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1. Increase participation in the 
National School Lunch and 
School Breakfast programs

2. Preserve the advances in 
nutrition standards mandated 
in the 2010 Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act and subsequent 
regulations

3. Increase reimbursement rates 
for meals

4. Expand funding for farm-to-
school programs

5. Provide grants for school 
kitchen equipment, 
infrastructure, and staff 
training programs
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The Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act authorizes all federal child nutrition programs, 
including the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), School Breakfast Program (SBP), 
Summer Food Service Program (SFSP), Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC), and Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), among 
others. This Act is reauthorized every five years and the current Act, the Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA), expired on September 30, 2015. Through a continuing 
resolution, the Act continued and is now up for reauthorization in 2016.

As Congress considers the 2016 Child Nutrition Reauthorization (2016 CNR), the Harvard 
Food Law and Policy Clinic (FLPC) writes this policy brief identifying opportunities to 
continue to strengthen nutrition standards and access to school food. FLPC, a division 
of the Center for Health Law and Policy Innovation of Harvard Law School, is an 
experiential teaching program that provides law students with opportunities to counsel 
clients and communities on various food law and policy issues. FLPC strives to increase 
access to healthy foods, assist small-scale and sustainable farmers in breaking into new 
commercial markets, and reduce waste of healthy, wholesome food. 

FLPC supports full and continuous funding for all nutrition programs under the CNR. 
Cumulatively, these programs are an essential source of nutrition for over 40 million 
children, starting as early as at birth and lasting through high school.1 WIC alone serves 
more than half of all infants born in the U.S.2 While this brief focuses on school food, 
the goals behind the recommendations below are applicable to other child nutrition 
programs. CNR provides crucial support for children and families and the 2016 legislation 
should support full funding and high nutrition standards across its programs. 

This brief builds on FLPC’s extensive policy work related to school food. Over the past 
few years, FLPC has studied the impact of the USDA Foods program on school meals 
in Massachusetts3 and issued school food policy recommendations to reduce the 
incidence and burden of type 2 diabetes.4 In a forthcoming School Food Toolkit, FLPC 
recommends high-impact interventions that can be taken at the state and local level 
to improve access to quality food in schools and encourage food literacy. This policy 
brief builds on our research and learning across these projects and suggests the key 
areas that must be included the next Child Nutrition Reauthorization in order to ensure 
children receive nutritious meals in order to improve their health and ability to learn. 
 
The school setting plays a critical role in childhood nutrition on a number of counts. For 
the first time in U.S. history, the majority of children attending the nation’s public schools 



qualify for free and reduced-price school meals.5 Among 
children who receive free and reduced-price meals, over 
half their daily calories are consumed at school.6 Moreover, 
for many of these children, consuming school meals is not 
a choice but a necessity. While children from low-income 
households are more likely to face food insecurity7 and 
develop diet-related diseases,8 school meals can counteract 
these trends.9 In addition, research shows that we develop 
our eating habits and preferences early in life.10 Introducing 
children to healthier foods and habits when they are school-
age increases the likelihood that they will consume healthier 
diets throughout their lives.11 Congress even highlighted 
this key educational component of school meals in its initial 
authorization of NSLP.12 

Children deserve nutritious food. An insufficient and 
unhealthy diet as a child is associated with an increased risk 
of negative health outcomes, such as obesity and obesity-
related diseases,13 stunted physical growth,14 and impaired 
emotional and cognitive development.15 A sufficient and 
healthy diet not only mitigates these risks, but also leads to 
positive educational outcomes, such as improved classroom 
and academic performance,16decreased behavioral 
problems,17 and decreased absenteeism.18 No child should 
be denied the possibility of a healthy, productive life 
because of the food that they are consuming in school. 

To ensure future generations of healthy Americans, FLPC 
asks that the 2016 CNR: 

(1) increase participation in the National School Lunch 
and School Breakfast programs;

(2) preserve the advances in nutrition standards 
mandated in the 2010 Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act 
(HFFKA) and subsequent regulations; 

(3) increase reimbursement rates for meals; 
(4) expand funding for farm-to-school programs; and
(5) provide grants for school kitchen equipment, 

infrastructure, and staff training programs.
 

