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About FRAC 

The Food Research and Action Center (FRAC) is the leading national organization working for more effective public 
and private policies to eradicate domestic hunger and undernutrition. 

For more information about FRAC, or to sign up for FRAC’s Weekly News Digest, go to: www.frac.org.

Visit FRAC’s website (www.frac.org) to get more information about FRAC and the National School Lunch Program, to 
sign up for FRAC’s Weekly News Digest, or to sign up for our monthly Breakfast newsletter.
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Nat iona l  School  Lunch Program:  
Trends and Fac tors Af fec t ing Student Par t ic ipat ion
The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 made sweeping improvements to the school nutrition landscape, and 
school districts have been hard at work implementing the law’s various provisions over the past few years. In recent 
months, a lot of press coverage has focused on claims by some schools—and some politicians—that the new school 
meal nutrition standards included in the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act have been hard for schools to implement 
and have caused decreases in school lunch participation. Various reports have pointed out the large proportion of 
schools that have reported that they are complying with the new nutrition rules. This report examines the other claim, 
Ì�i���i�Ài}>À`��}�ÃÌÕ`i�Ì�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì���]�>�`�����Ã�>Ì�Ì�i�>VÌÕ>��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����ÌÀi�`Ã�>�`�Ì�i��Õ�Ì�«�i���yÕi�ViÃ����
participation.

In fact, for several years, including the years pre-dating the implementation of the new standards, 

participation has been rising among low-income children and declining among children not eligible for 

free or reduced-price meals. These trends have persisted since the new standards took effect. There are 

larger factors at play than the school nutrition standards. FRAC undertook this analysis to provide a better 

understanding of the complex economic and policy-related causes that are leading to these changes in 

participation levels.

There are several important factors other than the new nutrition standards outlined in the chart below, and discussed 
in this report, that are driving shifts in student participation:

Factors Increasing Free and Reduced-Price 
Student Participation 

(3.7 million more children from 
SY 2007-2008 to SY 2013-2014)

Factors Known to Decrease Paid Student 
Participation 

(3.2 million less children from 
SY 2007-2008 to SY 2013-2014)

Recession—increase in children from low-income households Recession—decrease in children from higher income households

Community Eligibility Provision Increased charges for paid meals

��«À�Ûi`�`�ÀiVÌ�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì�����v�V>Ìi}�À�V>��Þ�i��}�L�i�V���`Ài� Sales of competitive foods

The economy certainly has played a central role. Since the start of the recession during the 2007-2008 school year, 
«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�V���`Ài��ViÀÌ�wi`�Ì��ÀiVi�Ûi�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã��>Ã�}À�Ü��Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ]�Ì�i�ÀiÃÕ�Ì��v�>�Üi>��
iV����Þ���VÀi>Ã��}��ii`�>���}�Ü�Ì��«À�}À>��ivwV�i�V�iÃ�ÃÕV��>Ã���«À�Ûi`�VÀ�ÃÃ�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì�����v�V���`Ài��>Ã�i��}�L�i�
for free school meals based on participation in other means-tested programs and the expansion of universal free 
�i>��«À�}À>�Ã°�Ƃ���}�V���`Ài��ViÀÌ�wi`�v�À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi��i>�Ã]�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì�����>Ã�Ài�>��i`�ÃÌi>`Þ°�

Over the same time period, there has been a decline in participation among children not eligible for free or reduced-
price meals but required to pay most of the cost themselves—referred to as “paid meals.” This trend also began long 
before the 2012-2013 school year, which is when the nutrition improvements included in the Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act of 2010 were introduced in schools. Instead, a variety of other factors contributed to the decrease, including 
rising charges for lunches served to children not receiving free or reduced-price meals. The timing of these trends, 
and the rise in participation among the largest group of children in the program, strongly suggest that the new 
�ÕÌÀ�Ì����ÃÌ>�`>À`Ã�>Ài���Ì�V>ÕÃ��}�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����ÌÀi�`Ã°�

Certainly, implementation of the new school nutrition standards has not come without challenges and some districts 
have struggled more than others. Notably, though, as of June 2014, 92 percent of school districts across the country 
had indicated that they were meeting the new standards and had begun drawing down the additional 6 cents per 
meal as provided in the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act. 1  However, it is crucial to support these struggling districts 
as they continue to improve the nutrition quality of meals served to meet the new standards and ensure that program 
participation is not compromised as a result.  

1 -ii�Ƃ««i�`�Ý�Ƃ�v�À�È�Vi�Ì�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì����Ì>L�i°��>Ì>�«À�Û�`i`�LÞ�1°-°��i«Ì°��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi]����`�E� ÕÌÀ�Ì����-iÀÛ�Vi°
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Nat iona l  School  Lunch Program: How it  Works 
Who Can Par t ic ipate in the Nat ional  School  Lunch Program

Any student attending a school that offers the program can eat lunch. What a student pays depends on family 
income: 

U�
���`Ài��vÀ���v>����iÃ�Ü�Ì����V��iÃ�>Ì��À�Li��Ü�£Îä�«iÀVi�Ì��v�Ì�i�vi`iÀ>��«�ÛiÀÌÞ��iÛi��>Ài�i��}�L�i�v�À�vÀii�ÃV��������
meals. 

