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Introduction

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) National School 
Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) 
play a critical role in feeding children. The Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) strengthened nutrition 
standards for school meals and led to decreased risk of obesity 
among children living in poverty.1 Meals served in school 
are generally of better nutritional quality than those that 
students bring from home and have been linked to improved 
academic performance and household food security.2–5 Prior 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly 15 million breakfasts and 
30 million lunches were served daily through the SBP and 
NSLP.6 During the pandemic, schools were granted emergency 
authorization to offer meals for free to all students.7

Although nearly half of all U.S. public school children are 
eligible for free or reduced-price meals based on household 
income, participation in both school breakfast and lunch 
are remarkably low.3 According to the most recent data, in 
school year 2014-2015, only 37% of students eligible for free 

or reduced-price meals participated in breakfast, and 78% 
participated in lunch.3 Barriers to participation in school meals 
include stigma associated with receiving a subsidized meal, 
unappealing menu offerings, and confusion among families 
regarding eligibility for free or reduced-price meals.3,8–10 

Through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) of the 
NSLP, schools in high-poverty areas can offer universal free 
meals—or free meals to all students regardless of individual 
household income. Emerging evidence suggests that universal 
free meals lead to improvements in student nutrition, behavior, 
and academic outcomes.11,12 A prior systematic review also 
found strong evidence that universal free meals increase school 
meal participation.12 Despite these benefits, approximately 
one-third of schools eligible for CEP have not opted in, often 
citing financial concerns.13–15 Because meal reimbursement rates 
for CEP schools are tied directly to student meal participation 
rates, maintaining high rates of meal participation is critical to 
making CEP financially feasible for many schools.

Key Takeaways:

■ School meals play a critical role in promoting
child nutrition and equity. Evidence-based
strategies can increase student participation in
school meals while strengthening school food
service finances.

■ There is strong evidence that alternative
breakfast models, such as breakfast in the
classroom or grab-and-go breakfast, and
restrictions on competitive foods can increase
school meal participation.

■ Additional rigorous evaluation is needed to
identify other strategies to promote school
meal participation, including school-based
interventions and local and state policies.
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To pave the way for more eligible schools to offer universal 
free meals through CEP, as well as to increase school meal 
participation more broadly, a better understanding of 
strategies that schools, districts, and states can use to increase 
participation rates is needed. The aim of this research brief is 
to highlight and summarize rigorous evidence on strategies 
that increase participation in school meals. These strategies 
have been shown to drive meaningful improvements in 
participation, require minimal funding, and are a low burden 
to implement, making them feasible strategies for school 
districts or states seeking to increase access to school meals. 

The information in this brief is drawn from “Strategies 
Associated with Increased Student Participation in School 
Meals: A Systematic Review,” currently under review. The 
review examined peer-reviewed and government studies 
published through January 2022 on modifiable factors 

associated with school meal participation. The approaches 
examined include changes at the school meal level (e.g., 
changes to menu options and taste tests); cafeteria 
environment level (e.g., alternate breakfast models, meal period 
length, changes to the cafeteria environment); and policy level 
(e.g., restrictions on competitive foods, nutrition standards, 
wellness policies). Studies focused on universal free meals were 
not included in the review, as these were summarized in a 
recent systematic review, which found strong evidence that 
universal free meals are associated with increased meal 
participation (see Box 1).12 Studies were rated for risk of bias 
based on study design and analysis; studies with a low risk of 
bias were considered “high-quality.” Only strategies supported 
by more than one high-quality study are discussed below. The 
findings from this brief can be used to inform the development 
of policies and practices to increase access to healthy school 
meals for children.

