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SCHOOL MEALS ARE A VITAL COMPONENT OF THE SOCIAL 
SAFETY NET

In 2019, the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program 
served approximately 15 million breakfasts and 30 million lunches daily at 
low or no cost to low-income students. 

K-12 schools serve more than 7 billion meals to students each year

>75% of all students participating in the school meals program qualify for 
FRP meals



LOSS OF ACCESS TO SCHOOL MEALS PUTS MILLIONS OF 
HOUSEHOLDS AT INCREASED RISK OF FOOD INSECURITY

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the U.S. household food insecurity 
rate was 11.1% and 14% among 
families with children (2018 
estimates).

In 2018, nearly 1 in 7 children 
(about 11 million) lived in a food 
insecure household, with higher rates 
in Black and Hispanic households.



Source: Northwestern’s Institute for Policy Research (COVID Impact Survey) 



SCHOOL MEALS REDUCE FOOD INSECURITY AND ARE A VITAL 
SOURCE OF NUTRITION FOR CHILDREN

NSLP participation associated with a 14% reduction in food insufficiency

Access to SBP reduced risk of marginal food insecurity and likelihood of skipping 
breakfast, especially among low-income children

School meals significantly contribute to daily dietary intake and are generally more 
nutritious than meals from other sources, including home-packed meals



MISSED MEALS FROM CLOSURES MAY SIGNIFICANTLY IMPACT 
CHILDREN’S HEALTH, NUTRITION AND FOOD SECURITY

Impacts likely magnified for low-income and Black and Hispanic children who are 
already at greater risk for poor health outcomes and are more likely to be eligible 
for FRP meals and to participate in school meals.



OUR RESEARCH

1. Illustrate the impact of COVID-19 on student access to food by estimating the 
number of missed meals (breakfasts and lunches not being served in schools 
resulting from the pandemic)

2. Highlight innovative meal replacement efforts being implemented by states and 
school districts, including a specific case study from Maryland

3. Explore lessons learned from this crisis with the goal of informing and 
strengthening future nutrition policies for out-of-school time, including summer 
meals and unexpected school closures



MISSED MEALS ESTIMATES

Estimate of missed breakfasts and 
lunches per week from March 2 – May 
1, 2020 using school closure reports 
from Education Week and state-level 
free and reduced-price participation in 
NSLP and SBP for 2019





Free and reduced-price (FRP) participating students as a percentage of total student enrollment and state 
cumulative missed free and reduced-price school breakfasts and lunches (millions, March 2 – May 1, 2020) 



COVID-19 SCHOOL MEALS INNOVATIVE RESPONSES

USDA granted 18 nationwide waivers between March 20 and May 1 to provide 
flexibilities for states to determine where and how school meals could be served 
during school closures

Intention of the waivers was to ease program operations and protect the health of 
students and program staff



INNOVATIONS

Outdoor meal delivery sites in central locations (e.g. parking lots of schools, 
community centers, apartment complexes)

Home meal delivery

Expanded meal service to 7 days per week

Distributing one week of meals at one time

Providing bulk items (e.g. gallon of milk, rather than single-serve cartons)

Expanded age eligibility – 0-18 years in some districts and students with disabilities 
age 18-26

Partnerships with food banks to provide items for the whole household at a single site





CHALLENGES

Weather

Virus exposure for staff and volunteers

Modified procurement, preparation and distribution methods

Food supply chain issues

Childcare challenges for staff

Uncertainty about COVID relief bill funds distribution



MARYLAND CASE STUDY

Statewide school closures announced on Thursday, March 12 with replacement meals 
beginning Monday, March 16

Department of Education collaborated with state’s 24 school districts to develop a plan

Applied for and granted 6 USDA waivers within first 3 weeks of shutdowns

 Also received state-specific approval for home meal delivery and extended approval of area eligibility to 
serve catchment areas where 30% of students were FRP eligible (formerly 50%)

More waivers granted in following weeks





LESSONS LEARNED

1. School nutrition programs are playing a vital role in responding to student and 
family needs.

2.

3.

4.



LESSONS LEARNED

1.

2. School nutrition operations during the pandemic have underscored the challenges 
of feeding children when schools are not in session and identified possible 
solutions.

3.

4.



LESSONS LEARNED

1.

2.

3. The COVID-19 crisis has spurred innovation in school nutrition services.

4.



LESSONS LEARNED

1.

2.

3.

4. Children across the country are missing out on the critical school meals they relied 
on when schools were in session.



THANK YOU!

edw2143@cumc.columbia.edu
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REPLACEMENT MEALS ESTIMATES

West Virginia: 1.4 million meals weekly at 393 feeding sites

NYC: 3 million meals March 13-April 13 at 435 sites

Philadelphia: 1 million meals to 182,000 children at 49 sites March 16-
April 20 

San Francisco: 38,893 meals/day totally 194,465 meals/week. 862,000 
meals at 18 sites March 16-May 8 



Pandemic 
Electronic Benefits 
Transfer (P-EBT): 
What We Know & 
Don’t Know
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Georgetown University Law Center
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Healthy Eating Research (HER)
A national program of the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, Duke University

COVID-19 School Nutrition Implications Working Group
380+ researchers, advocacy organization representatives and practitioners, and 185+ students 

NOPREN Food Insecurity & School Wellness 
Working Groups

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of 
Nutrition, Physical Activity and Obesity (DNPAO)

Practice, Policy Implementation Collaborators
• Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics 
• American Heart Association (AHA) – Voices for Healthy Kids (VHA)
• Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI)
• Food Research & Action Center (FRAC)
• Hunger Free America
• Indigenous Food and Agriculture Initiative—University of Arkansas 
• Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education and Policy, Teachers 

College, Columbia University
• National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
• National Farm to School Network
• National Science Foundation Social Science Extreme Events Research 

