2016—2017,
over half of eligible schools had adopted universal free meals provisions.
Adoption of these provisions significantly increased participation rates,
particularly benefiting children at risk of food insecurity.

o Takeaway: Adoption of universal free meals provisions in California
schools significantly increased student participation rates in
breakfast and lunch programs, particularly benefiting children at risk
of food insecurity.

Source: Tan, M. L., Laraia, B., Madsen, K. A., Johnson, R. C., & Ritchie, L. (2020).
Community Eligibility Provision and School Meal Participation among Student
Subgroups. Journal of School Health (Vol. 90, Issue 10, pp. 802—-811). Wiley.
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12942

o Description: This research investigates the relationship between CEP and student
participation rates among those eligible for free or reduced-price meals (FRPM).
Utilizing data from the 2013—2015 Healthy Communities Study, it compared the
participation rates in school breakfast and lunch programs among 842 students
in K-8 attending 80 CEP schools and 1,463 students in 118 non-CEP schools.
Overall, FRPM students demonstrated high participation rates in both breakfast
and lunch programs across both types of schools. Adjusted models revealed that
lunch participation among near-cutoff students was 12 percent higher in CEP
schools compared to non-CEP schools. Similarly, breakfast participation among
full-price students was 20 percent higher, and lunch participation was 19 percent
higher in CEP schools compared to non-CEP schools.

o Takeaway: CEP schools saw a significant increase in lunch
participation among near-cutoff students by 12 percent and among
full-price students by 20 percent and 19 percent for breakfast and
lunch, respectively.

Source: Ferris, D., Jabbari, J., Chun, Y., & Sandoval, J. S. O. (2022). Increased School
Breakfast Participation from Policy and Program Innovation: The Community Eligibility

15



158

FRAC

Food Research & Action Center

Provision and Breakfast after the Bell. Nutrients (Vol. 14, Issue 3, p. 511). MDPI AG.
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14030511

(0]

Description: Schools have the opportunity to enhance participation in meals
programs through various policy mechanisms like CEP and breakfast after the
bell (BATB). This study investigates the longitudinal adoption of CEP and BATB
and assesses their impact on increasing participation in free and reduced-price
(FRP) breakfast programs. The findings indicate a notable increase in FRP
breakfast participation among schools implementing both CEP and BATB, with a
14-percentage-point rise. Moreover, schools participating in CEP are more
inclined to employ BATB strategies, such as breakfast in the classroom, “grab and
go” carts, and second-chance breakfast. The study reveals that BATB alone
adoption contributes to a 1.4-percentage-point increase in FRP school breakfasts
served.

Takeaway: Implementing CEP and BATB significantly increases
participation in free and reduced-price breakfast programs, with
schools adopting both showing a 14-percentage-point rise and BATB
adoption alone contributing to a 1.4-percentage-point increase.

Source: Schneider, K. R., Oslund, J., & Liu, T. (2021). Impact of the community eligibility
provision program on school meal participation in Texas. Public Health Nutrition (Vol.
24, Issue 18, pp. 6534—6542). Cambridge University Press (CUP).
https://doi.org/10.1017/51368980021003712

o Description: This study aimed to assess the impact of opting into the Community

Eligibility Provision (CEP) on school meal participation among Texas students.
Using a quasi-experimental design with a two-way fixed effects panel difference-
in-difference model, the study analyzed data from 2797 eligible public and
charter K—12 schools over a span of six years. Results showed that opting into
CEP increased school breakfast participation by 4.59 percent and lunch
participation by 4.32 percent, with slightly larger effects persisting even when
excluding summer months. These findings indicate that CEP adoption in Texas
schools has a modest yet significant positive effect on both breakfast and lunch
participation rates.

Takeaway: CEP enrollment in Texas leads to a modest increase in
school meal participation, with both breakfast and lunch
participation rising by approximately 4.5 percent each.

Community Eligibility Provision and Improvement in Health, Behavior,
and Attendance

Source: Localio, A. M., Knox, M. A., Basu, A., Lindman, T., Walkinshaw, L. P., & Jones-
Smith, J. C. (2024). Universal Free School Meals Policy and Childhood Obesity.
Pediatrics. American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2023-
063749

o Description: This study analyzed 3,531 schools eligible for CEP, with school-level

obesity prevalence derived from BMI measurements. Initially, the student
population comprised, on average, 72 percent Hispanic, 11 percent White, and 7
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percent Black students, with 80 percent eligible for free or reduced-price meals.
The baseline obesity prevalence stood at 25 percent. Upon implementing CEP,
participating schools experienced a net decrease of 0.60 percent in obesity
prevalence compared to eligible nonparticipating schools, translating to a 2.4
percent relative reduction from baseline. Notably, only CEP-participating schools
saw an increase in meal servings during the six-year period.

Takeaway: Implementing the CEP led to a modest reduction in obesity
prevalence in eligible schools, with a net decrease of 0.60 percent
compared to nonparticipating schools.

Source: Davis, W., & Musaddiq, T. (2018). Estimating the Effects of Subsidized School
Meals on Child Health: Evidence from the Community Eligibility Provision in Georgia
Schools. SSRN Electronic Journal. Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3155354

o Description: This study assesses the impact of implementing universal free school

meals under CEP on the proportion of students with healthy weights and the
average Body Mass Index (BMI) score across K—12 schools in Georgia. The
findings indicate that CEP participation is associated with a rise in the proportion
of students with healthy weights attending schools and a decline in the average
student BMI. Moreover, the study does not identify statistically significant
evidence to suggest any harmful effects of CEP participation on overall measures
of child weight.

Takeaway: Participation in CEP is linked to an increase in the
proportion of students with healthy weights and a decrease in average
student BMI in K—12 schools in Georgia.

Source: Gordon, N., & Ruffini, K. (2021). Schoolwide Free Meals and Student Discipline:
Effects of the Community Eligibility Provision. Education Finance and Policy (Vol. 16,
Issue 3, pp. 418—442). MIT Press. https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp _a 00307

o Description: The study's findings indicate that the implementation of schoolwide

free meals led to a statistically significant reduction in suspensions by around 17
percent for White male elementary students. Although the point estimates for
other subgroups in elementary schools and overall were negative, they were of
smaller magnitude. While the treatment effects for Black students were not
statistically significant, the paper could ascertain that the treatment effects
between Black and White students were not equal.

Takeaway: Implementation of schoolwide free meals resulted in a
significant 17 percent reduction in suspensions for White male
elementary students, with smaller effects observed for other
subgroups.

Source: Bartfeld, J. S., Berger, L., & Men, F. (2020). Universal Access to Free School
Meals through the Community Eligibility Provision Is Associated with Better Attendance
for Low-Income Elementary School Students in Wisconsin. Journal of the Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 120, Issue 2, pp. 210—218). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2019.07.022
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o Description: This study evaluated the impact of the CEP on school attendance
among elementary students in Wisconsin. The study focused on two outcome
measures: the attendance rate (percentage of school days attended) and low
attendance (fewer than 95 percent of days attended) during the first and second
years of CEP implementation. In the first year, CEP showed no significant effect
on attendance. However, in the second year, CEP implementation was associated
with a 3.5-percentage-point decrease in the proportion of students with low
attendance from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

o Takeaway: CEP implementation was associated with a 3.5-percentage-
point reduction in low attendance among economically disadvantaged
elementary school students in Wisconsin during the second year,
highlighting its potential to mitigate attendance issues.

Source: Domina, T., Clark, L., Radsky, V., & Bhaskar, R. (2024). There Is Such a Thing as
a Free Lunch: School Meals, Stigma, and Student Discipline. American Educational
Research Journal (Vol. 61, Issue 2, pp. 287—327). American Educational Research
Association (AERA). https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312231222266

o Description: The implementation of CEP enables high-poverty schools to provide
free meals to all students irrespective of their family income. By viewing the
universal meals provision as a means to mitigate the stigma associated with
school meals, the authors posit that CEP adoption decreases suspension rates,
especially among students from low-income backgrounds and marginalized
groups. By merging student educational records from Oregon public schools
spanning from 2010 to 2017 with administrative data detailing their families’
incomes and participation in social safety net programs, our difference-in-
differences analyses reveal that CEP demonstrates protective effects on
suspension likelihood for students in participating schools, particularly those
from low-income households, recipients of free or reduced-price meals pre-CEP,
and Hispanic students.

o Takeaway: Implementation of CEP in high-poverty schools is
associated with reduced suspension rates, particularly benefiting
students from low-income backgrounds, previous recipients of free or
reduced-price meals, and Hispanic students.
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Community Eligibility Provision and Academic Outcomes

Source: Gordanier, J., Ozturk, O., Williams, B., & Zhan, C. (2020). Free Lunch for All!
The Effect of the Community Eligibility Provision on Academic Outcomes. Economics of
Education Review, 77, 101999-. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2020.101999

(o]

Description: This research evaluates the impact of the Community Eligibility
Provision (CEP) on the academic performance and attendance of elementary and
middle school students in South Carolina. Employing a difference-in-differences
approach, the study demonstrates that CEP results in approximately a 0.06
standard deviation increase in math test scores for elementary students. These
effects vary depending on factors such as student poverty, school poverty, and
locality. Notably, students who were previously eligible for free lunches but not
enrolled in other public assistance programs benefit the most from CEP.
Takeaway: Implementation of CEP in South Carolina led to a notable
increase of approximately 0.06 standard deviations in math test
scores for elementary students, particularly benefiting those
previously eligible for free lunches but not enrolled in other public
assistance programs.

Source: Ruffini, K. (2022). Universal Access to Free School Meals and Student

Achievement: Evidence from the Community Eligibility Provision. The Journal of

Human Resources, 57(3), 776—820. https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.57.3.0518-9500R3
o Description: This research investigates the impact of CEP, the most utilized

federal option for providing free school meals to entire schools, on academic
achievement. It examines variations in the timing of CEP participation both
within and across states. The findings reveal that universal free meals under CEP
lead to a 38 percent increase in breakfast participation and a 12 percent increase
in lunch participation. Moreover, it shows that in districts with initially low
eligibility for free meals, particularly among racial and ethnic groups with low-
income-based participation rates, there are improvements in math performance.
Takeaway: CEP implementation significantly boosts meal
participation and math performance.

Community Eligibility Provision and Economic Impact for Families

Source: Marcus, M., & Yewell, K. G. (2022). The Effect of Free School Meals on
Household Food Purchases: Evidence from the Community Eligibility Provision. Journal
of Health Economics (Vol. 84, p. 102646). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhealeco.2022.102646

o Description: The study reveals implementation of CEP significantly influenced

grocery spending for households with children. On average, monthly food
purchases decreased by approximately 5 percent. In zip codes with greater
exposure to CEP, this decline reached as high as $39 per month, corresponding
to a 19 percent decrease. Furthermore, following the implementation of CEP,
there were notable changes in the composition of food purchases, particularly
among low-income households, who experienced an enhancement in dietary
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quality. Lastly, exposure to CEP was linked to a nearly 5 percent reduction in
households classified as food insecure.

Takeaway: CEP implementation led to a significant decrease in
grocery spending for households with children, particularly in areas
with greater exposure to CEP, while also improving dietary quality
and reducing food insecurity.