Each of our priorities for the 2016 CNR is described in more 
detail below.

During fiscal year (FY) 2014, 30.5 million students 
participated in the NSLP, with 21.7 million students receiving 
free and reduced-price lunch.19 Yet, an estimated 3.8 million 
eligible student are not receiving free and reduced-price 
lunch.20 SBP participation rates are even lower. Although 

the eligibility criteria for the SBP are the same as that for 
the NSLP, only 13.6 million students participated in the SBP 
during FY 2014, with 11.6 million students receiving free 
and reduced-price breakfast.21 For every 100 low-income 
students who participated in the NSLP, only 53 participated 
in the SBP.22

Recent reports about NSLP participation rates reveal trends 
that further underscore the need to increase participation. 
From school year (SY) 2010-2011 through SY 2013-2014, 
total participation dropped by a cumulative 1.4 million 
students.23 This net decrease has been driven by a decline 
in the number of students who pay full price for lunch (paid 
lunch), which dropped by a cumulative 2 million students.24 
The 2016 CNR should aim to increase participation across 
all income categories and, moreover, prioritize universal 
meals as they negate any price sensitivity and ensure that 
all students have access to nutritious school meals. 

Increasing participation in school meals achieves two key 
goals. First, more students get the food that they need 
to thrive. Second, higher participation across all income 
categories generates more reimbursement revenue and 
allows school food authorities to operate more efficiently. 
For both breakfast and lunch, the average cost to schools 
declines as the number of meals served increases.25 The 
HHFKA contained important new programs to support 
universal meals in schools. The 2016 CNR should build 
on the success of these programs in taking the following 
measures:

Traditionally, students were certified as eligible for school 
meals using paper application forms sent home to their 
parents. However, in recent years, efforts have been made to 
simplify the certification process for students, families, and 
schools. Direct certification is the process by which students 
are certified as eligible for free meals through computer 
matching of means-tested program records and school 
enrollment lists. Students are categorically eligible for free 
meals if they live in households that receive Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF), or Food Distribution on Indian 
Reservations (FDPIR) benefits.26 However, under current 
law, SNAP is the only means-tested program that states and 
school districts are required to use for direct certification.27

The 2016 CNR should require direct certification through 
TANF and FDPIR. Direct certification reduces the application 
burden on parents and schools, resulting in increased 
participation and administrative savings.28 Yet, in SY 2013-
2014, nearly 1.7 million categorically eligible children were 
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certified through paper applications or letters sent by 
state agencies that were then forwarded school districts 
(the letter method).29 This paperwork needlessly burdens 
families and school districts, while increasing the likelihood 
of error or of students being left out of meal programs. 

The 2016 CNR should also expand categorical eligibility, 
along with direct certification, to include Medicaid. The 
HHFKA required the USDA to initiate demonstration 
projects that directly certify students through Medicaid.30 
Currently, students in households receiving Medicaid are 
not categorically eligible for free meals, but the Direct 
Certification-Medicaid (DC-M) demonstration authorizes 
select states and districts to use data from Medicaid to 
directly children for free meals if household income is less 
than 133 percent of the federal poverty line.31 An estimated 
3.6 million school age children live in households with 
income below this limit and receive Medicaid benefits, but 
not SNAP or TANF.32 An initial evaluation of DC-M found that 
it has a statistically significant impact on the percentage of 
free meals (+1.9 and +3.0 percentage points for lunch and 
breakfast, respectively).33 Expanding direct certification to 
include Medicaid has the potential to increase the number 
of children receiving free meals, thereby increasing NSLP 
and SBP revenue for school food authorities. It also offers an 
opportunity to directly invest in the health of children whose 
healthcare costs will be borne by this federal program, by 
ensuring that they have access to the nutritious foods that 
can keep them healthy.  

