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Facts
National School Lunch Program
The National School Lunch Program makes it possible
for all school children in the United States to receive a
nutritious lunch each and every school day. Research
shows that when a child’s nutritional needs are met,
the child is more attentive in class, and has better
attendance and fewer disciplinary problems. It offers
parents an affordable, convenient way to provide a
nutritious lunch for their children.
To increase the number of children participating in
school lunch, FRAC has been working at the federal
and state level to improve the enrollment process and
make it easier for schools to offer healthy meals.

School Lunch Today

• The National School Lunch Program is open to all children enrolled in a participating school.
Approximately 95 percent of public schools participate.
• During the 2012-13 school year 30.7 million children in more than 98,433 schools and residential child care institutions participated in the National School Lunch Program.
• On a typical school day, 21.5 million of these 30.7 million total children, or 70.5 percent, were
receiving free or reduced price lunches.
• Any child at a participating school may purchase a meal through the National School Lunch
Program. Household income determines if a child is eligible to receive free or reduced price
meals, or must pay most of the cost. To receive free lunch, household income must be at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty level; for reduced price lunch, income must be between
130 percent and 185 percent of the poverty level.
• For the 2012-2013 school year, 130 percent of the poverty level was $24,817 per year for a family of three; 185 percent for a family of three was $35,317 per year.

School lunch provides the nutrition children need

• Reimbursable meals must meet federal nutrition standards. National School Lunch Program
lunches provide one third or more of the recommended levels for key nutrients.
• Reimbursable meals must provide no more than 30 percent of calories from fat and less than
10 percent of calories from saturated fat.
• USDA research indicates that children who participate in the National School Lunch Program
have superior nutritional intakes compared to those who bring lunch from home or otherwise
do not participate.

School lunch provides the nutrition children need
• Studies show that proper nutrition improves a child’s behavior, school performance, and overall cognitive development.

• Properly nourished children more actively participate in the education experience, which benefits them, their fellow students, and the entire school community.
• A healthy eating environment teaches children good nutrition and the elements of a proper
diet, which can have positive effects on children’s eating habits and physical well-being
throughout life.

Community eligibility is making it easier for schools to
operate meal programs.

• Schools with high percentages of low-income students can offer meals at no charge to all
through the Community Eligibility Provision, which increases participation by children while
also helping schools reduce labor costs and increase their federal revenues.
• Paperwork for schools and families is dramatically reduced. Families no longer have to complete applications, and schools no longer have to certify individual student eligibility which
also eliminates the verification process.
• School meal service is streamlined. School meal staff no longer collect payments or do individual student counting and claiming. They simply count total meals served and assure that
each student only receives one meal at the point of service.

How It Works

• The United States Department of Agriculture, through its Food and Nutrition Service,
administers the National School Lunch Program at the federal level. At the state level the
program typically is administered by state education agencies, which operate the program
through agreements with school food authorities.
• The National School Lunch Program provides per meal cash reimbursements to public and
non-profit private schools and residential childcare institutions that provide free and reduced
price lunches to eligible children.
• For the 2012-13 school year, schools were reimbursed by the federal government $2.86 per
free lunch served, $2.46 per reduced priced lunch, and $.27 per “paid” lunch. Free students
must not be charged any amount, and reduced price students must not be charged more than
40 cents for lunch.
• Schools in which 60 percent or more of the lunches served during the second preceding
school year were free or reduced price receive an additional $.02 reimbursement for each
lunch served.
• In addition to cash reimbursements, schools also are entitled by law to receive USDA
commodity foods, valued at 22.75 cents for each lunch served for the 2012-13 school year
• Schools may also receive “bonus” commodities when they are available.
• The federal expenditures for fiscal year 2013 for the National School Lunch Program were
$10.9 billion. (This figure does not include commodity payments or payments to the U.S.
territories.)

FRAC Resources

• Healthier School Meals – A Summary of the New USDA Standards for School Breakfast and
Lunch outlines the new nutrition standards for school meals.
• Back to School Strategies: Improving School Meal Access and Expanding Participation offers
tips on how to make sure all eligible children are receiving school meals.
• A Guide to Qualifying Students for School Meals helps schools leverage available federal
funding and reimbursements to serve school meals.
• Community Eligibility: Making High-Poverty Schools Hunger Free discusses a new option
for states to decrease paperwork and serve more meals to children.
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