U�
���`Ài��vÀ���v>����iÃ�Ü�Ì����V��iÃ�LiÌÜii��£Îä�>�`�£nx�«iÀVi�Ì��v�Ì�i�vi`iÀ>��«�ÛiÀÌÞ��iÛi��µÕ>��vÞ�v�À�Ài`ÕVi`�
price meals and can be charged no more than 30 cents per breakfast and 40 cents per lunch. 

U�
���`Ài��vÀ���v>����iÃ�Ü�Ì����V��iÃ�>L�Ûi�£nx�«iÀVi�Ì��v�Ì�i�vi`iÀ>��«�ÛiÀÌÞ��iÛi��«>Þ�V�>À}iÃ�­ÀiviÀÀi`�Ì��>Ã�
“paid meals”) which are set by the school, but schools receive a small federal reimbursement for such children.

How Chi ldren are Cer t i f ied for Free and Reduced-Pr ice School  Meals

��ÃÌ�V���`Ài��>Ài�ViÀÌ�wi`�v�À�vÀii��À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi��i>�Ã�Û�>�>««��V>Ì���Ã�V���iVÌi`�LÞ�Ì�i�ÃV�����`�ÃÌÀ�VÌ�i>V��
year. However, children in households participating in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR), as 
well as foster youth, migrant, homeless, or runaway youth, and Head Start participants are “categorically eligible” 
­>ÕÌ��>Ì�V>��Þ�i��}�L�i®�v�À�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�>�`�V>��Li�ViÀÌ�wi`�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�ÃÕL��ÌÌ��}�>�ÃV������i>��>««��V>Ì���°�

School districts are required to “directly certify” children in SNAP participant households for free school meals 
through data matching of SNAP records with school enrollment lists, and have the option of directly certifying 
children in TANF and FDPIR households as well. However, some categorically eligible children are missed through 
Ì�iÃi�«À�ViÃÃiÃ�>�`�>Ài�ÃÌ����ViÀÌ�wi`�LÞ�ÃÕL��ÌÌ��}�>��>««��V>Ì���°

The Healthy,  Hunger -Free K ids Ac t of  2010

/�i� >Ì���>��-V������Õ�V��*À�}À>�]�>���}�Ü�Ì���Ì�iÀ��iÞ�V���`��ÕÌÀ�Ì����«À�}À>�Ã]��Ã�Ài>ÕÌ��À�âi`�iÛiÀÞ�wÛi�Þi>ÀÃ]�
providing an opportunity to strengthen the programs and increase access to school meals for low-income children. 
The most recent reauthorization, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, incorporated several key improvements 
including:

U�/�i�
���Õ��ÌÞ�
��}�L���ÌÞ�*À�Û�Ã���]�«À�Û�`��}�>��ivviVÌ�Ûi��«Ì����v�À�ÃV����Ã�Ì���vviÀ�Õ��ÛiÀÃ>��vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�
and reduce administrative work;

U���«À�Ûi�i�ÌÃ�Ì��`�ÀiVÌ�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì����v�À�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�Ì��i�ÃÕÀi�Ì�>Ì���Ài���Ü���V��i�V���`Ài��>Ài�ViÀÌ�wi`�
without an application;

U��ÕV���ii`i`�Õ«`>ÌiÃ�Ì���ÕÌÀ�Ì����ÀiµÕ�Ài�i�ÌÃ�L>Ãi`����ÀiV���i�`>Ì���Ã�vÀ���Ì�i���ÃÌ�ÌÕÌi��v��i`�V��iÆ�>�`�

U�ƂÕÌ��À�â>Ì�����v�Ì�i�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi�­1-�Ƃ®�Ì��Ài}Õ�>Ìi�>���v��`�Ã��`����ÃV����Ã°

Community E l ig ibi l i t y  Provis ion 

Community eligibility allows high-poverty schools to offer breakfast and lunch free of charge to all students and to 
Ài>��âi�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�>`����ÃÌÀ>Ì�Ûi�Ã>Û��}Ã�LÞ�i�����>Ì��}�ÃV������i>��>««��V>Ì���Ã°�Ƃ�Þ�`�ÃÌÀ�VÌ]�}À�Õ«��v�ÃV����Ã����
>�`�ÃÌÀ�VÌ]��À�ÃV�����Ü�Ì��{ä�«iÀVi�Ì��À���Ài�º�`i�Ì�wi`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ»p�V���`Ài��i��}�L�i�v�À�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�Ü���>Ài�
>�Ài>`Þ��`i�Ì�wi`�LÞ��Ì�iÀ��i>�Ã�Ì�>��>����`�Û�`Õ>����ÕÃi���`�>««��V>Ì���pV>��V���Ãi�Ì��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ìi°�/�i��>��À�ÌÞ�
�v��`i�Ì�wi`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�>Ài�Ì��Ãi�`�ÀiVÌ�Þ�ViÀÌ�wi`�Ì�À�Õ}��`>Ì>��>ÌV���}�LiV>ÕÃi�Ì�i�À���ÕÃi���`Ã�ÀiVi�Ûi�- Ƃ*]�
/Ƃ �]��À���*�,]�>�`����Ã��i�ÃÌ>ÌiÃ�>�`�>Ài>Ã]��i`�V>�`�Li�iwÌÃ°��`i�Ì�wi`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�>�Ã����V�Õ`i�V���`Ài��Ü���>Ài�
ViÀÌ�wi`�v�À�vÀii��i>�Ã�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�>��>««��V>Ì����LiV>ÕÃi�Ì�iÞ�>Ài����i�iÃÃ]���}À>�Ì]�i�À���i`�����i>`�-Ì>ÀÌ]��À����
foster care.