Strategies and Innovation to Increase Participation

Source: Hecht, A. A., Olarte, D. A., McLoughlin, G. M., & Cohen, J. F. W. (2023).
Strategies to Increase Student Participation in School Meals in the United States: A
Systematic Review. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 123, Issue 7,
Pp. 1075-1096.e1). Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2023.02.016

o Description: This systematic review synthesized evidence from peer-reviewed

and government studies in the U.S. up to January 2022, focusing on
interventions, initiatives, and policies aimed at increasing school meal
participation. Thirty-four articles met the inclusion criteria. Findings indicated
that alternative breakfast models (such as breakfast in the classroom or “grab and
g0” options) and restrictions on competitive foods consistently boosted meal
participation rates. Moreover, the review suggested that implementing stronger
nutrition standards did not adversely affect participation and could, in certain
instances, enhance meal uptake.

Takeaway: Alternative breakfast models and restrictions on
competitive foods consistently increase school meal participation,
while stronger nutrition standards may also have a positive impact.

Innovations in Breakfast

Source: Polonsky, H. M., Davey, A., Bauer, K. W., Foster, G. D., Sherman, S., Abel, M. L.,
Dale, L. C., & Fisher, J. O. (2018). Breakfast Quality Varies by Location among Low-
Income Ethnically Diverse Children in Public Urban Schools. Journal of Nutrition
Education and Behavior (Vol. 50, Issue 2, pp. 190-197.e1). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2017.09.009

o Description: This study presents a cross-sectional analysis of fourth to sixth

graders in 2013. Consuming breakfast at school was associated with an increased
likelihood of consuming fruit, opting for lower saturated fats and added sugar
(SFAS) items, and meeting the nutritional criteria of the SBP compared to other
dining locations. Among the students who ate breakfast, 46.0 percent did so at
home, 13.1 percent at school, 41.0 percent at multiple locations, and 21.8 percent
at a corner store. Those who had breakfast at school had greater odds of
consuming at least one fruit or vegetable and lower odds of consuming at least
one SFAS food.

Takeaway: Consuming breakfast at school is associated with healthier
dietary choices and an increased likelihood of meeting SBP nutrition
requirements compared to other dining locations.

20



163

FRAC

Food Research & Action Center

Source: Hartline-Grafton, H., & Levin, M. (2022). Breakfast and School-Related
Outcomes in Children and Adolescents in the U.S.: A Literature Review and its
Implications for School Nutrition Policy. Current Nutrition Reports (Vol. 11, Issue 4, pp.
653—664). Springer Science and Business Media LLC. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13668-
022-00434-2

o Description: Despite the generally positive attitudes of school personnel, parents,
and students towards breakfast and its perceived benefits for learning, recent
research presents mixed evidence regarding breakfast's impact on objectively
measured grades and test scores. Few recent studies have focused on behavioral
outcomes, making it difficult to draw definitive conclusions about the
relationship between breakfast and school behavior. However, several studies
have noted improved attendance rates with increased access to and participation
in school breakfast programs, particularly when breakfast is provided free of
charge to all students.

o Takeaway: While attitudes towards breakfast are positive, there is
mixed evidence of its impact on grades and test scores. Improved
attendance is observed with increased access and participation,
particularly when breakfast is offered free to all students.

Source: Olarte, D. A., Tsai, M. M., Chapman, L., Hager, E. R., & Cohen, J. F. W. (2023).
Alternative School Breakfast Service Models and Associations with Breakfast
Participation, Diet Quality, Body Mass Index, Attendance, Behavior, and Academic
Performance: A Systematic Review. Nutrients (Vol. 15, Issue 13, p. 2951). MDPI AG.
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15132951

o Description: This study reviews the impact of breakfast after the bell (BATB) on
students' diet and academic outcomes, including various factors such as
participation, diet quality, body mass index (BMI), academic performance, and
more. In the 37 studies included, the review found BATB increased school
breakfast participation, improved diet quality, and improved classroom behavior,
particularly among students from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds and
students eligible for free or reduced-price meals. The impact of BATB on BMI,
weight status, academic achievement, and attendance was mixed.

o Takeaway: BATB increases school breakfast participation and
improves diet quality and classroom behavior, especially among
minority students and students from low-income households, but its
effects on BMI, academic achievement, and attendance vary.

Source: Farris, A. R., Roy, M., Serrano, E. L., & Misyak, S. (2019). Impact of Breakfast in
the Classroom on Participation and Food Waste. Journal of Nutrition Education and
Behavior (Vol. 51, Issue 7, pp. 893—898). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2019.04.015
o Description: This study was conducted in the rural region of southwest Virginia
and examined breakfast in the classroom (BITC) participation and food waste
across seven elementary schools. Measurement of participation and waste
occurred over four days in each school, both before and after the implementation
of BITC. The findings revealed a notable decrease in food waste across all schools,
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declining from 43.0 percent to 38.5 percent with the introduction of BITC. This
reduction was particularly significant for entrée items, juice, and savory snacks.

o Takeaway: BITC reduces food waste and improves dietary intake in
elementary schools, particularly in rural regions, with significant
reductions observed in waste percentages for entrée items, juice, and
savory snacks.

Source: Nanney, M. S., Leduc, R., Hearst, M., Shanafelt, A., Wang, Q., Schroeder, M.,
Grannon, K. Y., Kubik, M. Y., Caspi, C., & Harnack, L. J. (2019). A Group Randomized
Intervention Trial Increases Participation in the School Breakfast Program in 16 Rural
High Schools in Minnesota. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 119,
Issue 6, pp. 915—922). Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2018.12.007
o Description: This study aimed to assess two interventions, enhancing access and
increased marketing, designed to improve participation in SBP within high
schools. The initial component concentrated on augmenting SBP participation
by enhancing student access to breakfast through breakfast service practices such
as introducing “grab and go” carts in the atrium and extending breakfast service
hours. The second component focused on promoting school breakfast through
student-targeted marketing campaigns. The median change in SBP participation
rate between the baseline and follow-up periods was 3 percent among the eight
schools in the intervention group, while it stood at 0.5 percent in the control
group. This difference in the rate of change between the two groups was
statistically significant. Moreover, the intervention's effect progressively
intensified throughout the intervention period, with the mean change in SBP
participation rate by the end of the school year reaching 10.3 percent.
o Takeaway: Environmental interventions in high schools, including
breakfast service modifications and student-targeted marketing,
significantly increase participation in SBP.

Source: Larson, N., Wang, Q., Grannon, K., Wei, S., Nanney, M. S., & Caspi, C. (2018). A
Low-Cost, Grab-and-Go Breakfast Intervention for Rural High School Students: Changes
in School Breakfast Program Participation Among At-Risk Students in Minnesota.
Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (Vol. 50, Issue 2, pp. 125-132.e1). Elsevier
B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2017.08.001
o Description: This study assesses the effectiveness of a “grab and go” initiative
integrated into a broader intervention aimed at promoting participation in SBP in
rural schools across Minnesota. Eight schools participated solely in the “grab and
g0” component of the intervention. The study observed increases in SBP
participation at the school level, from 13.0 percent to 22.6 percent, during the
intervention year compared to the baseline among schools enrolled in the “grab
and go” component. Increases in SBP participation were noted within the at-risk
sample of students who reported eating breakfast less than three times a week.
Within the at-risk sample, SBP participation rose from 7.6 percent to 21.9
percent, as well as across various subgroups based on eligibility for free or
reduced-price meals and ethnic or racial background. Participation in SBP rose
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among students eligible for free or reduced-price meals, from 13.9 percent to 30.7
percent, and among ineligible students, from 4.3 percent to 17.2 percent.

o Takeaway: Implementing a “grab and go” initiative as part of a
broader intervention significantly increases SBP participation in
rural Minnesota schools.
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School Food Waste

e Source: Cohen, J. F. W., Richardson, S., Parker, E., Catalano, P. J., & Rimm, E. B. (2014).
Impact of the New U.S. Department of Agriculture School Meal Standards on Food
Selection, Consumption, and Waste. American Journal of Preventive Medicine (Vol. 46,
Issue 4, pp. 388—394). Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2013.11.013

o Description: The study evaluates the impact of recent U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) changes to school meal standards on meal selection,
consumption, and waste. Plate waste data from four schools in an urban, low-
income district were analyzed before and after implementation. Results indicate
increased fruit selection and consumption post-implementation, along with
stable entrée and vegetable selection but increased consumption. Despite
decreased milk consumption due to an unrelated policy change, overall diet
quality improved, challenging media claims of increased food waste. The study
suggests that the new standards positively affect students' meal habits,
advocating against legislative efforts to weaken them.

o Takeaway: Changes to USDA school meal standards positively impact
meal selection and consumption, improving overall diet quality and
challenging media claims of increased food waste.

Challenges During the COVID-19 Pandemic

e Source: Ogundari, K. (2023). The Effects of School Food Assistance on Children's Food
Sufficiency During the COVID-19 Pandemic in the U.S. Journal of Poverty (pp. 1—20).
Informa U.K. Limited. https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2023.225089

o Description: The findings indicate a notable increase in the likelihood of children
achieving food sufficiency, with significant boosts observed among households
utilizing school pickup, Pandemic-EBT, on-site school meals, and home delivery.
The impact of school food assistance on children's food sufficiency varies across
racial and ethnic groups. While all forms of school food assistance consistently
affect food sufficiency levels among White children, only school meals obtained
through school pickup, on-site consumption, and home delivery appear to
influence food sufficiency among Black children.

o Takeaway: School pickup, Pandemic-EBT, on-site meals, and home
delivery were interventions that increased food sufficiency in
households with children.

e Source: Harper, K., Bode, B., Gupta, K., Terhaar, A., Baltaci, A., Asada, Y., & Lane, H.
(2023). Challenges and Opportunities for Equity in U.S. School Meal Programs: A
Scoping Review of Qualitative Literature Regarding the COVID-19 Emergency. Nutrients
(Vol. 15, Issue 17, p. 3738). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu15173738

o Description: This study is a qualitative literature review on challenges faced by
schools in increasing equity including supply chain issues, safety, and limited
staff capacity. Using the Getting to Equity Framework, the review assessed
factors that influenced nutrition behavior. Programs addressed equity through
various interventions. Federally issued waivers and enhanced communications
reduced barriers, enabling programs to provide meals to families who previously
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lacked access. Collaborations and partnerships bolstered community capacity,
facilitating expanded meal distribution.

o Takeaway: Supply chain issues, safety concerns, and limited staff
capacity were barriers to achieving equity in school meals programs.
Solutions included waivers, enhanced communication, and
community collaborations.

Source: Kenney, E. L., Dunn, C. G., Mozaffarian, R. S., Dai, J., Wilson, K., West, J., Shen,
Y., Fleischhacker, S., & Bleich, S. N. (2021). Feeding Children and Maintaining Food
Service Operations during COVID-19: A Mixed Methods Investigation of
Implementation and Financial Challenges. Nutrients (Vol. 13, Issue 8, p. 2691). MDPI
AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13082691

o Description: The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted access to critical U.S.
Department of Agriculture National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs,
prompting temporary policy changes allowing meal distribution outside of school
buildings. This mixed methods study examines challenges faced by 12 major
urban School Food Authorities (SFAs) in the U.S. during the pandemic.
Interviews with SFA leaders and quantitative financial data analysis revealed
operational reconfigurations, staff safety concerns, stakeholder management
complexities, and financial strain due to reduced student participation and
revenue despite ongoing costs. Future crisis response plans should prioritize
disaster preparedness to support SFAs in transitioning to sustainable community
meal distribution methods.

o Takeaway: During the COVID-19 pandemic, major urban SFAs faced
operational, financial, and logistical challenges in transitioning to
community meal distribution methods, highlighting the need for
improved disaster preparedness planning.