Expanding direct certification would also bolster 
implementation of the Community Eligibility Provision 
(CEP). CEP makes it possible for schools in high-poverty 
areas to provide free breakfast and lunch to all students.34 
In order to qualify for CEP, a school must meet a minimum 
level (40%) of students who are identified as eligible for 
free meals through means other than individual household 
applications.35 These “identified students” are primarily 
students who are directly certified.36 The percentage 
of identified students is multiplied by a factor of 1.6 to 
determine the percentage of meals reimbursed at the free 
rate, with the remaining percentage reimbursed at the paid 
rate.37 Expanding direct certification would increase overall 
numbers of identified students, making it easier for schools 
to meet the 40% CEP threshold.38 A higher percentage of 
identified students would also mean a higher percentage of 
meals that are reimbursed at the free rate, yielding more 
revenue for schools.39

The 2016 CNR should increase the income limit for free 
meals to include households with income at or below 

185% of the federal poverty line, eliminating the reduced-
price meal category altogether. Currently, students from 
households with income between 130% and 185% of the 
federal poverty line must pay up to 30 cents for breakfast 
and 40 cents for lunch.40 These copayments are prohibitive 
for many families and eliminating them would increase 
participation in the NSLP and SBP.41 Increased participation 
would, in turn, generate more revenue for schools. Many 
states and districts are ahead of the curve in eliminating 
the reduced price meal category and they report numerous 
benefits, including increased participation in the NSLP and 
SBP, increased funding through federal reimbursements, 
decreased administrative burden on district staff, and 
improvements in satisfaction with school meals.42

Studies have found that students who eat breakfast 
experience a range of positive outcomes, including a 
decreased risk of obesity,43 reduced behavioral issues,44 and 
improved classroom performance.45 However, participation 
in the SBP remains low; during SY 2013-2014, only 53% of 
students who participated in the NSLP also participated in 
the SBP.46 Many students are simply not eating breakfast.47 
As compared to the NSLP, the SBP faces some additional, 
unique challenges. First, students cannot always make it 
to school in time to eat breakfast in the cafeteria before 
the bell.48 Students sometimes forgo breakfast to avoid 
the stigma of participating in a program for low-income 
students.49  Finally, some schools may not serve breakfast; 
currently, 10% of schools participating in the NSLP do not 
participate in the SBP.50

The 2016 CNR should provide financial incentives for 
programs that boost participation in the SBP, ensuring 
that more children are able to eat breakfast. Research and 
experience have demonstrated two strategies, in particular, 
to be enormously successful in overcoming barriers and 
increasing overall participation: 1) providing universal 
breakfast and/or 2) serving breakfast after the bell through 
programs such as “grab and go breakfast,” “second chance 
breakfast,” “and “breakfast in the classroom.”51 Providing 
free breakfast to all students (universal breakfast) mitigates 
the challenges of stigma, while serving breakfast after the 
bell eliminates some of the logistical challenges.52 Evidence 
suggests that a combination of the two programs – serving 
universal free breakfast after the bell – has the most 
significant impact on participation.53 Other benefits include 
improved student behavior and attentiveness, increased 
test scores, and reduced tardiness, absenteeism, and 
suspensions.54

Incentivize programs that increase 
participation in the School Breakfast Program

Eliminate the reduced-price meal category
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Despite the success of these strategies, they can be difficult 
to implement because of the start-up costs associated 
with training, personnel, and new equipment.55 The 2016 
CNR should authorize grants designed to assist schools in 
implementing universal breakfast, breakfast after the bell, 
and other creative solutions that will increase overall SBP 
participation. 

The HHFKA and its implementing regulations updated the 
nutrition standards for all school foods for the first time in 
15 years. The HHFKA standards have increased the servings 
for fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, while setting limits 
on fats, sugars, and sodium. 56 The HHFKA standards also set 
a limit on total calories per average meal for the first time.57 
Over the past five years, the standards have been phased in 
gradually and some key standards, such as the whole grain 
requirement, have only gone into full effect more recently. 
Nevertheless, preliminary data suggests that the standards 
are serving their intended purpose and bringing healthier 
meals to school-age children.58 It is critical that the 2016 
CNR maintain the HHFKA nutrition standards in order to 
encourage healthier eating habits and prevent diet-related 
disease.

