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BACKGROUND
In 2022, Colorado passed a universal free school meal program (UFSM; i.e., free breakfast and lunch for
children) when Proposition FF created Colorado Healthy School Meals for All (HSMA). In May 2025, the
Colorado General Assembly passed HB25-1274 to fully fund the HSMA program, which has been referred to
two ballot measures in the November 2025 election (Proposition LL to retain current funding and Proposition
MM to increase funding). If both ballot measures are approved, the state would raise revenue for HSMA by
increasing state taxable income for households earning over $300,000 per year. This revenue would also
secure wage increases for school food service employees and funding for schools to procure Colorado-
produced ingredients.[i] This health note reviewed recent literature on the impacts of UFSM on school meal
participation, child nutrition, food security, financial well-being, academic outcomes, and food waste.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:  
Shoring up state sources of funding for HSMA is timely and will bear short and long-term health benefits for
Colorado residents. UFSM programs will become more critical in 2025 as many families stand to lose
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and Medicaid benefits, increasing their likelihood of financial
hardship and risk of food insecurity. Simultaneously, school meal programs will become more costly for
states to operate as fewer meals will be reimbursed through federal programs. 

The relationship between access to school meals and wellbeing is well established in the public health
literature,[i]and evidence shows that healthy diets and food security are associated with improved cognitive
function and better academic performance.[ii] Below is a summary of the health note’s key findings:

There is strong evidence that UFSM programs increase school meal participation, thereby expanding
nutritional benefits to more children. They address key barriers such as stigma, cost, and administrative
burden. 
There is strong evidence that school meals improve children’s dietary intake, regardless of their food
security status.
Despite concerns that UFSM programs may encourage excess eating in children, a fair amount of
evidence indicates that they are associated with a decrease in overweight or obesity, or have no effects
on weight. 
Strong evidence demonstrates that universal school meals reduce childhood food insecurity and
insufficiency and save families money.
There is mixed evidence regarding the link between universal school meals and academic outcomes.
Some studies examining UFSM and academic performance found improvements in test scores, while
others did not identify any effects. However, links between food insecurity and academic and behavioral
challenges are well-established. To the extent that these ballot measures prevent or alleviate childhood
food insecurity, they may improve or prevent declines in academic performance for children at greatest
risk of food insecurity. 
The evidence regarding links between UFSM and attendance is mixed. While several studies have
identified a positive association between UFSM and attendance, others found no significant effects.
Effects of UFSM on behavior are not well researched.
A fair amount of evidence shows that the free and reduced-price meal programs fail to meet the needs
of all households with children who experience food insecurity or insufficiency.
This health note did not identify evidence regarding links between UFSM and food waste.

To read the complete health note, please visit bit.ly/COLLMM25.
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