Literature From States With Healthy School Meals for All

Source: Cohen, J. F. W., Polacsek, M., Hecht, C. E., Hecht, K., Read, M., Olarte, D. A.,
Patel, A. 1., Schwartz, M. B., Turner, L., Zuercher, M., Gosliner, W., & Ritchie, L. D.
(2022). Implementation of Universal School Meals during COVID-19 and Beyond:
Challenges and Benefits for School Meals Programs in Maine. Nutrients (Vol. 14, Issue
19, p. 4031). MDPI AG. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14194031
o Description: This study assessed the effects of COVID-19 alongside the
simultaneous introduction of universal school meals (USM) in Maine. Surveys
were completed by a total of 43 school food authorities (SFAs) across the state.
SFAs highlighted various advantages of USM, such as heightened participation in
school meals programs, decreased stigma for students from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds and their families, and the elimination of unpaid
meal charges and debt. However, SFAs also encountered challenges associated
with the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly regarding financial costs.
o Takeaway: The introduction of USM in Maine during the COVID-19
pandemic yielded benefits such as increased participation and
reduced stigma for economically disadvantaged students, yet also
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posed financial challenges for SFAs.

Source: Zuercher, M. D., Cohen, J. F. W., Ohri-Vachaspati, P., Hecht, C. A., Hecht, K.,
Polacsek, M., Olarte, D. A., Read, M., Patel, A. L., Schwartz, M. B., Chapman, L. E., Orta-
Aleman, D., Ritchie, L. D., & Gosliner, W. (2024). Parent perceptions of school meals
and how perceptions differ by race and ethnicity. Health Affairs Scholar (Vol. 2, Issue 1).
Oxford University Press (OUP). https://doi.org/10.1093/haschl/qxadog2

o Description: This study evaluated how California parents perceived school meals
during the COVID-19 crisis, particularly with the introduction of federally funded
universal free school meals (UFSM), and whether these perceptions varied based
on race/ethnicity. Surveying 1,110 parents of K—12 students in California, the
majority expressed that school meals provided tangible benefits to their families,
notably in terms of saving money (81.6 percent), time (79.2 percent), and
reducing stress (75.0 percent). A small percentage indicated concerns that their
child might feel embarrassed to eat school meals (11.7 percent). Moreover, fewer
parents viewed school lunches favorably in terms of quality (36.9 percent), taste
(39.6 percent), or healthiness (44.0 percent). Parents of Hispanic and Asian
students tended to hold less favorable views regarding the quality, taste, and
healthiness of school meals compared to parents of White students.

o Takeaway: Parents in California generally perceive school meals
positively during the COVID-19 crisis, citing benefits such as saving
money and time and reducing stress, but they express concerns about
meal quality, taste, and healthiness, particularly Hispanic and Asian
parents compared to White parents.

Source: Zuercher, M. D., Cohen, J. F. W., Hecht, C. E., Hecht, K., Ritchie, L. D., &
Gosliner, W. (2022). Providing School Meals to All Students Free of Charge during the
COVID-19 Pandemic and Beyond: Challenges and Benefits Reported by School
Foodservice Professionals in California. Nutrients (Vol. 14, Issue 18, p. 3855). MDPI AG.
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14183855
o Description: This research examined the viewpoints of school food authorities
(SFAs) regarding the federal universal school meals (USM) program amid the
COVID-19 pandemic during the 2021—22 school year. Findings indicated notable
benefits such as increased student meals participation (79.2 percent) and
diminished stigma (39.7 percent). Chief challenges included staffing issues (76.9
percent) and concerns regarding meal packaging and solid waste (67.4 percent).
Additionally, more than 40 percent expressed that federal reimbursements fell
short of covering expenses. Among the top requests for resources to facilitate the
implementation of California's USM were additional facilities/equipment (83.8
percent), communication/marketing support (76.1 percent), boosting meal
participation (71.5 percent), and enhanced financial management (61.5 percent).
The majority of California SFAs noted that the adoption of federal USM
successfully resulted in reaching more children with meals.
o Takeaway: California SFAs perceived benefits from the federal school
meal waivers amid COVID-19, including increased student

26



169

FRAC

Food Research & Action Center

participation and reduced stigma, but faced challenges with staffing,
packaging, waste, and inadequate federal reimbursements.

Stigma, Shaming, and a Call for Equity in Child Nutrition Programs

e Source: Spruance, L. A., McConkie, M., Patten, E., & Goates, M. C. (2021). A Thematic
Analysis of Unpaid School Meals in the News Media. Journal of Hunger &
Environmental Nutrition (Vol. 17, Issue 6, pp. 850—859). Informa U.K. Limited.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19320248.2021.1971500

e}

Description: Media coverage frequently addresses the issue of unpaid school
meal fees and meal shaming in schools. This study aimed to analyze trends and
themes in media coverage related to meal shaming and unpaid meal fees. Three
hundred and fifty-five articles from two databases were analyzed for thematic
patterns. The findings reveal widespread coverage of meal shaming across
various states, with many articles referencing state and local school district
policies. The study underscores the significance of meal shaming as a highlighted
problem in the media, suggesting that universal no-cost meals programs could
alleviate many issues associated with unpaid school meal fees.

Takeaway: Media reports on meal shaming and unpaid school meal
fees in schools emphasize the widespread nature of the issue and
suggest universal no-cost meals programs as a potential solution.

e Source: Karnaze, A. (2018). You Are Where You Eat: Discrimination in the National
School Lunch Program. Northwestern University Law Review, 113(3).

[e]

Description: The NSLP, serving millions of children daily across the U.S., is
federally regulated but implemented with significant local authority, leading to
practices in some schools that stigmatize participating students. This study
examines two such practices: segregation in cafeterias and meal "shaming,"
especially affecting minority students, to assess their potential "disparate impact"
under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Takeaway: School practices may lead to stigmatization and "disparate
impact" under the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

e Source: Fleischhacker, S., & Campbell, E. (2020). Ensuring Equitable Access to School
Meals. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 120, Issue 5, pp. 893—
897). Elsevier B.V. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2020.03.006

o Description: This study discusses the growing problem of unpaid meal debt and

lunch shaming in schools across the country and outlines the Academy's policy
stance on addressing this issue, as developed by the Child Nutrition
Reauthorization working group and approved by the Academy Board of
Directors. The Academy advocates for tackling the root cause of lunch shaming —
unpaid meal debt — by advocating for the expansion and enhancement of
universal school meals policies and programs, including CEP, to promote
equitable access to school meals.

Takeaway: Promoting equitable access to nutritious school meals is
crucial to address the growing issue of unpaid meal debt and lunch
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shaming, with the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics advocating for
strengthened universal school meals policies and programs.

Source: McLoughlin, G. M., McCarthy, J. A., McGuirt, J. T., Singleton, C. R., Dunn, C. G.,
& Gadhoke, P. (2020). Addressing Food Insecurity through a Health Equity Lens: A Case
Study of Large Urban School Districts during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Journal of
Urban Health (Vol. 97, Issue 6, pp. 759—775). Springer Science and Business Media LLC.
https://doi.org/10.1007/511524-020-00476-0

[e]

Description: During public health emergencies, reduced access to school meals
can worsen food insecurity, especially for children from urban and low-income
households. To address health disparities, understanding meal distribution in
large urban districts during emergencies is crucial. Our case study of four such
districts during COVID-19 aimed to fill these gaps. Using the Getting to Equity
framework, we evaluated meal distribution strategies, finding variations across
districts. Strategies included offering healthy options, reducing barriers, building
community capacity, and increasing resources. Geospatial analysis revealed
potential gaps in meal site reach. These findings can inform efforts to combat
food insecurity during and beyond the pandemic through programs like the
Summer Food Service Program. Future research should explore the rationale
behind meal site placement and changes over time.

Takeaway: Understanding meal distribution strategies in large urban
districts during emergencies is crucial for addressing health
disparities and combating food insecurity, as revealed by a case study
of four districts during COVID-19.
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e Source: Cohen, J. F. W., Stowers, K. C., Odoms-Young, A., & Franckle, R. L. (2023). A
Call for Theory to Guide Equity-Focused Federal Child Nutrition Program Policy
Responses and Recovery Efforts in Times of Public Health Crisis. Journal of the
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Vol. 123, Issue 1, pp. 15—28). Elsevier B.V.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2022.07.016

o Description: Theory plays a pivotal role in guiding long-term strategies,
improving federal nutrition assistance programs, fostering the well-being of
children and families, and addressing systemic disparities in health.
Policymakers should explore strategies such as streamlining application and
certification processes across all programs, including the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program. This would ensure uninterrupted access to eligible nutrition
assistance programs for children while reducing the administrative burden of
multiple application procedures. Moreover, frameworks should be implemented
to evaluate the outcomes of child nutrition programs, ensuring equitable impacts.
Leveraging existing tools like the Racial Equity Scorecard can facilitate this
process.

o Takeaway: Theory can guide policymakers in improving federal
nutrition assistance programs along with streamlining application
processes, implementing frameworks for evaluating outcomes, and
applying tools like the Racial Equity Scorecard.

This report was compiled by Maria Islam, a 2024 Bill Emerson National Hunger Fellow at the
Food Research & Action Center, and provides a comprehensive overview of the existing
literature on school meals, summarizing key findings and insights from a diverse range of
academic sources. The document is intended to help researchers and policymakers understand
the current state of knowledge on school meals for all, identify gaps or areas for further
investigation, and make informed decisions about policy and practice. Additionally, this
annotated bibliography serves as a resource for advocacy efforts, providing evidence-based
support for initiatives aimed at improving access to nutritious meals for all students. By
synthesizing and evaluating recent research, this document contributes to a more robust
understanding of the benefits and challenges associated with Healthy School Meals For All.

About FRAC

The Food Research & Action Center (FRAC) improves the nutrition, health, and well-being of
people struggling against poverty-related hunger in the United States through advocacy,
partnerships, and by advancing bold and equitable policy solutions. For more information about
FRAC, or to sign up for FRAC’s e-newsletters, go to http://www.frac.org.
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CHILD NUTRITION REAUTHORIZATION

Support the Summer Meals Act of 2021

introduced by Senators Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY)

and Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) and Representatives
Don Young (R-AK) and Rick Larsen (D-WA), would increase
the reach of the Summer Nutrition Programs. The Summer
Nutrition Programs help close the summer nutrition gap and
support educational and enrichment programs that keep
children learning, engaged, and safe when school is out.

T he Summer Meals Act of 2021(S. 1170 / H.R. 783),

What are the Summer
Nutrition Programs?

The Summer Nutrition Programs (the Summer Food Service
Program and the National School Lunch Program) provide
federal funding to serve nutritious meals and snacks during
summer break when low-income children lose access to
school meals. The meals are served at sites such as summer
schools, parks and recreation centers, YMCAs, and Boys &
Girls Clubs located in geographic areas where at least 50
percent of the children are eligible for free or reduced-price
school meals or that serve primarily low-income children.

In July 2019, nearly 3 million children ate summer lunch on an
average day, reaching only 1in 7 of the low-income children
who rely on school lunch during the school year.

What Does the Bill Propose?