,i��LÕÀÃi�i�ÌÃ�Ì��Ì�i�ÃV�����>Ài�V>�VÕ�>Ìi`�LÞ��Õ�Ì�«�Þ��}�Ì�i�«iÀVi�Ì>}i��v��`i�Ì�wi`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�LÞ�£°È�Ì��
`iÌiÀ���i�Ì�i�«iÀVi�Ì>}i��v��i>�Ã�Ài��LÕÀÃi`�>Ì�Ì�i�vi`iÀ>��vÀii�À>Ìi°���À�iÝ>�«�i]�>�ÃV�����Ü�Ì��xä�«iÀVi�Ì�
�`i�Ì�wi`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�Ü�Õ�`�Li�Ài��LÕÀÃi`�v�À�nä�«iÀVi�Ì��v�Ì�i��i>�Ã�i>Ìi��>Ì�Ì�i�vÀii�Ài��LÕÀÃi�i�Ì�À>Ìi�­xä�Ý�£°È�r�
80), and 20 percent at the paid rate.
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Part ic ipat ion Trends Over the Past 10 Years 
Total school lunch participation increased from 28.9 million students on an average day in the 2003-2004 school 
year to an all-time high of 31.8 million in 2010-2011, and then dropped to 30.3 million in 2013-2014. 2  During this 
Ì��i�«iÀ��`]��Õ�V��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�V���`Ài��ViÀÌ�wi`�v�À�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�}ÀiÜ�vÀ���£{°£���������Ì��£����������
children on an average day. As demonstrated in Figure 1 below, this rise has been continuous. At the same time, 
participation among “paid” students (those paying most of the cost of their lunch because they are not eligible for 
vÀii��À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi��i>�Ã®�yÕVÌÕ>Ìi`°�*>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�«>�`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ���VÀi>Ãi`�vÀ���£Ó���������V���`Ài�����>��
average day in the 2003-2004 school year to 12.6 million at its peak in the 2006-2007 school year, but then declined 
LÞ�>��>ÛiÀ>}i��v�wÛi�«iÀVi�Ì�i>V��Þi>À�v�À�Ì�i�«>ÃÌ�ÃiÛi��Þi>ÀÃ�Ì��n°n���������V���`Ài�����Ì�i�Óä£Î�Óä£{�ÃV�����Þi>À°�
/�À�Õ}��ÕÌ�Ì��Ã�Ì��i�«iÀ��`]�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�V���`Ài��i��}�L�i�v�À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi��i>�Ã�Ài�>��i`�Ài�>Ì�Ûi�Þ�y>Ì

These trends in participation continued in the 2012-2013 school year—the year the new nutrition requirements began 
Ì��Ì>�i�ivviVÌp>�`�ÀiyiVÌ�>����}�ÌiÀ��`�ÛiÀ}i�Vi����«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì�����iÛi�Ã�>���}�«>�`�>�`�vÀii�>�`�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi�
i��}�L�i�V���`Ài�]�>Ã��««�Ãi`�Ì��>��iÜ�`iÛi��«�i�Ì�Ã«iV�wV>��Þ�>ÌÌÀ�LÕÌ>L�i�Ì��Ì�i��ÕÌÀ�Ì����ÃÌ>�`>À`Ã°

2��>Ì>�«À�Û�`i`�LÞ�1°-°��i«Ì°��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi

Prepared by the Food Research annd Action Center (FRAC)
�>Ì>�Ã�ÕÀVi\�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi
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Recommendat ions to Increase Par t ic ipat ion Among 
Pa id Students
-�}��wV>�Ì���«À�Ûi�i�ÌÃ��>Ûi��>`i�Ì�i�ÃV������i>��«À�}À>�Ã���VÀi>Ã��}�Þ�>VViÃÃ�L�i�v�À���Ü���V��i�v>����iÃ]�>�`�
the nutrition quality improvements, when fully implemented, will ensure that all food served in schools supports 
«�Ã�Ì�Ûi��i>�Ì��>�`�i`ÕV>Ì�����ÕÌV��iÃ�v�À�>���V���`Ài�°�7���i�>�Û>À�iÌÞ��v�v>VÌ�ÀÃ�>Ài�>Ì�«�>Þ���yÕi�V��}�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����
in the school lunch program, strong participation among all categories of students—free, reduced-price, and paid—
makes for stronger programs overall. 

The factors leading to declines in participation among paid students can be countered in a practical manner that 
`�iÃ���Ì�Ã>VÀ�wVi�«À�«iÀ��ÕÌÀ�Ì����Ì�À�Õ}��>�Û>À�iÌÞ��v�>««À�>V�iÃ]���V�Õ`��}\

1. Reexamine the Paid Lunch Equity provision – 1-�Ƃ��>Ã�>���Üi`�Ã��i��iiÜ>Þ����Ì�i���«�i�i�Ì>Ì����
of the Paid Lunch Equity provision, including letting other “non-federal” funds substitute for some of the 
student share and permitting state agencies to grant temporary waivers for school nutrition programs 
���ÃÌÀ��}�w�>�V�>��V��`�Ì����Ü�Ì��ÕÌ��>Û��}�Ì��À>�Ãi�viiÃ�v�À�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ°���ÜiÛiÀ]���ÃÌ�ÃV�����`�ÃÌÀ�VÌÃ�
�>Ûi�À>�Ãi`�«À�ViÃ]�V>ÕÃ��}�`iVÀi>Ãi`�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�«>�`�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ°�1-�Ƃ�Ã��Õ�`�V��Ì��Õi�Ì��
allow waivers, as appropriate, and consider the tradeoffs between increasing revenue and effects on 
participation. 