Nationwide, school meals are more nutritious as a result 
of the standards. A CDC study looking at school nutrition 
services practices for the years 2000, 2006, and 2014, found 
that, while meals have been getting healthier, the biggest 
changes occurred after the implementation of the new 
standards.59 For example, the percentage of schools serving 
more than two non-fried vegetables for lunch increased by 
less than 2% between 2000 and 2006, but by more than 
15% between 2006 (63.4%) and 2014 (79.4%).60 Likewise, 
the percentage of schools using seasonings other than salt 
increased by less than 10% between 2000 and 2006, but by 
more than 25% between 2006 (39.2%) and 2014 (65.1%).61

Recent studies have found that children are not only being 
served healthier meals, but they are also consuming them. 
Two other pre/post studies, one led by the Harvard School 
of Public Health and one by the Rudd Center for Food Policy 
and Obesity, found that students are now selecting and 
consuming healthier options.62 After the standards went 
into effect, the percentage of students selecting a fruit 
significantly increased; the studies reported increases of 
23%63and 17%,64 respectively. The Rudd Center study also 
showed a significant increase (18%) in the percentage of 
students consuming vegetables.65 Furthermore, both studies 
found that, while plate waste remains high, the standards 

did not increase overall plate waste and even decreased 
plate waste for entrée and vegetable meal components.66

School meals shape children’s health in both the short 
and long-term. This is particularly important today, when 
over one-third of children and adolescents are overweight 
or obese.67 These children are more likely to develop 
numerous acute and chronic health problems, including 
cardiovascular disease, heart disease, and type 2 diabetes.68 
School meals have a direct impact on children’s nutrition: 
those participating in school meals programs consume half 
of their daily calories at school.69 While unhealthy school 
meals have been shown to increase children’s risk for obesity, 
healthy school meals can reduce this risk.70 Moreover, what 
children eat in school can influence what they eat for the 
rest of their lives, as eating habits and preferences are 
formed early in life.71 Ultimately, encouraging healthier 
eating through strong nutrition standards can reduce a 
child’s lifetime risk for obesity and diet-related disease.

Strong nutrition standards can also reduce income-based 
health disparities. Overall, children from low-income 
households account for a significant majority of those 
consuming school meals: 72% in the NSLP and 85% in the 
SBP.72 Not only are children from food-insecure households 
more likely to consume school meals, but they also receive 
more of their total food and nutrient intake from these 
meals.73 Low-income, food insecure children face the 
greatest risk of becoming overweight and obese.74 Unhealthy 
schools meals can exacerbate this risk, deepening income-
based health disparities.75 At the same time, healthy school 
meals are particularly effective at increasing fruit and 
vegetable consumption among children from low-income 
households.76  

As of June 2015, 97% of schools are meeting the new 
nutrition standards.77 While implementation has presented 
new challenges for school food authorities, it is important 
not to let initial, largely logistical hurdles impede the goal 
of healthier children and future generations. A recent 
national survey found that 90% of Americans support the 
HHFKA nutrition standards.78 Medical experts, parents, and 
school food advocates, in particular, support the standards 
and call on Congress to maintain them.79 In addition, 
school administrators report that students generally like 
the standards; in a national study of elementary school 
principals and foodservice managers, the majority of 
respondents agreed (63%) or strongly agreed (7%) that 
“Students generally seem to like the new school lunch.”80

2. preServe the advanceS In nutrItIon 
StandardS mandated In the 2010 
hhFka
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The NSLP and SBP provide per meal cash reimbursements 
to schools across the United States. These reimbursements 
constitute the bulk of USDA funding, though the USDA 
Foods Program also provides the NSLP with in-kind food 
donations, which make up 15-20% of the food served.81 
Federal reimbursement rates for meals are set by legislation 
and adjusted annually for inflation in accordance with the 
Consumer Price Index for Food Away from Home (CPI-
FAFH).82 These annualized adjustments reflect generalized 
increases in food, labor, and overhead costs, but do not 
necessarily reflect all of the costs associated with operating 
a school meal program.83 In order to meet the basic needs 
of school food authorities and ensure the viability of the 
HHFKA nutrition standards, the 2016 CNR should increase 
the baseline reimbursement rates for both breakfast 
and lunch by $0.30 over the next three years, or by $.10 
per year. This increase would be in addition to annualized 
adjustments for inflation.