Improve the area eligibility test to allow communities

to participate if 40 percent of the children are eligible
for free or reduced-price meals. The current 50 percent
threshold prevents many communities with significant
numbers of low-income children, but not a high enough
concentration of poverty, from participating. Lowering

the eligibility test from 50 to 40 percent would improve
children’s access to summer meals in every state, particularly
in rural areas. In addition, the 50 percent test is inconsistent
with other federal education summer funding, such as the
21st Century Community Learning Centers programs, which
require 40 percent or more.

Allow local government agencies and private nonprofit
organizations to feed children year-round through the
Summer Food Service Program. Currently, sponsors
must operate both the Summer Food Service Program and
the Child and Adult Care Food Program in order to feed

Child = Food

children — often the same children — after school and
during the summer. This creates duplicative paperwork and
confusing administrative rules that discourage participation.
By streamlining the Summer Food Service Program and
the Afterschool Meal Program, sponsors would be able to
operate one program year-round.

Provide funding for transportation grants to fund
innovative approaches and mobile meal trucks.
Transportation is one of the biggest barriers to participation,
and these grants will increase low-income children’s access
to summer meals in rural and other underserved areas.

Allow all sites to serve a third meal. Many summer meal
sites run all day, thereby providing child care for working
parents, but most sites can only serve a maximum of two
meals a day. This leaves children without adequate nutrition
to get through the day or forces sites to spend program
dollars on food.

S. 1170 includes an additional provision to support meal
service in disaster situations. This provision would allow
USDA to waive the congregate feeding requirement when
a disaster situation is declared by a governor; currently,
USDA only has this authority if the president declares a
disaster situation.

How Will the Summer Meals Act
Benefit Communities?

Combat childhood hunger and obesity. The Summer
Nutrition Programs provide healthy meals to replace the
breakfasts, lunches, and afterschool meals and snacks that
children receive during the school year.

Keep children safe, learning, and out of trouble. The
meals help draw children into educational, enrichment,
and recreational activities which are important tools for
combating summer learning loss, reducing juvenile crime
and teen pregnancy, and supporting working parents.

Provide states federal child nutrition funding that

will create jobs and generate economic activity. The
Summer Nutrition Programs bring federal dollars into local
communities that must be used to support program costs
(e.g., food purchases, salaries, transportation expenses).

1 & Action Center m April 2021 m www.frac.org 1
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research

RE: Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast
Program

September 18, 2024
Submitted by:
Russell C. Redding
Secretary, Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture

Representing: National Association of State Departments of Agriculture

Good afternoon, Chairman Fetterman and Ranking Member Braun, and thank you for the
opportunity to testify today on an important and timely topic.

. Introduction

My name is Russell Redding, and | am honored to serve as the Secretary of Agriculture for the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. | appreciate the opportunity to testify today on behalf of the
National Association of State Departments of Agriculture (NASDA), a hon-partisan, non-profit
association that represents the elected and appointed commissioners, secretaries, and
directors of the departments of agriculture in all fifty states and four U.S. territories. NASDA’s
mission is to grow and enhance American agriculture through policy advocacy, partnerships,
and public engagement. | also previously served on the NASDA Board of Directors from 2020-
2022.

State departments of agriculture are uniquely and crucially positioned at the intersection of
agriculture and nutrition security. NASDA members, representing all types of agriculture across
every corner of the U.S., come from a range of political backgrounds—reflecting our bipartisan
nature and range of programs implemented in each of their states, including those focused on
nutrition security, food safety, food system resiliency, agricultural innovation, and rural
development.
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Today, | also represent the Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture. Our sister agency, the
Pennsylvania Department of Education administers the National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
within our state, delivering healthy and nutritious meals to more than one-million students
throughout more than 800 School Food Authorities (e.g., school districts, charter schools,
private non-profit schools, and residential childcare institutions). Our department, however,
plays a key role in advancing programs that create access to healthy foods, whether in a school
meal setting delivering USDA Food commodities and local foods access through Farm to School
programming, reaching WIC (Women, Infants, and Children) recipients and seniors through
farmers market vouchers, or helping to move Pennsylvania products into the charitable food
system. Our department proudly partners across state government and with the private sector
to ensure equitable access to affordable food and promote market opportunities for
Pennsylvania farmers and agribusinesses.

| would like to touch on three items as it relates to school food and nutrition. The first will be to
provide our perspective on the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service’s
Child Nutrition Programs; secondly to discuss the critical role that federal spending on nutrition
programs as a marketplace driver for U.S. agriculture; and third to provide perspective on how
state departments of agriculture are addressing the unique needs of their regions, particularly
by sharing some of the successes we’ve seen in Pennsylvania as we meet these challenges
locally.

Our approach to school nutrition, and food access and security, is shaped significantly by the
events of the COVID-19 pandemic. We discovered, in an extremely critical way, the value of
school meals and what it meant for so many children and parents to have a reliable and
affordable source of nutrition. Many of us may have taken for granted, or not fully appreciated,
how essential that source of nourishment was for students and families. Each state has
responded to these challenges differently, tailoring solutions to fit their unique food systems
and communities. Pennsylvania worked to set up feeding locations at schools and other
community-based centers where children could access grab and go meals and worked with the
charitable feeding network to establish drive-through distributions and other low-contact
methods of emergency food distribution to ensure that students who suddenly found
themselves out of school still had access to a nutritious breakfast and lunch.

The pandemic also shined a light into the fragile spots of our food system, revealing the urgent
and critical need to strengthen and stabilize our agriculture industries, particularly small and
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medium producers within our supply chain. Across all states, a key focus —in full collaboration
with our federal partners - has been on reinforcing the supply chain and creating resiliency at
every level. Strengthening our local and regional food systems and expanding processing
capacity for Pennsylvania farmers and agribusinesses has been crucial to our agriculture and
nutrition security.

It sometimes takes a crisis for us to fully understand what we value, and why we value it. That
has especially been true for me as | look at the role that government can play to provide
affordable food in schools, balance the nutritional needs of children, and simultaneously
expand the domestic marketplace and economic opportunities for U.S.-grown foods and food
companies.

1l. Impacts of the FNS (Food and Nutrition Service) Final Rule on Child Nutrition

We appreciate the thought and care that USDA has put into their Final Rule on Child Nutrition
Programs and the balance between providing food that children will enjoy eating, while also
acknowledging the role that school meals must play in providing balanced nutrition.

We appreciate the inclusion of yogurt and low-fat and flavored milk in the school meal setting.
Both are wholesome products that provide essential nutrients for young children. We
recognize, however, that the low-sugar requirements for yogurt may be an early barrier for
schools to source, especially as these products are typically more expensive. School milk is
often an important entry point for students to develop lifelong habits around dairy
consumption and supply children with vitamins and minerals needed for healthy development,
so the continued ability to offer flavored milk is welcomed.

We also believe that students will benefit from the ability for schools to offer protein-rich foods
in the school breakfast setting, like eggs and yogurt. Pennsylvania is a nation-leading dairy
producing state, and the most recent U.S. Census of Agriculture reported significant growth in
the past five years in poultry, driven in large part by egg production. Across the U.S., farmers
and food companies are well positioned to take advantage of these local and regional market
opportunities that school meals provide, especially with the flexibility of providing protein-rich
foods at breakfast.

| also want to commend the USDA’s rule for its strong emphasis on “local” foods and a
reduction in non-domestic purchases. While this may result in some limitations on the varieties
of foods that schools can serve, it will provide greater opportunities for U.S. companies to tailor

3



195

NASDA
T Pennsylvania
_\ % Department of Agriculture

their product lines for school settings and encourage greater connections between the school
cafeteria and local farmers. Adding provisions to allow local sourcing in school food contracting
procurement will send a strong signal to the marketplace, giving farmers and agribusinesses
greater opportunities to make direct and consistent connections with schools. Given our state’s
strong history of food manufacturing, both on the regional and national scale, | feel confident
that Pennsylvania agriculture stands to benefit from these new rules. However, this looks
different in every corner of the country, as each state and region has its own food systems,
unique challenges, and opportunities. Supporting state agencies and their ability to address
these flexibilities, diverse food systems, and population needs is essential for the success of
these initiatives across the U.S.

11l. Successes and Challenges in Farm to School Programs

In a rich agricultural state like Pennsylvania, especially one with a significant diversity in what
our farmers produce, creating greater connections between school meals and Pennsylvania
products has been a key emphasis. In 2019, as part of the Pennsylvania Farm Bill, the only state-
level Farm Bill in the nation, the PA Department of Agriculture launched a “Farm to School”
grant program that built off the success of the Pennsylvania Farm to School network. This grant
program provides a vehicle for school districts to increase local food procurement and launch

training programs that help students connect their meals and the farmers who produce it.

We have found the success of this program is often coming in areas identified by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture as food deserts. Grant programs like Farm to School can play a role
in addressing those needs by equipping and empowering schools to create school gardens that
can feed the cafeteria or find ways to adjust the school menu to reflect what is in season
around Pennsylvania. For instance, the Erie City School District has used state and federal
dollars to build out school gardens and host cooking programs for students to understand the
types of meals that can be made from the products they have grown. City schools have also
adjusted their menu to reflect the seasonality of locally produced products. These changes
mean that students are receiving fresh, nutritionally dense meals, while also understanding the
critical role that agriculture plays in their lives.

Across Pennsylvania, farmers are finding success partnering directly with food service directors
on special events, such as serving locally grown sweet corn, or coming into long-term contracts
to serve school meals. That is why we are enthusiastic about USDA’s emphasis on domestic
food production.



196

NASDA
T Pennsylvania
\ % Department of Agriculture

IV. Ongoing Needs for Operators and Districts

However, we do acknowledge that districts will face challenges at implementation, especially

those districts that serve a high-volume of meals daily, or our rural districts that face logistical
challenges in sourcing and delivery. We appreciate the USDA taking a phased in approach that
will allow districts to find additional procurement options.

Programs like the Local Food Purchase Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program, or LFPA,
and the Local Food for Schools Program, or LFS, are two important tools for the USDA to utilize
to help school districts increase their utilization of domestic, and local, foods. Moving forward,
it is important for USDA to continue to build out program support for farmers, or commaodities,
in times of surplus crops, with regional flexibility to meet local needs.

For example, many school districts have storage or food preparation space challenges that limit
the number of fresh products they can service. Others lack the kitchen equipment necessary to
prepare healthy meals produced using local ingredients. Greater financial assistance in evolving
those systems will go a long way to making fresh and healthy foods available to students. With
that infrastructure support also comes the need for technical assistance for school nutrition
staff to work through the challenges around procurement and preparation. Programs like the
Local Food for Schools Cooperative Agreement Program and Farm to School at the federal level
provide important financing and leveraging options for schools, including the ability to use
those dollars for domestic sourcing. Providing a consistent marketplace for these local and

regional food sources also ensures that fresh US produce does not go to waste.

In a state with a significant rural population, we also want to highlight the unique challenges
that our rural districts face as they try to meet these standards, while providing high-quality
affordable meals for students. Increased funding for infrastructure, and technical service
training is a step in the right direction, however, funding alone cannot solve every problem. As
the USDA implements these new rules, we encourage the USDA to be flexible and recognize the
specific needs and constraints of rural schools, especially across the country. With the full
support of state and federal partners, we feel that schools can work through these challenges. |
can confirm that NASDA members are at the table and ready to support these initiatives to

connect our regional food systems with nutrition security.