2. Ensure strong implementation of the Smart Snacks Rule – 1-�Ƃ]�ÃÌ>Ìi�>}i�V�iÃ]�ÃV�����`�ÃÌÀ�VÌÃ]�
and public health and anti-hunger advocates have been working diligently to ensure successful 
��«�i�i�Ì>Ì�����v�Ì�i�-�>ÀÌ�-�>V�Ã�,Õ�i°�/��Ã�ÀÕ�i�Ü����Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ���«À�Ûi�Ì�i��ÕÌÀ�Ì�����>�`ÃV>«i�
in many schools, and where implemented effectively, will support and complement nutrition quality 
improvements in the school meals programs.

���5WRRQTV�UEJQQN�FKUVTKEVU�JCXKPI�FKHƂEWNV[�YKVJ�VJG�PGY�PWVTKVKQP�UVCPFCTFU�YKVJ�VGEJPKECN�
assistance – Many school districts have been working for years towards offering healthier school meals
and were well positioned to meet or exceed nutrition standards provided for in the Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act. Some districts, however, have struggled to meet the standards. These districts should be 
supported through technical assistance, peer to peer mentoring, and training opportunities. To this end, 
1-�Ƃ��>Ã�>���Õ�Vi`�Ì�i�/i>��1«�v�À�-ÕVViÃÃ����Ì�>Ì�Ûi�Ì���i�«�ÃV�����`�ÃÌÀ�VÌÃ��`i�Ì�vÞ�V�>��i�}iÃ]�Ã�>Ài�
best practices and provide tailored training and support.  

���+ORTQXG�UEJQQN�PWVTKVKQP�ƂPCPEGU�D[�DTKPIKPI�KP�OQTG�UVWFGPVU�GNKIKDNG�HQT�HTGG�OGCNUsThere are
many ways to do this. One new and very promising approach is to encourage eligible schools to adopt 
the Community Eligibility Provision to offer universal free meals. For high poverty schools, using this new 
option to offer universal free meals to all students is an effective strategy to boost participation in the 
school meals programs. Offering meals at no charge to all students removes the stigma that the programs 
>Ài����Þ�v�À�º«��À���`Ã»�>�`�Ài��ÛiÃ�>�Þ�w�>�V�>��L>ÀÀ�iÀÃ�v�À���Ü�Ì����`iÀ>Ìi���V��i�v>����iÃ°��>�Þ�
schools that have adopted community eligibility have seen overall increased lunch participation and report 
that the provision has strengthened the school nutrition department budget—which in turn allows schools 
to increase nutrition quality, purchase much needed equipment, and provide food service staff training, all 
of which can help to further improve participation.
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Fac tors Af fec t ing NSLP Par t ic ipat ion 
Increased Pr ices Charged to Fami l ies Led to Decreased Par t ic ipat ion 

Among Paid Students

While the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act included positive and much-needed improvements to nutrition 
requirements, Congress also included a controversial provision which required school districts to increase over time 
“paid lunch” charges (amounts charged to students not receiving free or reduced-price meals) in order to equal the 
difference between the small federal “paid lunch” reimbursement (currently 28 cents for lunch) and the cost of the 
meal. 3 Congress intended this to ensure that the higher federal reimbursements for free and reduced-price meals 
are not subsidizing meals for children in the paid category. Ending such cross-subsidization also makes available 
free and reduced-price federal reimbursement dollars to help meet new nutrition quality standards. The Paid Lunch 
Equity provision has required many school districts to raise their meal fees at a time of great economic pressure 
on middle class families. This seems to have started reducing participation by paid students well before the new 
nutrition rules took effect. Paid Lunch Equity went into effect beginning in the 2011-2012 school year. The average 
price of paid meals has been increasing over the past 10 years, but this provision has been a key driver of the trend 
of increased prices in recent years and likely contributed to the ongoing decrease in paid participation.

This conclusion is buttressed by the history of similar legislative changes in the past that have led to decreased 
participation. The Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Acts of 1980 and 1981 reduced the federal reimbursement rates 
v�À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi�>�`�«>�`��Õ�V�iÃ]�À>�Ãi`���ÕÃi���`���V��i�����ÌÃ�v�À�vÀii��Õ�V�iÃ�­vÀ���£Óx�«iÀVi�Ì��v�Ì�i�vi`iÀ>��
«�ÛiÀÌÞ��iÛi��Ì��£Îä�«iÀVi�Ì®]�>�`���ÜiÀi`���V��i�����ÌÃ�v�À�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi�vÀ���£�x�«iÀVi�Ì�Ì��£nx�«iÀVi�Ì°�/�iÃi�
legislative changes had immediate effects at the local level, as many school districts raised prices for paid lunches—
and predictably, overall participation fell by 14 percent between 1980 and 1982. 4