School meals have long been under-funded. Following cuts 
to federal reimbursement rates in the early 1980s, school 
food authorities faced budgetary pressures that have 
continued over the past thirty years as cost increases have 
outpaced reimbursement rates.84 Ten years ago, the USDA’s 
comprehensive School Lunch and Breakfast Cost Study 
found that the average cost per reimbursable lunch was 
$0.40 higher than the reimbursement rate.85 This trend has 
only continued. Between SY 2007-2008 and SY 2008-2009, 
school nutrition budgets increased by $0.27 per lunch while 
the reimbursement rate increased by only $0.10.86 In the 
years immediately before the HHFKA nutrition standards 
took effect, 20% of school districts were not breaking even.87 
 
The HHFKA nutrition standards have put additional strain on 
the NSLP and SBP.88 The USDA estimates that implementation 
of the standards will cost school districts an additional $3.2 
billion from FY 2012 through FY 2016 as a result of absorbing 
the new food and labor costs.89 For FY 2015, the estimated 
increases in cost are equivalent to approximately $0.10 per 
reimbursable lunch and $0.27 per reimbursable breakfast.90 
However, the HHKFA provided only a $0.06 performance-
based increase per lunch for compliance with the new 
standards.91 Using the USDA’s own cost estimates for 2015, 
an increase of $0.06 per lunch covers less than a quarter 
of the cost of implementing the standards. Though school 
food authorities are certified based on their compliance 
with standards for lunch and breakfast, there is currently no 
performance-based increase for breakfast.92 

The 2016 CNR should increase federal reimbursement rates 

to ensure that all schools are able to serve healthy, delicious 
meals. In a recently released report, the Congressional 
Budget Office (CBO) noted that increasing reimbursement 
rates by $0.10 across all income categories for both the 
NSLP and SBP would enable schools to 1) better meet the 
costs of providing meals to students; 2) comply with the 
HHFKA nutrition standards; and 3) offer higher-quality 
foods.93 The CBO estimates that this increase would cost the 
government an additional $10.2 billion over the next ten 
years.94 While this represents a sizable increase in federal 
spending, it pales in comparison to the estimated $14.3 
billion annual direct cost of childhood obesity.95 Investing 
in healthy school meals can help to keep kids healthy while 
they are young and over their lifetimes. 

The 2016 CNR should build on the successes of the USDA’s 
Farm to School Program and increase funding for farm to 
school grants. Farm to school programs produce numerous 
benefits for students, schools, and communities. These 
programs help schools meet the nutrition standards by 
providing access to nutritious, high-quality local foods.96 
Additional benefits for schools and students include 
improved eating habits,97 improved school performance,98  
and reduced food waste.99 Farm to school programs also 
strengthen local communities—by connecting school 
cafeterias to local farmers, farm to school programs keep 
money in the community, stimulating local economies and 
promoting local jobs.100

The USDA Farm to School Program is currently funded to 
award up to $5 million each year in competitive grants 
to help schools purchase local foods and expand access 
to educational agriculture and gardening activities.101 
However, interest in farm to school programming has grown 
rapidly in recent years and the demand for these USDA 
grants greatly exceeds available funding. From FY 2013 to 
FY 2015, the Farm to School Grant Program received a total 
of 1,067 applications, but awarded only 221 grants.102 The 
2016 CNR should expand the USDA Farm to School Program 
by incorporating the provisions of the bipartisan 2015 Farm 
to School Act (Senate bill 569 and House bill 1061). The Act 
promises to meet some of the growing demand for farm 
to school programs by increasing the annual mandatory 
funding for the Farm to School Grant Program from $5 
million to $15 million annually.103

Additionally, the proposed legislation would 1) expand 
the scope of the grant program to include summer food 
service sites, afterschool programs, and early childcare 
education settings; 2) identify and eliminate regulatory 
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and other administrative barriers to farm to school efforts; 
3) encourage farm to school partnerships between tribal 
schools and tribal producers; and 4) provide technical 
assistance to producers, including socially disadvantaged 
farmers and ranchers.104 