V. School Meals as a Marketplace Driver
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USDA purchased foods, including those for NSLP, The Emergency Food Assistance Program
(TEFAP), The Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), and other child and summer
feeding programs, create marketplace and even new opportunities for farmers and food
companies.

Pennsylvania ranks third in the nation for the source of commodity foods purchased by USDA
for programs like the National School Lunch Program. During the last fiscal year that data was
available, USDA purchased more than 192 million pounds of food with a value of more than
$276.2 million from Pennsylvania companies. Two major sources of food purchases for
Pennsylvania products were protein and dairy, both fundamental building blocks of healthy
school lunches. Pennsylvania is also a specialty crop producer, so we see amble opportunity for
a number of fresh fruits and vegetables to make it into school meals. It is worth noting that
over 200 specialty crops are produced across our country, showcasing the diverse and valuable,
yet unique agricultural contributions each state brings to their region and child nutrition

programs.

We have numerous food producers in Pennsylvania that find direct benefit from working with
USDA on food procurement, including several that provide fresh and frozen fruits and
vegetables, dairy products, and eggs. Several of them meet the federal definition of a small
business. Ultimately, the ability to send products to USDA for food procurement provides
marketplace diversity for these businesses and gives farmers another outlet to market their
products—a move that creates resiliency in their business plans.

Agricultural producers, the rural economy and communities of every size rely upon a forward-
looking Farm Bill. The Farm Bill must provide farmers and ranchers with a reliable safety net.
The Farm Bill must provide consumers access to the safest and most affordable food supply.
The next Farm Bill must remain unified — securing a commitment to American agriculture and
the critical food and nutritional assistance programs for those who need it most. The Farm Bill is

an issue of national security.
VI. State Support for Schools and Food Access

As | stated earlier, we learned the critical value of school meals for children during the early
days of the pandemic, when schools were closed and many students lost access to affordable,
nutritious meals provided through these programs. We also witnessed the importance of a
stable supply chain as we saw empty grocery store shelves across the county.



198

NASDA
T . w

Pennsylvania
Department of Agriculture

Across the nation, NASDA members have responded to these challenges, aiming to enhance our
food system resilience. In Pennsylvania, for instance, we have seen producers take advantage
of meat and poultry processing grants and intermediate lending programs to expand processing
options. In our commonwealth, we have seen producers take advantage of meat and poultry
processing grants and intermediate lending programs that create additional processing options.
Pennsylvania was one of many states that received grant funding through the federal Resilient
Food System Infrastructure Grant Program, or RFSI, to assist food processors that seek to add
new products or processing systems. It should come as no surprise that grant requests are
outpacing funding available. NASDA members have seen high demand for these grants,
confirming producers across the U.S. see opportunities in the domestic market and are
interested in reducing the number of links in the supply chain from farm to consumer. Many of
my examples are from Pennsylvania, as you would expect, but these examples are found across
the US, and demonstrate a trend that is reflected nationwide, highlighting the collective efforts
across states to build a more resilient and efficient food system.

VII. Closing

We see a direct link as well between the steps the USDA is taking in this final rule that
prioritizes local and domestic sourcing for school meals. It is important that we look back at the
lessons learned from the pandemic and use them to shape our regulatory and policy work at
both the state and federal level. School meals are vital, and to the greatest extent possible,
those food items should come from U.S. producers, and hopefully, procured from local farmers

and processors.

State departments of agriculture are unique, representing diverse regions from the furthest
corners of our country. Yet, we come together as a unified body within NASDA, dedicated daily
to supporting farmers and ranchers in every pocket of the U.S. and working to connect the food
they grow with those who need it. Each of us face distinct challenges and opportunities, and as
NASDA members are committed to linking regional food systems with nutrition security to

address these needs comprehensively.

In conclusion, the Child Nutrition programs represent a significant advancement in our
collective efforts to provide delicious and nutrient-dense meals to our children. By emphasizing
local foods and reducing non-domestic purchases, we are promoting better health outcomes
for students while also supporting our local agricultural economies. However, it is imperative
that we continue to address the challenges faced by school meal program operators and

7
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districts, as well as growers, and regional supply chains needs to fully advocate and strengthen
this connection between agriculture and nutrition. Thank you for the opportunity to testify
today. | look forward to working with the committee and my colleagues at the National
Association of State Departments of Agriculture to ensure the continued success of the
National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs and to address any ongoing challenges.

Pennsylvania
Department of Agriculture
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Chairman Fetterman, Ranking Member Braun, Members of the Subcommittee, | am Evora Nichole
Taylor, Director of Food and Nutrition for Chichester School District in Upper Chichester, Pennsylvania. |
am also Chair of the Public Policy and Legislation Committee of the School Nutrition Association, but
today | will speak on behalf of Chichester School District.

| want to thank you for this opportunity to appear before the Subcommittee today and share my
experience and insights on the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, Community Eligibility
Provision and the benefits of offering free school meals to all students as part of their education.

Chichester School District, located about 30 minutes outside of Philadelphia, serves just over 3,000
students at four elementary schools, one middle and one high school. Our community is made up of
hard-working families and many of them struggle to put food on the table, particularly given high food
costs.

Chichester’s Food and Nutrition team takes great pride in supporting local families and their students’
success by offering delicious, nutritious school breakfasts and lunches each day. Our small but mighty
33-member team prepares and serves nearly 111,000 breakfasts and 292,000 lunches each year.

In 2021, our district enrolled in the federal Community Eligibility Provision, or CEP, which allows all our
students to benefit from free school breakfast and lunch without having to complete the cumbersome
free and reduced-price meal application. Some of our families were either too ashamed or hesitant to
submit this form, which requires them to provide the last four digits of a Social Security number or
indicate if they don’t have one. As a result, children in need were going without healthy meals at school.

Now, families don’t have to worry about this paperwork or accruing unpaid meal debt if they can’t
afford school meals. In the three years before we implemented CEP, Chichester’s meal debt nearly
doubled from about $8,000 to $15,000 - for a district of just 3,000 students. Under CEP, we no longer
accrue meal debt, and our district no longer has to use general funds to pay off debt at the end of each
school year.

More importantly, any child who comes to school hungry knows that she can receive a healthy breakfast
and lunch without having to worry about money. Let’s be clear. We can’t function if we don’t eat. If a
child has to worry about where his next meal is coming from, his upcoming math test is not going to be
on his mind. There is no doubt that offering free meals to all is supporting Chichester’s mission of
educating our students.

A recent School Nutrition Association survey of school meal program directors nationwide revealed
numerous benefits associated with free meal service. Notably, two-thirds reported free meals resulted
in a more positive social-emotional cafeteria environment.
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Our experience in Chichester mirrors those findings. CEP has created equity in our cafeterias. Students
are no longer ashamed to take a meal now that school breakfast and lunch is provided to all students as
part of their education. In fact, during a recent high school forum in our community, the moderator
asked the students to name what they loved most about their school. | am pleased to state that one of
our Chichester students came to the mic and said that the thing she loves the most about her school is
that no student must pay for a meal.

Since we implemented CEP, my assistant and | haven’t wasted countless hours every year collecting,
processing and verifying free and reduced-price applications. Instead of spending our time weeding
through paperwork, we can focus on serving our students, improving our menus and expanding the
number of scratch prepared entrees we offer. Since we don’t have to collect payment anymore, children
spend less time in line and have more time to eat all the fruits and vegetables we serve them.

With free meal service, more Chichester students are eating school meals, which is great news since
research from Tufts University shows school meals are the healthiest meals Americans eat today. We
encourage our students to eat all the produce, whole grains and low-fat milk offered with school meals,
and we have implemented several programs to nudge our picky eaters to give these healthy foods a try.

Two of our elementary schools utilize the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program to provide free, fresh
produce snacks to students in the classroom. The program has introduced students to fruits and
vegetables they haven’t tried at home, which means they are more likely to take and eat those foods in
the cafeteria. With the help of a Pennsylvania Farm to School Grant, we now have terraponic gardens in
three of our elementary school cafeterias, plus our high school. Students assist with planting and
harvesting, and they eat more produce as a result. This spring they especially enjoyed our Easter Egg
Radishes and Sakura Cherry Tomatoes.

In partnership with The Food Trust, my team is supporting healthy eating at home too. We utilize SNAP-
Ed to host a four-week virtual family cooking workshop called Cooking Beyond the Classroom. Each
week, participating families receive a free bag of recipe ingredients and cooking utensils, and on
Thursday nights we host a virtual cooking demonstration. Our families loved the Summer Salad and
Apple Pie Apple Sauce.

My team is also working to make our school meals, which must meet limits on sodium, calories and fat,
more appealing to students who don’t always make those healthy choices when they go out to eat. We
introduced scratch cooking in all our schools last year and student favorites include our Cheddar Chicken
and Broccoli Casserole and Chicken Pot Pie with a Cheddar Biscuit. We’ve also introduced more ethnic
menu options, like Jambalaya and Asian Noodle Bowls, to cater to diverse student tastes.

None of these positive changes for our students come easily. School Nutrition Association’s survey
revealed virtually all school meal programs are struggling with rising costs. It’s not only the cost of food -
it’s also the cost of materials, equipment and maintenance. Last year, our program saw a 37 percent
increase in repair costs alone. | join my colleagues nationwide in urging Congress to increase federal
reimbursements for school meals to help us manage high costs.

We could also utilize additional funds to boost wages to compete with local businesses for employees
and to provide culinary training for new staff. Chichester is among the more than 90 percent of school
meal programs that report challenges with staff shortages. | currently have 18 staff vacancies —for a
staff of 33. We're a small program, so we don’t have an HR team, accounts payable, a procurement
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specialist or menu planner - It's me and my assistant managing everything. But often, I'm a backup cook
or cafeteria manager when we have staff out sick.

Minimizing paperwork and regulatory burdens through programs like CEP is critical for understaffed
school meal programs, especially as we work toward USDA’s recently released long term nutrition
standards.

In closing, | appreciate the Subcommittee’s support for the important work we do to ensure all of
America’s students are nourished and ready to fearn each day. | thank Chairman Fetterman for his
introduction of the Nutrition Red Tape Reduction Act and School Hunger Elimination Act, as well as his
support for the Universal School Meal Programs Act to expand access to free, healthy school meals. |
urge the Subcommittee members to support this legislation and to boost federal school meal
reimbursements to sustain critical school meal programs. I’d be happy to answer any questions.
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Good afternoon, Chairman Fetterman, Ranking Member Braun, and esteemed members of this
Subcommittee. Thank you for the opportunity to speak today on the importance of the

National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP), and how they serve
as foundational pillars in the health, well-being, and education of millions of American students.

| am Kay Rentzel and serve as Executive Director for multiple agriculture and food processing
industry associations; | work with the National Peach Council, US Sweet Potato Council,
American Sweet Potato Marketing Institute, Southeastern Food Processors Association and the
National Clean Plant Network — Sweetpotatoes. Each association has a consistent, meaningful
and strong voice on nutrition and health, regulations and policy impacting agriculture. Their
members take tremendous pride in feeding America and providing the world with the
healthiest, safest food source available.

Additionally, | serve as Chair of the USDA Fruit & Vegetable Industry Advisory Committee, on
relevancy review panels for the US Department of Agriculture’s National Institute of Food &
Agriculture, and various National Stakeholder Advisory Committees which direct research and
resources to areas that will improve the quality of food produced and available to consumers
around the world. Previously, | served on the Agricultural Trade Advisory Committee (ATAC) for
fruits and vegetables and in various marketing and sales positions in the nation’s apple industry.