3 Resource Management, 7 C.F.R. § 210.14(e)(2) (2011). (Districts can phase in the equalization so that any one year’s increase does not exceed 10 cents per meal. 
Districts also can use non-federal funds in lieu of increasing charges but there is little evidence that districts are doing so). 
4 Ralston, K., Newman, C., Clauson, A., et al. (2008). The National School Lunch Program: Background, Trends, and Issues. Economic Research Report No. 61. 
Ƃ�iÝ>�`À�>]�6Ƃ\�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi]�
V�����V�,iÃi>ÀV��-iÀÛ�Vi°��ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°iÀÃ°ÕÃ`>°}�ÛÉ�i`�>ÉÓäxx�{ÉiÀÀÈ£Ú£Ú°«`v�
x Fox, M.,  Condon, E., Crepinsek, M., et al. (2012). School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study IV, Vol. I: School Foodservice Operations, School Environments, and 
Meals Offered and Served.�Ƃ�iÝ>�`À�>]�6Ƃ\�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi]����`�>�`� ÕÌÀ�Ì����-iÀÛ�Vi]�"vwVi��v�,iÃi>ÀV��>�`�Ƃ�>�ÞÃ�Ã°��ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°v�Ã°ÕÃ`>°}�ÛÉ
Ã�ÌiÃÉ`iv>Õ�ÌÉw�iÃÉ- �Ƃ��6Ú6��£*Ì£Úä°«`v�
6 School Nutrition Association. (2014). School Nutrition Operations Report 2014: The State of School Nutrition. National Harbor, MD.

Source: “School Nutrition Operations Report 2014: The State of School Nutrition”





Nat iona l  Schoo l  Lunch Progr am: Trends and Fac tor s  Af fec t ing Student  Par t i c ipat ion  |    Page 8

The Great Recess ion Increased Par t ic ipat ion Among Low- Income 

Chi ldren and Reduced the Share of  Paid Par t ic ipants

/�i�ÀiViÃÃ�����>Ã�Ã��vÌi`�v>����iÃ�`�Ü��Ì�i���V��i�ÃV>�i]�Ã��Ì�i�iV�����V�`�ÃÌÀiÃÃ��>Ã���VÀi>Ãi`�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ�Ì�i�
«À�«�ÀÌ�����v�V���`Ài��i��}�L�ip>�`�ViÀÌ�wi`�v�ÀpvÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�>�`�Ài`ÕVi`�Ì�i��Õ�LiÀ��v�V���`Ài��Ü���Ü�Õ�`�
LÕÞ�º«>�`��i>�Ã°»�ƂVV�À`��}�Ì��1°-°�
i�ÃÕÃ�`>Ì>]�Ã��Vi�Ì�i�ÃÌ>ÀÌ��v�Ì�i�ÀiViÃÃ���]�Ì�i��Õ�LiÀ��v�V���`Ài����Û��}����
poverty increased from 13.3 million in 2007 to 14.7 million in 2013, peaking at 16.3 million in 2010. 12 Recognizing the 
��«��V>Ì���Ã�v�À�ÃV������i>��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì���]�>�ÀiVi�Ì��Ƃ"�Ài«�ÀÌ���Ìi`�Ì�>Ì]�ºQVR��Ã�ÃÌi�Ì�Ü�Ì��Ì��Ã�Ã��vÌ]��ÕÀ�>�>�ÞÃ�Ã��v�
1-�Ƃ½Ã�`>Ì>�Ã��ÜÃ�Ì�>Ì�Ì�i��Õ�LiÀ��v�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�>««À�Ûi`�v�À�vÀii��i>�Ã��>Ì���>��Þ��>Ã�Lii����VÀi>Ã��}�>Ì�>�}Ài>ÌiÀ�
rate since school year 2007-2008, and the number of students required to pay full price for their lunches has been 
decreasing.” 13  

 
 
 
 
 
 

���>�ÀiVi�Ì�Ài«�ÀÌ]�1-�Ƃ�>�>�Þâi`�Ì�i�ivviVÌ��v�iV�����V�V��`�Ì���Ã����Ì�i��Õ�LiÀ��v�«>ÀÌ�V�«>�ÌÃ����vi`iÀ>��
�ÕÌÀ�Ì����«À�}À>�Ã�vÀ���£�ÇÈ�Ì��Óä£ä]���V�Õ`��}�Ì�i� >Ì���>��-V������Õ�V��*À�}À>�°��1Ã��}�Ì�i�Õ�i�«��Þ�i�Ì�À>Ìi�
>Ã�>�L>À��iÌiÀ�v�À�iV�����V�À�Ãi�>�`�v>��]�Ì�i�ÃÌÕ`Þ�v�Õ�`�Ì�>Ì]�ºQiRV�����V�V��`�Ì���Ã�`����Ì�>««i>À�Ì���>Ûi�>�Þ�
impact on the total number of students receiving school lunches. However, there is evidence that the economy does 
affect the percentage of NSLP participants receiving free and reduced-price meals.  As economic conditions decline, 
household income falls, and more participants become eligible for free and reduced-price meals. Consequently, the 
percentage of NSLP participants receiving free and reduced-price meals tends to increase.” 14  Other factors were 
determined to have affected the total number of participants in the program—such as the reimbursement lowering 
«À�Û�Ã���Ã��v�Ì�i�"���LÕÃ�	Õ`}iÌ�,iV��V���>Ì����ƂVÌ��v�£�n£�>�`�yÕVÌÕ>Ì���Ã����Ì�Ì>��ÃÌÕ`i�Ì�i�À����i�Ì°��/�i�Ài«�ÀÌ�
`�`]���ÜiÛiÀ]�w�`�>�V���iVÌ����LiÌÜii��>����VÀi>Ãi����Ì�i�Ã�>Ài��v�vÀii�>�`�Ài`ÕVi`�«À�Vi��i>�Ã�>�`�`iV�����}�
economic conditions, a trend that has continued in the most recent school years.  During times of economic decline 
then, as the share of free and reduced-price meals increases, the number of free and reduced-priced participants 
increases and the number of paid participants contracts as students are pulled from the paid category into eligibility 
for free and reduced-price meals. 