The 2016 CNR should ensure that schools have the resources 
that they need to implement the HHFKA standards and 
improve the nutrition and quality of school meals on into 
the future. Many schools report preparing more foods from 
scratch in order to comply with the HHFKA standards.105 
Preparing foods from scratch is healthier, but often requires 
additional equipment and staff training.106 A 2012 survey 
found that 88% of school food authorities needed at least 
one additional piece of kitchen equipment to meet the new 
standards.107 In addition, the new equipment may require 
improvements to school infrastructure; for example, the 
installation of a walk-in refrigerator will often require an 
upgrade to a school’s electrical system.108 On average, urban 
schools report needing an additional $88,000 of kitchen 
equipment to meet the new nutrition standards,109 while 
rural and suburban schools require an additional $65,000 in 
equipment.110 The majority of districts do not have sufficient 
financial resources to make the necessary equipment and 
infrastructure improvements.111 

Schools also require additional staff training to effectively 
implement the standards and serve healthier meals. In a 2012 
survey of 3,372 school food authorities, 64% of respondents 
reported the need to train staff as a challenge to meeting 
the nutrition standards.112 School food authorities identified 
their top training needs as completing paperwork (69%), 
developing menus (68%), basic cooking skills (58%), and 
basic nutrition (55%).113 In 2016, the USDA finalized a rule 
establishing minimum professional standards and annual 
professional training requirements for food service staff.114 
However, this mandate will have to come with additional 
resources as schools have already been struggling to meet 
their most basic training needs. A national survey conducted 
during SY 2012-2013 found that only 37% of school food 
authorities had budgets for staff development and training 
and, of those with training budgets, two-thirds reported 
that their budgets were insufficient to meet their training 
needs.115

The 2016 CNR should provide increased funding for grant 
programs that provide schools with the equipment, 
infrastructure, and staff support necessary to serve 

healthier meals. In both 2014 and 2015, the USDA awarded 
$25 million to states agencies to help schools purchase 
additional kitchen equipment.116 The USDA also awards up 
to $5.5 million annually for staff training through its Team 
Nutrition Initiative.117 These grant programs should be 
expanded to respond to the widespread need, articulated 
by schools themselves, for greater support in implementing 
the HHFKA standards. As some schools will need to construct 
new facilities or significantly expand existing ones, the 2016 
CNR should also create a loan assistance program within the 
USDA to support schools in receiving external financing for 
their infrastructure needs.118 Such a program would come at 
little cost to the federal government and make it possible for 
individual schools to make larger, longer-term investments 
in their nutrition programs. 

THE 2016 CNR MUST CONTINUE TO INVEST IN 
HEALTHIER SCHOOL MEALS FOR ALL CHILDREN.

School meals have the potential to transform the health of 
the next generation. By providing children with nutritious 
foods and developing their tastes for those foods, school 
meals can help to reverse the national trends of obesity 
and diet-related disease. School meals also support the 
cognitive development of children, ensuring that they 
have the nutrition that they need to succeed both inside 
and outside of the classroom.

The 2010 Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act took many 
important, much-needed steps towards aligning school 
meals with nutritional science and ensuring that children 
are able to access those meals. However, this work is 
far from complete. FLPC draws from its research and 
experience with school food policy at all levels (local, 
state, and federal) and urges Congress to 1) increase 
participation in the NSLP and SBP; 2) preserve the 2010 
HHFKA nutrition standards; 3) increase reimbursement 
rates for meals; 4) expand funding for farm-to-school 
programs; and 5) provide grants for school kitchen 
equipment, infrastructure, and staff training. Collectively, 
these measures will ensure that school meals are not only 
nutritious for students, but also feasible for schools. 

FLPC also reiterates its support for full and continuous 
funding for all child nutrition programs authorized under 
the CNR. In particular, the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), the 
Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), and the 
Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) serve as a critical 
source of nutrition for millions of children. Each program 
has a crucial role to play in ensuring the health of the next 
generation, and the success of these programs can further 
bolster nutritional gains made through the NSLP and SBP. 
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