Box1: Universal free meals 

A prior systematic review 
found that there is strong 
evidence that universal free 
meals increase school meal 
participation.12 Eligible schools 
can opt into a federal meal 
provision — such as CEP or 
Provision 1 or 2 — to offer 
free meals to all students. 
Some municipalities have 
also implemented districtwide 
free meals initiatives using 
local funding.16–18 During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the 
USDA granted emergency 
authorization to schools to 
offer universal free meals.7 

The nationwide emergency 
authorization expired in 
September 2022, but several 
states, including California, 
Maine, Massachusetts, 
Nevada, and Vermont, have 
passed recent legislation to 
continue funding for universal 
free meals.19



3 Promising Strategies to Increase Student Participation in School Meals

The Evidence

Promising Strategies to Increase School 
Meal Participation

These approaches were associated with significantly increased 
meal participation: 

■ Alternative breakfast models. Alternative breakfast models
such as breakfast in the classroom, breakfast after the bell,
and grab-and-go meals provide additional opportunities for
students to eat after the school day begins. All 10 high-
quality studies that evaluated alternative breakfast models
found they were positively associated with school breakfast
participation. Alternative breakfast models are designed to
address factors that students commonly cite as barriers to
breakfast participation: finding school breakfast inconvenient
and having insufficient time to eat.3,20,21 Traditionally, schools
serve breakfast in the cafeteria before the school day begins,
making it challenging to access for students who ride the bus
to school or are otherwise unable to arrive at school early. By
incorporating school breakfast into the school day, alternative
breakfast programs also aim to alleviate stigma associated
with meal participation.

■ Restrictions on competitive food sales (also known as
Smart Snacks). Competitive foods (i.e., foods served in
vending machines, student stores, snack bars, and à la carte
in the cafeteria) may draw students away from the school
meal program. All six high-quality studies that examined
restrictions on competitive food sales found a positive
association with meal participation. These restrictions
may also promote equity by eliminating foods that are
inaccessible to many children from households with low
incomes.22 Competitive food sales are important for food
service revenue, making some schools hesitant to introduce
restrictions. Evidence suggests, however, that lost competitive
food revenue may be offset over time by gains in revenue
from increased school meal sales.23–26

What We Still Need to Know

Other policies and interventions may shape meal participation 
rates but currently lack sufficient evidence to support their use. 
Each of these strategies has been hypothesized to be linked to 
meal participation but was the focus of only one or no high-
quality studies, thus additional research in each of these areas  
is warranted.

■ Strategies that affect palatability of the school meal.
Students frequently cite disliking the taste of the school meal
as a top reason for nonparticipation.3

 • Modifying the menu. Changing which menu items are
offered (e.g., farm-to-school fresh produce) or how menu
items are served (e.g., at salad bars) or packaged (e.g.,
milk in resealable plastic bottles versus cartons) may
help draw in students who previously found school
meals unappealing.

 • Offering taste tests. Food service staff may be able to
identify menu options that appeal more to students
and increase student familiarity with new offerings by
conducting taste tests.

■ Strategies that make school meals more convenient.
Students frequently report finding school meals inconvenient
and not having sufficient time to eat as top reasons for
nonparticipation.3,20,21

 • Extending the meal period length. Making the meal period
longer (i.e., 25-30 minutes rather than 20 minutes or less)
may help ensure that students have sufficient
time to eat.

 • Changes to the cafeteria environment. Adding more points
of sale in the cafeteria may shorten lines and wait times.
Behavioral nudge strategies such as displaying fruit in
colorful bowls and serving pre-cut fruit and sandwiches
in convenient, portable containers may also make school
meals more convenient and enticing.

■ Strategies that promote school meals. Strategies such
as nutrition education and marketing that normalize
participation in school meals or emphasize the importance
of eating healthy meals may reduce stigma and improve
attitudes toward school meals.

Resources for alternative breakfast models. 

Nonprofit and advocacy organizations promoting school 
meal participation have developed toolkits and other 
resources for schools implementing alternative breakfast 
models. For example, a Food Research & Action 
Center fact sheet, which describes various alternative 
breakfast models and highlights relative benefits and 
implementation considerations, and a website from 
No Kid Hungry, which includes checklists for schools 
implementing alternative breakfast models. 

https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/how_it_works_bic_fact_sheet.pdf
http://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/programs/school-breakfast/implement-breakfast-after-the-bell
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■ Strategies to increase enrollment in free and
reduced-price meals. Enrolling more students in free and
reduced-price meals may reduce or eliminate financial barriers
to meal participation.