Improved Cer t i f icat ion Processes Have Added to the Number of 

Chi ldren Cer t i f ied for Free School  Meals

The recession and slow recovery not only moved children from “paid” meal income levels to free and reduced-
price categories. It also led families to seek other government assistance programs (like the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)) that made them categorically 
i��}�L�i�v�À�vÀii�ÃV������i>�Ã�>�`�>���Üi`�Ì�i��Ì��Li�`�ÀiVÌ�Þ�ViÀÌ�wi`�Ü�Ì��ÕÌ�>��>««��V>Ì���°���Ài�ÛiÀ]�Ì�i��>ÃÌ�
viÜ�Þi>ÀÃ��>Ûi�Ãii��ÃÕLÃÌ>�Ì�>����«À�Ûi�i�ÌÃ����`�ÀiVÌ�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì����ÃÞÃÌi�Ã]�Ü��V��>ÕÌ��>Ì�V>��Þ�ViÀÌ�vÞ�V���`Ài��v�À�
vÀii��i>�Ã�Ì�À�Õ}��>�`>Ì>��>ÌV���}�«À�ViÃÃ°�/�>Ì�>�Ã���>Ã�V��ÌÀ�LÕÌi`�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�Þ�Ì����VÀi>Ãi`�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>���}�
students eligible for free school meals. The Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004 required all school 
`�ÃÌÀ�VÌÃ�Ì��iÃÌ>L��Ã��>�`�ÀiVÌ�ViÀÌ�wV>Ì����ÃÞÃÌi��v�À�V���`Ài�������ÕÃi���`Ã�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì��}����- Ƃ*�LÞ�Ì�i�ÓäänqÓää��
school year. The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, recognizing that many states were lagging in complying with 
Ì��Ã�ÀÕ�i]�ÃiÌ�ÃÌ>Ìi�Li�V��>À�Ã�v�À�`�ÀiVÌ�Þ�ViÀÌ�vÞ��}�V���`Ài�������ÕÃi���`Ã�ÀiVi�Û��}�- Ƃ*�Li�iwÌÃ°�-Ì>ÌiÃ�ÜiÀi�
ÀiµÕ�Ài`�Ì��`�ÀiVÌ�Þ�ViÀÌ�vÞ�nä�«iÀVi�Ì��v�ÃV�����>}i�- Ƃ*�«>ÀÌ�V�«>�Ì�V���`Ài��v�À�Ì�i�Óä££qÓä£Ó�ÃV�����Þi>À]��ä�
«iÀVi�Ì�v�À�Ì�i�Óä£ÓqÓä£Î�ÃV�����Þi>À]�>�`��x�«iÀVi�Ì�v�À�Ì�i�Óä£ÎqÓä£{�ÃV�����Þi>À�>�`�LiÞ��`°

12 DeNavas-Walt, C., and Proctor, B. D. (2014). ��V��i�>�`�*�ÛiÀÌÞ����Ì�i�1��Ìi`�-Ì>ÌiÃ\�Óä£Î°�
ÕÀÀi�Ì�*�«Õ�>Ì����,i«�ÀÌÃ]�*Èä�Ó{�°�7>Ã���}Ì��]��
\�1°-°�
i�ÃÕÃ�
	ÕÀi>Õ°�­Ƃ««i�`�Ý�Ƃ]�/>L�i�	�Ó°�*�ÛiÀÌÞ�-Ì>ÌÕÃ��v�*i�«�i]�LÞ�Ƃ}i]�,>Vi�>�`���Ã«>��V�"À�}��\�£�x��Óä£Î®°��ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°Vi�ÃÕÃ°}�ÛÉV��Ìi�ÌÉ`>�É
i�ÃÕÃÉ��LÀ>ÀÞÉ
«ÕL��V>Ì���ÃÉÓä£{É`i��É«Èä�Ó{�°«`v�
13���ÛiÀ��i�Ì�ƂVV�Õ�Ì>L���ÌÞ�"vwVi°�­Óä£{®°�
14 Hanson, K., and Oliveira, V. (2012). ��Ü�
V�����V�
��`�Ì���Ã�ƂvviVÌ�*>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì�������1-�Ƃ� ÕÌÀ�Ì����ƂÃÃ�ÃÌ>�Vi�*À�}À>�Ã. Economic Information Bulletin No. 100. 
Ƃ�iÝ>�`À�>]�6Ƃ\�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi]�
V�����V�,iÃi>ÀV��-iÀÛ�Vi°�­i�«�>Ã�Ã�>``i`®°��ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°iÀÃ°ÕÃ`>°}�ÛÉ�i`�>É�£{ä{ÓÉi�L£ää°«`v

As economic conditions decline, household income falls, and more 

participants become eligible for free and reduced-price meals. 