The federal school lunch and breakfast programs are crucial to ensuring that our children—
many of whom come from food-insecure households—have access to the nutrition they need
to focus, learn, and grow. After improving most of the past decade, the nation’s share of
children in food-insecure households took a sharp turn in the wrong direction in 2022. This
statistic increased from 13% of all kids in 2021 to 19% of all kids in 2022, according to the USDA.
The difference equates to 4.1 million more children in the United States facing food insecurity
in 2022.

But these programs go beyond simply feeding students; they instill lifelong habits around
healthy eating, support local economies, and ensure nutrition is equitable across
socioeconomic lines.

| would appreciate the opportunity to discuss two topics today: the importance of our children
eating more fruits and vegetables in all forms, as well as the importance of Buying American
options for these essential foods whenever possible. Schools are on the front lines of delivering
these meals and face complex logistical challenges in doing so. Managing compliance with
federal regulations, such as nutrition standards and the "Buy American" provision, is critical.
Schools must balance the need to provide healthy, nutritious meals with budget constraints,
meal timing, and student preferences.

1 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. "Household Food Security in the United States in
2021." Economic Research Report No. 325, 2022. https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/107703/err-
325.pdf?v=2841.6
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Americans continue to fall far short of meeting recommended intake levels of produce.? All
federal feeding programs should promote greater consumption of these important foods.
Feeding programs intended to increase produce consumption should promote all forms of
produce — fresh, frozen, dried, and canned. This will help all consumers, including our students,
meet recommendations from the U.S. Dietary Guidelines for Americans for fruit and vegetable
intake.

Students interact with these programs not only by receiving meals but also by learning about
food systems, agriculture, and nutrition. It is essential that children understand where their
food comes from.

Through American innovation, domestic growers and manufacturers have made nutritious
foods—such as canned and frozen fruits and vegetables—available year-round. These products
are picked at peak ripeness and processed within hours, locking in their nutritional value. For
example, a typical green bean is harvested at peak ripeness, transported to a processing facility
within 90 miles of the farm, blanched, and canned—all within five hours. This process ensures
freshness and safety without the risk of spoilage or food-borne illnesses that fresh produce
might face when improperly handled or transported long distances. Additionally, it's a common
misconception that high quantities of sodium is added for preservation—any salt content is
strictly for taste, and all products served in schools adhere to strict nutrition standards
established by the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act.

Whenever possible, we should prioritize purchasing the safest and most nutritious options for
students. American-grown fruits and vegetables—in all their forms—offer an excellent solution.
While preferential fresh produce programs may be aspirational policy proposals, the reality is
that the American school year does not align with the growing season. It's equally important to
educate students about the remarkable domestic food manufacturing sector, which forms the
backbone of our agricultural economy, and emphasize the importance of consuming fruits and
vegetables, whether fresh, frozen, or canned.

It is undeniable that programs favoring fresh-only fruit and vegetable options harm American
farmers and inadvertently incentivize, if not subsidize, foreign food imports. This dynamic is one
of the key factors behind the United States becoming a net food importer for the first time in its
history in 2023.3 We will not solve all the problems facing our agricultural trade deficit today,

2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. "COVID-19 Response Team. "COVID-19 Cases and Hospitalizations
Among Medicare Beneficiaries With and Without Disabilities — United States, January 1, 2020—-November 20,
2021." MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2022;71(1):12-18.
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7101al.htm

3 U.S. Department of Agriculture. "USDA Agricultural Projections to 2032." U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2023.
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/USDA-Agricultural-Projections-to-2032.pdf
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but there is one piece of legislation | would like to highlight that could address some critical
problems.

The American Food for American Schools Act is a bipartisan, bicameral piece of legislation that
strengthens the "Buy American" provision within the National School Lunch Program (NSLP),
which ensures that the fruits, vegetables, and other food products served to our children are
domestically sourced. This not only supports American farmers and manufacturers but also
guarantees the food our students consume meets the highest standards of safety and quality.
Imported Chinese foods have a worrying history of high-profile product recalls and scandals
spanning decades. More recently, Chinese canned fruit and vegetable imports saw a 43 percent
increase between 2019 and 2022.4

The California Cling Peach Association became one of the loudest champions for stronger Buy
American provisions after a local paper, The Sacramento Bee, investigated why their school
district was receiving Chinese imports for students despite peach canneries being in the same
town. Further reviews have found that at least twenty-six states, including Georgia our peach
state, import Chinese canned peaches for school cafeterias. Outside of peaches, another USDA
report has found that some 80% of apple juice served in public schools was made from apples
sourced outside the U.S.>

The American Food for American Schools Act offers a robust solution by establishing clear,
enforceable guidelines for the NSLP’s Buy American mandate. The bill would close Buy
American compliance loopholes by instituting a 95% domestic sourcing requirement and ensure
any waivers for foreign products are rigorously reviewed by the USDA.

Schools would also be required to notify parents when foreign-sourced food is served,
increasing transparency and accountability.

Furthermore, by requiring that the USDA publish waiver information and foreign product
purchases online, this bill creates an open market for domestic producers, allowing them to
meet the needs of schools. This level of transparency not only holds suppliers accountable but
also opens new opportunities for American farmers to compete.

Finally, the bill would subject other USDA school feeding programs (after-school snacks,
summer food service, child and adult care food, special milk, and school breakfast) to the Buy
American requirement, which currently only applies to the NSLP.

| stand with the farmers, food manufacturers, and labor unions like the Teamsters who support
this bill, and | thank Senators Braun and Brown for their leadership on this critical issue.

4Trading Economics. "United States Imports from China." Trading Economics, 2024.
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/imports/china

5U.S. Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agricultural Service. "Fruit and Tree Nuts: World Markets and Trade."
USDA, 2023. http://www.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/circulars/fruit.pdf

3
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Strengthening the "Buy American" provisions ensures the food our children eat is not only safe
and nutritious but also supports the backbone of the American agricultural economy. This bill
represents a win for our schools, our students, and our farmers.

In conclusion, there is no safer source of quality nutrition than the food produced right here in
America. By buying American food for American schools, we are not only supporting our
nation’s children but also safeguarding the livelihoods of the families who grow, harvest, and
process our food. Strengthening programs like the NSLP and SBP and reinforcing the Buy
American requirements mean everyone wins—the students, our communities, and the
agricultural families who work tirelessly to feed us all.

Thank you again for the opportunity to speak today. | am happy to answer any questions you
may have.
Additional Materials

The United States became a net food importer in 2023

Billion dollars
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Sources: USDA and U S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census.
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Import Data — Green Beans
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Thank you, Chairman Fetterman, Ranking Member Braun, and members of the subcommittee on Food and
Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research for this opportunity and honor to speak with you today. My
name is Dr. Meg Bruening. In my day job, | am a Professor and Department Head of the Department of Nutritional
Sciences at The Pennsylvania State University. My research focuses on the food and nutrition security of
underserved youth and families—much of my work is done in schools. | have lived and conducted school nutrition
research in Pennsylvania, Minnesota, and Arizona. Today, | am speaking as an individual citizen, and my comments
are not representative of the viewpoints of The Pennsylvania State University nor any of the granting agencies who
have previously and currently provided my research funding.

The school meals program in the US is a critical safety net providing almost 30 million children with school meals
each year, with an increase of 1M more children served breakfast and lunch in 2024 as compared to 2023.1 School
meals are available for any school in the US and reaches approximately 60% of all American youth." School meals
programs are aligned with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, ensuring a variety of healthy foods are offered to
children while at school,? where children spend most of their waking (and eating) hours.

As | am sure you are aware, as members of this Fig 1. Percent of Children who Consume Any Fruits or
subcommittee, very few children meet dietary Any Veg on a Given Day (NHANES 2015-2018)

recommendations.® In fact, only 1 out of 10 children 91 91.1 902 915

90.1
meet recommendations for the intake of fruits and 753 806
vegetables.** Consumption of fruits and vegetables-- 643
foods with important nutrients needed for physical
and emotional growth and well-being, decrease as
children age. By the time kids are in middle and high

school, ~43% report not consuming any fruits or
vegetables on a given day. None—not even 100% fruit
juice or French fries, resulting in the loss of the ETotal W2to5 ®m6toll Wi12to 19
consumption of critical nutrition.

Any fruit Any veg

School meals help to buffer the tendency of low fruit and vegetable consumption and school meals are
consistently linked to improved dietary patterns for kids, especially since 2012.%2 In addition, school meals are
important in fending off food insecurity for our most vulnerable children. School meals ensure that kids get the
right amounts of the right types of foods for their growth and development during the school day.

Research shows us that food and nutrition security, including consuming healthy dietary patterns and diets rich in
fruits and vegetables is linked with student outcomes and student cognition.®'2 For example, a study by Anderson
et al. found that school lunch quality was linked to higher scores in achievement tests, especially for those
participating in free and reduced-priced meals.™ A study from South Carolina found that meals for all were linked
to slightly higher test scores for elementary and middle school students—although only statistically significant for
elementary student scores.'* Another study, this time from New York, found that universal school meals
significantly increased math and English language arts scores for middle schoolers.'® The research on linking
student attendance and more long-term academic outcomes is needed.'® So much of this research is focused on
elementary students; much more research is needed for students of all ages. We are in the early phases of working
on some of this data collection with schools in Pennsylvania.

We need to continue to test ways to get healthier foods on trays in school meals to promote student well-being,
especially fruits and vegetables. Strategies that are effective at increasing fruits and vegetables increase
accessibility and exposure to fruits and vegetables, increase variety and choice, and often involve nudging and
encouragement. Some tools school nutrition researchers have tested with success include school salad bars and
engagement with the Fresh Fruits and Vegetable Program. With my research partner at Arizona State University, Dr.
Marc Adams, we conducted the first randomized control trial testing how effective salad bars were at increasing
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fruits and vegetables in schools that didn't previously have salad Fig 2. Plate Waste Methodology
bars. We allowed school nutrition managers to determine on their :’u’s::“‘:h full
own what they would put on the salad bar and where they would put

the salad bar in the cafeteria. We conducted this research with

approximately 10,000 children across 37 schools in Arizona from

elementary to high school. We used a methodology referred to as Pre-unch
objective plate waste—in other words, we took pictures of individual ¢ ..o
students' trays of food before and after they ate, including weighing vegetables
fruits and vegetables on the tray before and after. When extrapolated ~ only

across a week, we found that salad bars effectively increased

consumption by approximately 1.5 servings of fruits and vegetables Post-lunch
across elementary, middle, and high schools. Consistently, our Full Lunch
research shows that kids are more likely to consume foods if they

are on their trays. If foods don't make it to the tray, there's a 0%

chance of consumption. School meals help expose children to

healthy foods through their offerings and promote consumption Post-lunch
through selection. These findings are currently under review in peer- fruits and

reviewed journals. vegetables
only

The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program is available to low-income
elementary schools to expose children to various fresh fruits and
vegetables via nutrition education and taste testing. Importantly, this
program is often linked to Farm-to-School initiatives, helping to bring local produce into schools from local farms,
and often is then expanded into the lunch programs, expanding the economic impact of local foods. These
programs have been shown to increase fruits and vegetables for students in participating schools compared to
non-participating schools. ' This research even shows what my colleague at ASU describes as spill-over-effects,
also indicating increased consumption of fruits and vegetables at home."”

| want to end with data from my own research today. In addition to plate waste measures, we also collected data
on the time it took individual students to eat and how that was related to fruit and vegetable consumption. We did
this by placing a bar code on the tray—we scanned the bar code when the student went to eat, and then as they
handed us their tray when they completed their lunch. Students who took more time to eat at lunch consumed
significantly more fruits and vegetables. These findings indicate that if we can slow things down at lunch, kids will
consume more healthy foods like fruits and vegetables.