 • Promoting the free and reduced-price meal application.
Offering the free and reduced-price meal application form
online and in multiple languages and conducting outreach
to parents about eligibility may increase enrollment.27

 • Improving direct certification systems. States use direct
certification to identify students as eligible for free meals
based on existing administrative data from other means-
tested programs (e.g., Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families). States
could improve the accuracy of their direct certification
systems, which in 2017 failed to identify, on average, 8%
of children directly eligible for free meals.28

■ Other local, state, and federal policies. Policies at local,
state, and federal levels may directly or indirectly increase
meal participation.

 • Local wellness policies. School districts are required to put
wellness policies into place to establish student nutrition
goals and guidelines for food sold on campus during the
school day.29

 • State or local policies that address “meal shaming.” Policies
that prohibit schools from overtly identifying children
with unpaid meal debt (or “meal shaming”) may make
students more comfortable participating in school meals.30

Policy and Practice Implications 

The current evidence suggests that there are several actions 
schools can take to improve school meal participation:

■ Implement alternative breakfast models. Schools should
consider offering breakfast in the classroom, after school
starts, or through grab-and-go stations. These strategies
not only increase participation in meals but may also help
destigmatize meal participation. Practical guidance for
administrators seeking to implement alternative breakfast
models is widely available.

■ Restrict sales of Smart Snacks, also known as competitive
foods. Policies at the school, district, state, or federal level
that limit access to smart snacks, often called competitive
foods because they compete with sales of the more
nutritious reimbursable school meals, have the potential to
drive up meal participation rates. Schools could consider
incorporating restrictions on these foods and beverages in
their wellness policies.

■ Implement evidence-based strategies to increase school
meal consumption. Increasing participation is only the first
step toward improving students’ diets. Schools should, in
parallel, pursue evidence-based strategies to increase school
meal consumption, including providing more choices for
students on the lunch line, scheduling longer lunch periods
and recess before lunch, pre-slicing fruits, and making menu
offerings more palatable.31

Policymakers can also contribute to improved school meal 
participation by: 

■ Maintaining or strengthening the Healthy, Hunger-Free
Kids Act of 2010. The HHFKA directed USDA to update
nutrition standards for school meals, aligning these programs
with science-based recommendations from the National
Academy of Medicine and the 2010 Dietary Guidelines
for Americans. Some states have also implemented their
own school meal nutrition standards that go beyond the
federal requirements. While some critics were concerned
that stronger standards would make meals more challenging
for schools to prepare and less appealing to students, there
is promising evidence that stronger nutrition standards
have either no effect or a positive effect on school meal
participation, while also producing meaningful improvements
in diet quality and obesity trends. As Congress considers the
reauthorization of the Child Nutrition Act, policymakers
should avoid attempts to weaken existing standards and
instead push for stronger regulations that align with the
latest Dietary Guidelines for Americans, including stronger
standards for sodium and limits on added sugars.

■ Expanding access to universal free school meals. Universal
free school meals boost school meal participation and may
also improve student diet quality, food security, and academic
performance.12 The COVID-19 pandemic shone a critical
light on child food insecurity and the important role of
school meals in feeding children. Congress authorized the
USDA to grant waivers to schools to serve universal free
meals between March 2020 and September 2022.7 This
period demonstrated to schools not previously serving
universal free meals that they could successfully deliver
enough meals to feed all students and highlighted for families
and educators the many benefits of universal free meals.
Moving forward, policymakers at the federal and state level
should consider passing legislation to establish universal
free meals. Some states, including California, Maine,
Massachusetts, Nevada, and Vermont, have already taken this
step.19 Other states have begun to cover the cost of reduced-
price meals, an incremental step toward universal free
meals.32 As part of Child Nutrition Reauthorization, federal
lawmakers could also expand access to CEP by increasing
reimbursement rates for participating schools and broadening
eligibility criteria.

https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/HER_ConsumptionBrief_final.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/HER_ConsumptionBrief_final.pdf
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Conclusions

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 led to critical 
improvements in the quality of meals served in schools.2,3 To 
ensure that all students benefit from healthier school meals, 
action is needed to drive participation. Schools that have 
adopted or are considering adopting CEP may especially 
benefit from using evidence-based strategies to boost 
participation. There is strong evidence to support two low-
burden strategies to increase participation: offering alternative 
breakfast models and restricting competitive food sales. More 
rigorous evaluation of other strategies to increase participation, 
including school and cafeteria-level interventions and local, 
state, and federal policies is needed.
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