Consequently, the percentage of NSLP participants receiving free 

and reduced-price meals tends to increase.
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Widespread Avai labi l i t y  of  Competit ive Foods Adversely Af fec ts School 

Lunch Par t ic ipat ion,  Espec ia l ly  Among Paid Lunch Students

Another factor impairing school lunch participation among all groups is competitive foods. Competitive foods are 
any food sales outside of the federal school nutrition programs, including à la carte sales in the cafeteria, vending 
�>V���iÃ]�>�`�ÃÌÕ`i�Ì�ÃÌ�ÀiÃ°�/�i���ÃÌ�ÀiVi�Ì�1-�Ƃ�ÃÌÕ`Þ]�Ì�i�- �Ƃ��6�­Óä£Ó®�Ài«�ÀÌ]�v�Õ�`�Ì�>Ì�V��«iÌ�Ì�Ûi�v��`Ã�
�«Ì���Ã�>Ài�>Û>��>L�i����>���ÛiÀÜ�i����}��>��À�ÌÞ��v�ÃV����Ã°�7���i���}�V�Ìi��Ã�ÕÃ�Ì�>Ì�V���`Ài����Ì�i��}�L�i�v�À�vÀii�
or reduced-price meals who may have additional resources to purchase food at school would be most affected by 
the availability of competitive foods, it is a deep concern as well for free and reduced-price eligible students when 
stigma and the allure of competitive foods pulls children away from participating in the school meals program. 
As the name indicates, competitive foods are in direct competition with the school meal programs for students. 
Research demonstrates that sales of competitive foods drive children away from the school meals programs and 
lead to decreased participation. 21��ƂVV�À`��}�Ì��1-�Ƃ]�ºV��«iÌ�Ì�Ûi�v��`Ã�Õ�`iÀ���i�Ì�i��ÕÌÀ�Ì������Ìi}À�ÌÞ��v�Ì�i�
QÃV������i>�R�«À�}À>�Ã�>�`�`�ÃV�ÕÀ>}i�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì���°»�22�/��Ã�ivviVÌ��Ã�«ÀiÃÕ�>L�Þ��>}��wi`�>���}�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�«>Þ��}�
vÕ���«À�Vi�v�À�ÃV������Õ�V�pÌ��Ãi�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�Ü�Ì����Ài�w�>�V�>��ÀiÃ�ÕÀViÃ�>�`�Ì�iÀiv�Ài���Ài�V���ViÃ�v�À�«ÕÀV�>Ã��}�
lunch at school—as opposed to students eligible for free or reduced-price meals for whom purchasing competitive 
v��`Ã�Ü�Õ�`�Li�>���Ài�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�w�>�V�>��LÕÀ`i�°

Despite widespread availability of competitive foods and research demonstrating the negative effects of competitive 
foods on school meal participation, there is little evidence that this effect has increased in recent years. However, 
new competitive food regulations may drive more students, especially paid students, to the school meals programs. 
1�Ì���Ì�i�Óä£{�Óä£x�ÃV�����Þi>À�V��«iÌ�Ì�Ûi�v��`Ã��>Ûi�Lii��ÀiµÕ�Ài`�Ì���iiÌ����Þ�ÛiÀÞ������>���ÕÌÀ�Ì����ÃÌ>�`>À`Ã°�
ƂÃ�«>ÀÌ��v�Ì�i��i>�Ì�Þ]��Õ�}iÀ��Àii���`Ã�ƂVÌ]�
��}ÀiÃÃ�i�«�ÜiÀi`�1-�Ƃ�Ì��VÀi>Ìi��ÕÌÀ�Ì����}Õ�`i���iÃ�v�À�>���v��`�
Ã��`����ÃV����Ã�Ì�>Ì�«À�Û�`i�v�À�Ã�}��wV>�Ì�V�>�}iÃ�v�À�v��`Ã��vviÀi`��ÕÌÃ�`i�Ì�i�ÃV������i>�Ã�«À�}À>�Ã°�/�iÃi��iÜ�
ÃÌ>�`>À`Ã]����Ü��>Ã�Ì�i�-�>ÀÌ�-�>V�Ã�,Õ�i]�Üi�Ì���Ì��ivviVÌ�>Ì�Ì�i�ÃÌ>ÀÌ��v�Ì�i�Óä£{�Óä£x�ÃV�����Þi>À�>�`�Ü����i�ÃÕÀi�
that the entire school environment—including à la carte, vending machines, and student stores—supports healthy 
eating for all students. While the ultimate effects of these new standards are not clear yet, the expected impacts 
����i>�Ì�]�«>�`�ÃÌÕ`i�Ì�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>�`�V��L>Ì��}�ÃÌ�}�>�>Ài�>���Li�iwV�>��v�À�ÃÌÕ`i�ÌÃ�>�`�ÃV����Ã°�-ÌÕ`�iÃ��v�
schools that have implemented strong nutrition standards for all foods prior to the federal rule going into effect, 
�>Ûi�«À�`ÕVi`�«À���Ã��}�ÀiÃÕ�ÌÃ�L�Ì��v�À�Ì�i�w�>�V�>��Û�>L���ÌÞ��v�ÃV������ÕÌÀ�Ì����`i«>ÀÌ�i�ÌÃ�>Ã�Üi���>Ã�ÃV������i>��
participation. 23, 24 By reducing the accessibility of less healthy options, the Smart Snacks Rule has the potential to pull 
more children—especially children not eligible for free or reduced-price meals—back into the school lunch program 
and contribute to higher participation in the school meals programs overall.