In sum, good research shows that school meals are linked to cognition and academics. We know ways like school
salad bars and the fresh fruit and vegetable program to leverage meal programs to promote the intake. Yet, so
much more research is needed. People like myself are eager to help evaluate the best strategies to make the most
of the federal dollars invested in school meals that support all kids. | can't leave today without acknowledging the
heroic efforts of school food service directors and school meal workers to feed our children. | am in constant awe
of their work. Thank you for your attention to these issues and the opportunity to speak with you today. | am happy
to answer any questions.
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Supplemental material

Figure 1. Trends in school food quality (ideal, intermediate, poor) by sociodemographics, 2003-2018
From: Liu J, Micha R, Li Y, Mozaffarian D. Trends in food sources and diet quality among US children and
adults, 2003-2018. JAMA Network Open. 2021 Apr 1;4(4):e215262-.
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Statement from the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine
U.S. Senate Agriculture Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
“Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program”

‘Wednesday, September 18th, 2024

The Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine is a nonprofit organization focused on creating a healthier
world through an emphasis on plant-based diets. Our efforts are dramatically changing the way doctors treat
chronic diseases such as diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and cancer.

The Physicians Committee supports the removal of current federal statutory barriers that prevent students from
accessing non-dairy milks at school. Doing so would better align school nutrition policies with dietary science
and the latest recommendations from organizations like the American Medical Association.!

Currently, schools participating in the National School Lunch Program are not required to provide a non-dairy
substitute unless a parent submits a note from a physician (or other medical practitioner) documenting a
disability that restricts their child’s diet. Schools can choose — but are not currently required — to provide a non-
dairy substitute if a student submits a note from a physician or parent stating a medical or dietary reason (other
than a disability) that the student may not be able to consume dairy milk.

The requirement for a physician’s note creates a financial and administrative burden for parents and
disproportionately affects students of color. The cost of a physician visit (and the lost time from work for a
parent) is an unnecessary hurdle that prevents students from receiving appropriate nutrition at school. Specific
populations of color have high levels of lactose intolerance, including approximately 95% of Asian Americans,
60% to 80% of African Americans, 80% to 100% of American Indians, and 50% to 80% of Hispanics, according
to the National Institutes of Health.> Moreover, the inability to digest lactose is a specific genetic trait, like left-
handedness or having curly hair, not a disability. In many communities in our country, it is the norm not the
exception.

Contrary to what some may claim, some non-dairy alternatives — particularly fortified soy milk — are
nutritionally appropriate substitutions for dairy milk according to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA).
In fact, the DGA refer to the food group containing dairy products as the “Dairy and Fortified Soy Alternatives™
group.?

Besides being unable for many to easily digest, claims that dairy milk is necessary for a healthy diet are
erroneous. Evidence fails to back up dairy milk’s supposed benefits for bone health.*>¢ People who consume
dairy have been found to have a higher BMI than those who do not, as well as higher risk of diabetes.”*

Ultimately, dairy milk provides no nutrients that cannot be found in other sources. Protein, for example, a
nutrient touted as necessarily needing to come from cow’s milk consumption, can easily be sourced from other
foods and drinks (like soy milk) that do not contain the high levels of saturated fat often found in dairy milk.
Rich sources of calcium include kale, broccoli, tofu, nuts, beans, and fortified orange juice. Potassium is
similarly available in a wide range of plant foods. Finally, diary milk is fortified with vitamin D; soy milk and
other plant-based milks are often fortified with similar amounts of this micronutrient of which sunlight is a
natural source.’”
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Replacing dairy milk with soy milk may have several health advantages. One cohort of over 50,000 North
American women found that replacing the average intake of dairy milk with soy milk was associated with a 32%
lower risk of breast cancer.!” While in men, non-fermented soy products, including tofu and soy milk, are
associated with a 30% reduced relative risk of prostate cancer according to a meta-analysis."!

Soy milk has also been found to be a heart-healthy choice, as it reduces several risk factors for heart disease
including total and LDL cholesterol, blood pressure, and inflammatory markers according to a meta-analysis of
randomized controlled trials.'?

Whether for health, environmental, philosophical, religious, or other reasons, students and their families are
increasingly asking for more plant-based options, including milks, at school. Schools, parents, and students all
benefit from more dietary flexibility, especially when it comes to ensuring access healthy beverages.

1 D-440.978 Culturally Responsive Dietary and Nutritional Guidelines | AMA. Accessed March 2, 2023. https://policysearch.ama-
assn.org/policyfinder/detail/D-440.9782uri=%2FAMADoc%2F directives.xml-0-1522.xml

2 “Lactose Intolerance: Information for Health Care Providers.” NIH Publication No. 05-5305B, January 2006

3U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025. 9th
Edition.

4 Winzenberg T, Shaw K, Fryer J, Jones G. Effects of calcium supplementation on bone density in healthy children: meta-analysis of
randomised controlled trials. BMJ. 2006;333(7572):775. doi:10.1136/bmj.38950.561400.55

3 Lanou Al, Berkow SE, Barnard ND. Calcium, Dairy Products, and Bone Health in Children and Young Adults: A Reevaluation of the
Evidence. Pediatrics. 2005,115(3):736-743. doi:10.1542/peds.2004-0548

¢ Sonneville KR, Gordon CM, Kocher MS, Pierce LM, Ramappa A, Field AE. Vitamin D, Calcium, and Dairy Intakes and Stress
Fractures Among Female Adolescents. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med. 2012;166(7):595-600. doi:10.1001/archpediatrics.2012.5

7 Tonstad S, Butler T, Yan R, Fraser GE. Type of Vegetarian Diet, Body Weight, and Prevalence of Type 2 Diabetes. Diabetes Care.
2009;32(5):791-796. doi:10.2337/dc08-1886

8 Spencer EA, Appleby PN, Davey GK, Key TJ. Diet and body mass index in 38000 EPIC-Oxford meat-eaters, fish-eaters, vegetarians
and vegans. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord J Int Assoc Study Obes. 2003;27(6):728-734. doi:10.1038/sj.1j0.0802300

9 Cullimore, J. P, Herby, A. R., Paul-Quinn, J. L., Susan Levin, & Saray Stancic. (2023). The Nutritional Content of Animal and Plant
Milks and Their Health Implications. International Journal of Disease Reversal and Prevention, 5(1), 13 pp.
doi:10.22230/ijdrp.2023v5n1a363

10 Fraser GE, Jaceldo-Siegl K, Orlich M, Mashchak A, Sirirat R, Knutsen S. Dairy, soy, and risk of breast cancer: those confounded
milks. Int J Epidemiol. 2020;49(5):1526-1537. doi:10.1093/ije/dyaa007

'Yan L, Spitznagel EL. Soy consumption and prostate cancer risk in men: a revisit of a meta-analysis. Am J Clin Nutr: 2009;89(4):1155-
1163. doi:10.3945/ajcn.2008.27029

12 Sohouli MH, Lari A, Fatahi S, et al. Impact of soy milk consumption on cardiometabolic risk factors: a systematic review and meta-
analysis of randomized controlled trials. J Funct Foods. 2021;83:104499. doi:10.1016/1.j{£.2021.104499
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Kay Swartz Rentzel

22 Triplett Court, Dillsburg, PA 17019
717-320-8421 Fmail ksventzel®aol.com

September 25, 2024

The Honorable Mike Braun
Senator

404 Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

CC: Members of the Subcommittee on Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
Dear Senator Braun,

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide testimony during last week’s hearing. | wanted
to be responsive to your thoughtful question regarding the ratio of domestic versus imported
foods in school lunch and breakfast programs.

According to USDA policy and purchasing data, schools are required to purchase domestic
products through the USDA Agricultural Marketing Service Commodity Procurement, adhering
to the Buy American provision. However, purchasing decisions made at the local or school level
are often driven by cost considerations. These are not necessarily audited closely and can avoid
Buy America requirements through a loophole called the ‘significant cost differential even
when that cost different may be $ 0.25 or $ 0.50 cents per case.

Most states do not currently track the domestic vs. foreign foods in their school programs.
California is a rare exception. However, the reporting requirements within the American Food
For American Schools Act would address this data gap and allow us to begin to review and
address imported food concerns.

I trust that is responsive to the Senator’s question and remain at his disposal if any more issues
may arise.

Sincerely,

lophe 5

Kay Swartz Rentzel

SOUTHEASTERN FOOD PROCESSORS ASSOCIATION, Executive Director
USDA Fruit & Vegetable industry Advisory Committee, Chair
NATIONAL PEACH COUNCIL, Executive Director

US SWEET POTATO COUNCIL, Executive Director
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Kay Swartz Rentzel

22 Triplett Court, Dillsburg, PA 17019
717-320-8421 Fmail ksrentzel@aol.com

Cc: Lauren Hickey, Legislative Assistant
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INTERNATIONAL BROTHERHOOD OF TEAMSTERS

FRED E. ZUCKERMAN
General Secretary-Treasurer

202-624-6800
www.teamster.org

SEAN M. 0'BRIEN
General President

25 Louisiana Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20001

September 18", 2024

Dear Chairman, Fetterman & Ranking Member Braun,

My name is Peter Finn, and | am the Vice President of the Western Region and Director of
the Teamsters Food Processing Division. | would like to submit this letter into the record on how
to strengthen our school meal program for the September 18" subcommittee hearing titled
Keeping Kids Learning in The National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program.

In order to ensure a safe and reliable school meal program, Congress must focus on
where the food we feed our children is grown, processed and transported. This is why the
Teamsters strongly support strengthening Buy American rules within our nation’s school food
programs and to accomplish this goal by passing the American Food for American Schools Act of
2023 (H.R. 4613/S. 2301).

the National School Lunch Act requires schools to purchase foods grown domestically, yet
the guidance that governs this law is outdated and ineffectual. School districts are confused by
poorly written guidance and ultimately end up sourcing foreign foods over their domestic
counterparts. Our goal should also be simple, feed our kids high-quality foods that are grown
domestically by American workers, many of whom are unionized, and yet we fail this objective
every time we source products from foreign growers. The American Food for American Schools
Act would require school districts purchase domestically sourced products for in-school meals
when available.

Here at the Teamsters, | help represent more than 70,000 workers in the food processing
and warehousing industry. We represent workers across the country producing and storing food
products like beef from Texas and Colorado, potatoes from Idaho, orange juice from Florida, pears
and cranberries from Washington, grapes and fruit cups from Pennsylvania, milk and cottage
cheese from New York and the list goes on. Workers at these facilities are paid well and given
competitive benefits. We should be fighting for more jobs likes these, not less and provisions like
Buy American can help achieve this goal. It's quite simple, the more food we grow, produce and
store in this country the more high-quality, union jobs we create. This provision has found
champions from both parties and supported by the White House. The President signed Executive
Order 14005 in January of 2021 and in May of 2024 the House Agriculture Committee released
their draft Farm Bill markup language which included Buy American language.