21 Fox, M. K., Crepinsek, M. K., Connor, P., et al. (2001). School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study-II: Summary of Findings.�Ƃ�iÝ>�`À�>]�6Ƃ\�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�
Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi]����`�>�`� ÕÌÀ�Ì����-iÀÛ�Vi]�"vwVi��v�Ƃ�>�ÞÃ�Ã]� ÕÌÀ�Ì����>�`�
Û>�Õ>Ì���°��ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°v�Ã°ÕÃ`>°}�ÛÉÃ�ÌiÃÉ`iv>Õ�ÌÉw�iÃÉÃ�`>��°«`v� 
22�1°-°��i«>ÀÌ�i�Ì��v�Ƃ}À�VÕ�ÌÕÀi°�­Óää£®°����`Ã�Ã��`����V��«iÌ�Ì����Ü�Ì��1-�Ƃ�ÃV������i>��«À�}À>�Ã\�>�Ài«�ÀÌ�Ì��
��}ÀiÃÃ°� 
�ÌÌ«Ã\ÉÉÜÜÜ°VÃ«��iÌ°�À}É�ÕÌÀ�Ì���«���VÞÉ���`ÃÚ-��`Ú��Ú
��«iÌ�Ì���ÚÜ�Ì�Ú1-�ƂÚ-V����Ú�i>�Ú*À�}À>�Ã°«`v� 
23 Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2011). Implementing Strong Nutrition Standards for Schools: Financial Implications.  
�ÌÌ«\ÉÉÜÜÜ°V`V°}�ÛÉ�i>�Ì�ÞÞ�ÕÌ�É�ÕÌÀ�Ì���É«`vÉw�>�V�>�Ú��«��V>Ì���Ã°«`v� 
24 Wharton, C.M., Long, M., Schwartz, M.B. (2008). Changing nutrition standards in schools: the emerging impact on school revenue.���ÕÀ�>���v�-V������i>�Ì�]�Çn­x®]�
Ó{x�Óx£°

Conclus ion
Varying participation trends among children eligible for free and reduced-price school meals and paid participants 
>Ài�`Õi�Ì��>��Õ�LiÀ��v�v>VÌ�ÀÃ���yÕi�V��}�V���`Ài�½Ã�>�`�v>����iÃ½�`iV�Ã���Ã�Ì��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ìi����Ì�i� >Ì���>��-V�����
Lunch Program. Strong participation by paid students is important for the overall viability of the school meal 
programs, and drop-offs in paid participation detrimentally affect school nutrition department bottom lines as 
Üi���>Ã�V���`Ài��Ü�����Ãi��ÕÌ����Ì�i��i>�Ì��>�`��i>À���}�Li�iwÌÃ��v�ÃV������Õ�V�°���ÜiÛiÀ]�>ÌÌÀ�LÕÌ��}�`iV���iÃ�Ì��
the implementation of the nutrition requirements in the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act ignores long-term trends 
���«À�}À>��«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����>�`��ÛiÀ����Ã�Ì�i�V��yÕi�Vi��v�v>VÌ�ÀÃ�`À�Û��}�«>ÀÌ�V�«>Ì����V�>�}i°��>Õ�Ì��}�Ã��i�Þ�Ì�i�
nutrition standards updates fails to consider the constructive means of addressing decreases in participation, 
`�ÃVÕÃÃi`����Ì��Ã�Ài«�ÀÌ����«>}i�x]�Ü��V��`����Ì�V��«À���Ãi�Ì�i��i>�Ì��>�`�Üi���iÃÃ��v��������Ã��v�V���`Ài��>VÀ�ÃÃ�
the country.

By reducing the accessibility of less healthy options, the Smart Snacks Rule 

has the potential to pull more children—especially children not eligible for 

free or reduced-price meals—back into the school lunch program



State % of Dis t r ic t s  CERTIFIED 
as of  June 2014

Alabama 94%

Alaska 91%

Arizona 98%

Arkansas 99%

California 96%

Colorado 100%

Connecticut 84%

Delaware 70%

District of Columbia 96%

Florida 100%

Georgia 100%

Guam 33%

Hawaii 97%

Idaho 98%

Illinois 96%

Indiana 100%

Iowa 93%

Kansas 100%

Kentucky 99%

Louisiana 72%

Maine 89%

Maryland 96%

Massachusetts 84%

Michigan 92%

Minnesota 86%

Mississippi 81%

Missouri 95%

Montana 100%

Nebraska 100%

Nevada 72%

New Hampshire 95%

New Jersey 93%

New Mexico 80%

New York 88%

North Carolina 96%

North Dakota 100%

Ohio 88%

Oklahoma 100%

Oregon 75%

Pennsylvania 90%

Puerto Rico 56%

Rhode Island 89%

South Carolina 90%

South Dakota 99%

Tennessee 90%

Texas 100%

Utah 100%

Vermont 95%

Virginia 98%

Virgin Islands 50%

Washington 99%

West Virginia 100%

Wisconsin 81%

Wyoming 99%

US 92%
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Appendix A .