221

My home state of California has already debated and passed into law their own Buy
American provision just last year. Under any other circumstance you’d have various interest
groups fighting with one another over the impacts of a policy like this, but with Buy American that
wasn’t the case. Farm workers, growers, business, and unions all united behind the change
because we knew it would be good for everyone involved. There is no reason that could not
happen on the national stage. If it's effective and works for California it should be the same for
the United States.

Thank you for considering my comments for the record. As you continue to debate in this
Committee and in the Senate about ways to improve our nation’s school meal programs, | urge
you to consider including strong Buy American provisions to support American union jobs.

Thank you.
Peter Finn

Director — Food Processing Division
International Brotherhood of Teamsters.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program
September 18, 2024
Questions for the Record
Ms. Crystal FitzSimons

Senator Amy Klobuchar

1. Minnesota is one of the leaders in providing free meals for all students in our state. Since
free meals were implemented, meal participation in breakfast and lunch has increased and
the option has been very popular with families.

a. Ihave heard from schools outside of my state that it is still challenging to track
meal participation in order to receive meal reimbursements. How can we
streamline this process for schools in the short term and long term?

Thank you for the question. Minnesota is one of eight states that have passed policies to ensure
all students, regardless of household income, have access to free, healthy meals at school.
Minnesota and the other states with Healthy School Meals for All policies are showing the
country what is possible in the school environment when all students have access to the
nutrition they need to learn and thrive, stigma around school meals is decreased and school
meal debt is no longer a problem for families or schools.

Minnesota’s Free School Meals for Kids Program covers the difference between the federal
reimbursements schools receive for serving meals through the School Breakfast Program and
the National School Lunch Program and the cost of offering free meals to all students.

Even with the Free School Meals for Kids Program in place, many schools in Minnesota must
continue to collect school meal forms from families because they still must follow the federal
requirements for the program. The federal reimbursements they receive (free, reduced-price or
paid) are based on the students’ household income.

Collecting these forms from families is a challenge in Minnesota and across the country. Some
families do not want to share their income information with school staff, particularly in small
communities, some struggle with language and literacy barriers, and others simply miss
submitting the form. In addition, when meals are already being offered at no charge, it can be
even more difficult to get families to fill out school meal applications.

Some schools and districts are eligible to operate the Community Eligibility Provision, which
allows them to offer free meals at no charge to all the students in a school without collecting
school meal applications. CEP schools must have a certain number of their students eligible for
free meals because of their participation in programs such as SNAP or because they are
homeless, migrant or in foster care.

Making school meals free for all students nationwide is the best way to reduce cumbersome
school meal paperwork for families and school staff and simplify the administrative burden for
school nutrition professionals.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program
September 18, 2024
Questions for the Record
The Honorable Russell Redding

Senator Joni Ernst

1. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) provide food-based recommendations that are
supposed to promote health and meet nutritional needs across all stages of life. The USDA
then relies on these recommendations to establish nutritional standards for school meals
under both the National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program.

A big focus of the USDA’s recent rulemaking was on cutting sugar and sodium consumption.
Again, based on DGA guidance. However, in my discussions with lowans, a two-fold issue is
now at play.

First, while the emphasis on cutting sugar and sodium is important, it has come at the
expense of considering palatability of the meals being served. Second, schools are finding it
difficult to source food options that meet the USDA’s new nutritional standards while still
being practical and affordable.

a. On the second point, in your experience running these programs at the state and local
level, is the availability of the foods that meet the DGAs-based nutrition standards a
challenge? And how can the committee address the practical challenges schools face
in souring affordable, compliant foods that children will eat?

Senator Ernst, thank you for raising this important question. Schools indeed face the dual
challenge of meeting updated nutrition standards while ensuring meals remain affordable,
practical, and appealing to students.

Availability of Foods Meeting DGA Standards

Across Pennsylvania and nationwide, we anticipate that schools will encounter some initial
difficulties in sourcing affordable foods that comply with new limits on sugar and sodium. Cost
is likely one of the most significant barriers at this time. For example, while there are delicious
lower-sugar yogurt options available on the retail market, their current price point often exceeds
the budgets of school districts. Schools must strike a balance between nutrition, palatability, and
cost—an increasingly challenging combination amid current budget constraints and supply chain
limitations.

However, this situation highlights a critical opportunity for innovation and for bridging the gap
between school districts and our food systems. The U.S. has a long history of innovation, and 1
believe we can enhance children's nutrition while making food both delicious and affordable. By



226

connecting our food systems with nutrition security programs, we can build supply chain
resiliency and improve the long-term health and well-being of our nation. This is an opportunity
for collaboration to identify needs, generate bipartisan support, create new economic
opportunities for local and regional producers, and ensure our children receive nutritious,
enjoyable meals.

Facilitating Transition: Empowering Collaboration for a Resilient Food System and
Nutritional Success

NASDA fully supports the implementation of DGA-based standards in school meals and
believes in providing districts with additional support to manage these changes. We commend
the USDA’s phased-in approach, which allows schools the flexibility to adjust and explore
procurement options that align with DGA requirements over time.

The U.S. has fong been a leader in innovation, and we believe there is tremendous potential for
American food companies to develop affordable products that meet updated DGA standards. By
fostering collaboration between school districts, local farmers, and food manufacturers, we can
bridge the gaps in affordability, availability, and nutrition, ensuring all students have access to
meals that support their health and learning.

NASDA also strongly supports programs like the USDA’s Patrick Leahy Farm to School
Program, which play a vital role in helping schools introduce new foods to students, Programs
and initiatives like these provide education, sampling, and positive experiences for students to try
new foods. They not only encourage lifelong healthy eating habits but also help strengthen
connections between schools and regional food systems.

To facilitate this transition, we recommend increasing support for school districts during the
transition and beyond, ensuring they are well-prepared to manage procurement, menu planning,
and food preparation within the new guidelines. Empowering school districts and their teams
with resources and knowledge will be critical to the successful implementation of these updates.

Emphasizing innovation and regional sourcing for U.S.-based supply chains offers substantial
benefits for schools, farmers, and food manufacturers alike, helping to cultivate a resilient
domestic food system. Given Pennsylvania’s strong legacy in food manufacturing—both
regionally and nationally—I am confident that, with adequate support for supply chains and
school districts, the agriculture sector will continue to thrive under these updates. However, it is
important to recognize that the landscape varies across the country, with each state and region
possessing its own unique food systems, challenges, and opportunities. Therefore, supporting
state agencies in their efforts to navigate these flexibilities and address the diverse needs of their
populations is essential for the success of these initiatives nationwide.

By working together, we can achieve comprehensive solutions that provide our nation’s children
with nutrient-dense, delicious, and affordable foods. 1, along with my fellow NASDA members,
firmly believe that U.S. agriculture and food systems are more than capable of meeting this
challenge.

Thank you, Senator Ernst, for your commitment to this vital issue, which is essential for the
success of school nutrition programs and the well-being of our children across the nation.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program
September 18, 2024
Questions for the Record
Ms. E. Nichole Taylor

Senator Amy Klobuchar

1. A recent report found that payment processors are collecting more than $100 million
annually in processing fees for electronic school lunch payments. These processing fees
are flat fees that families must pay each time they deposit money into their student’s
lunch account.

a. How common are these processing fees in school districts? How are school
districts working with families and payment processors to lower or eliminate
these processing fees, particularly for lower income families who are likely
adding money to their students’ lunch accounts in smaller, more frequent
increments?

i. In our school, which participates in the Community Eligibility Provision
(CEP), we do not collect payment for meals; however, we understand that
some parents or guardians may wish (o add funds to their students’
accounts for a la carte or second meal purchases. They can do so by
bringing cash, a check, or a money order to our office, or by sending the
payment with the student. This process helps to circumvent the additional
fees associated with online transactions.

2. Inyour testimony, you spoke about the benefits of the Community Eligibility Provision
for your school. Community Eligibility allows the nation’s highest poverty school
districts to serve breakfast and lunch at no cost to all enrolled students without collecting
household applications.

a. In addition to reducing the stigma of free or reduced cost lunch, have you seen
other impacts for students, such as improved student behavior in class or reduced
plate waste?

i. Since implementing the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), we have
noticed a remarkable increase in student participation in our meal
programs. More students are not only eating but also willing fo try new
items, which speaks volumes about the positive changes we 've made. We
quickly realized that to engage students effectively, we needed fo focus on
creating tasty recipes that align with current food trends.
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Our students crave meals that are delicious, while our parents emphasize
the importance of mutritious options. To bridge this gap, we've embraced
creativity in our kitchen by incorporating fresh herbs and salt-free spice
blends into our recipes. This approach has not only enhanced flavor but
has also made healthy eating more appealing.

Importantly, we have learned that just because meals are offered at no
cost, it doesn’t guarantee that students will choose to eat them. They still
expect meals to be flavorful and enjoyable.

In addition to reducing the stigma surrounding free or reduced-cost
lunches, we have observed several positive impacts on our students. For
instance, we have seen improved behavior in the classroom, likely due to
better nutrition fueling their focus and energy levels. Additionally, there
has been a noticeable reduction in plate waste. When students enjoy what
they are eating, they are more likely to finish their meals, which not only
supports their health but also helps us manage resources more efficiently.

Overall, our commitment to providing tasty and nutritious meals is
Jostering a more positive school environment and encouraging healthier
eating habits among our students.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Subcommittee on Food and Nutrition, Specialty Crops, Organics, and Research
Keeping Kids Learning in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program
September 18, 2024
Questions for the Record
Dr. Meg Bruening

Chairman John Fetterman

1. Dr. Bruening, we all hopefully agree that students should eat more fresh produce. But
what kids should eat is not always the same as what kids will eat.

a. How do we balance healthy offerings with the reality of kids’ preferred diets?

Bruening Response: Taste preferences are a result of repeated exposure and modeling from
parents and friends.!* The National School Lunch Program and supporting programs like the
Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program expose children to a variety of fruits and vegetables, helping
to shape preferences through these mechanisms. When kids see others eating healthy foods, they
are more likely to do so at school, and potentially at home.> Further, our data indicate there is
more than sufficient choice in schools to help kids fins something that they will like that also
helps their growth and development. For example, in one of our studies, we found 11-13
offerings of fruits and vegetables.® The variety and options that students have to choose from is
outstanding in school meal programs,®” which also increases the likelihood of consumption.
Again, if the food doesn’t make it to the tray, there is a 0% chance of consumption.

Senator Joni Ernst

1. Based on your research, when USDA develops the nutrition standards based on the
Dietary Guidelines, does it consider the palatability of food—particularly for children? If
not, do you think this should be more of a focus?

Bruening Response: The Dietary Guidelines for Americans are evidence-based
recommendations, updated every 5 years, and is based on the latest science of how nutrition can
support health at a population-level.® Food preferences (i.e., perceived palatability) for kids are
exposure and modeling (see above). Perceived palatability is an individual response and can vary
based on food preparation approach, serving style, and several other factors. It would be
impossible for the Dietary Guidelines for Americans to address individual palatability. School
food professionals do a great job at marketing-testing new menu items and assessing popularity,
and meet the federal meal pattern guidelines, all with very slim to non-existent margins.”*1°
Foods are prepared and served in a variety of options (e.g., whole apples, apple slices,
applesauce), which also may impact one’s perceived palatability; as long as the ingredients
remain the same (e.g., apples) each of these preparations are viewed similarly within the Dietary
Guidelines for Americans.
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