Network
• Nutrition Policy Institute (NPI), University of California, Division of 

Agriculture and Natural Resources
• Nutrition Research Advisory Coalition
• School Nutrition Association (SNA)
• Share Our Strength’s No Kid Hungry Campaign
• Trust for America’s Health
• Urban School Food Alliance
• Other NOPREN Working Groups (Early Childhood Education, Healthy 

Food Retail)
• PAPREN (CDC-sponsored Physical Activity Policy Research and 

Evaluation Network) Pressing Issues Working Group

Subcommittees/Projects
Shared Data Collection Methods

• Survey
• Qualitative 
• Implementation processes

Special Impact Topics 
• Accelerated weight gain
• Innovations in meal service
• Pandemic/summer EBT
• Meals during instructional breaks
• Financial/operational health
• Early childhood
• Summer meal programs
• School/early childhood reopening
• State responses assessment
• Policy/advocacy

Case Studies
• Large urban district responses

Products (as of August 9, 2020)
• Website
• Supported fellowship and co-chairs
• Student internship matchmaking tool
• Student summer seminar series and 

virtual poster session
• Resource manager, listserv, weekly 

resource digest
• 2 data collection repositories
• 17 peer-reviewed research articles  -

accepted, under review or 
development

• 2 HER research briefs (+ one under 
development)

• 2 fact sheets (+ one under 
development)

• 3 Op-Eds
• 2 News article features 
• 9 presentations and webinars



The Families First Coronavirus Response Act of 2020 
 Congressional authorization 

 Provides the Secretary of Agriculture authority 
 USDA administration 

 to approve state agency plans 
 State administration 

 for temporary emergency standards of eligibility and levels of benefits under 
the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008.
 Temporary 
 Emergency standards of eligibility 
 Levels of benefit 
 Existing Congressional authorization and framework 

What is Pandemic EBT?



 Children who would receive free or reduced price meals under the Richard B. 
Russell National School Lunch Act if not for the school closure are eligible 
under this provision. 
 How determined – through SNAP, non-SNAP, CEP schools 
 How to apply – no SS# (Public Charge Rule concerns)
 What about children in Head Start, CACFP, WIC, other social service programs not 

enrolled in schools?

 State agencies may submit plans in any case in which a school is closed for 
at least 5 consecutive days during a public health emergency designation 
during which the school would otherwise be in session.
 State plans – reviewed – and approved 
 At least 5 days (written pre COVID and pre the majority of nation’s schools closing for 

academic year 
 State public health emergency designation 
 What about summer?  What about next school year?

What is Pandemic EBT?



 Innovative but limited demonstration project 
 Distributes a monthly benefit during the summer on SNAP or WIC electronic benefit transfer (EBT) 

cards to children eligible for free or reduced-price school meals
 In 2010, Congress (P.L. 111-80) authorized and appropriated funding for the USDA to implement and 

rigorously evaluate this program from summers 2011 to 2019
 In summer 2011, 11,400 children were served through SEBTC; by 2016, more than 209, 000 children in 9 

states and 2 tribal nations were served
 Rigorous research found:

 The benefit of $60 per month per child reduced the most severe category of food insecurity among 
children during the summer by one-third and the $30 benefit was as effective. 

 Households redeemed benefits at similar rates in the $30 versus $60 monthly benefit categories. 
Children in households receiving the $60 benefit ate slightly more nutritious foods (fruits and 
vegetables, whole grains, dairy foods, and less added sugars) than children in the $30 group, and 
both had positive nutrition outcomes compared with children with no benefit.

 Therefore, PEBT is seen as a natural experiment occurring regarding the expansion of this type of program

Summer Electronic Benefits Transfer for Children (SEBTC)

Fleischhacker S, Turner L, Mande J. US Department of Agriculture Summer 
Meals Program: What’s Hot? Nutrition Today. 2020;55(3):116-124.



https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2005638

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2005638


Bleich S, Dunn C, Fleischhacker S. March 29, 2020



McLoughlin G, Fleischhacker S, Hecht A, McGuirt J, Vega C, Read M, Colon-Ramos U, Dunn GC. Assessment of United States Department of Agriculture Child 
Nutrition Program Administrative Agencies’ Responses Regarding Meal Service Provision During COVID-19 Related School Closures. [Under Review]









Next meeting – August 24th at 2:30 pm to 3:30 pm EST 
More than 50 members 
 Identified knowledge gaps and opportunities 
Question bank 
 Project and product tracking 
 Nationwide
 State
 District 

 Resource compilation 
Google doc - https://docs.google.com/document/d/19-Tl89uTycHvm4FjMSQk5p8L-UVCoKcs/edit

HER NOPREN COVID-19 PEBT SubGroup

https://docs.google.com/document/d/19-Tl89uTycHvm4FjMSQk5p8L-UVCoKcs/edit




Policy Updates: COVID-19 School Meal Service

Liz Campbell, Senior Director, Legislative and Government Affairs 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics  
ecampbell@eatright.org

Leyla Marandi, Program Manager, California Food for California Kids®
Center for Ecoliteracy 
leyla@ecoliteracy.org

Alek Ostrander, MPH & RD Graduate Student 
University of Michigan 
ostranda@umich.edu

mailto:ecampbell@eatright.org
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key recommendations

1) provide flexibility to school nutrition programs needed to operate during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
○ e.g. SFSP/SSO waiver extension

2) provide emergency relief funds to address financial loss during 
unanticipated closures 
○ see chart on next slide! 

3) provide increased funding for school nutrition programs for school year 
2020-2021
○ e.g. through reimbursement, equipment grants, fresh fruit & vegetable 

program, f2s grants

















state advocacy: emergency school meals funding

CARES act: $112 million 
for emergency meal 
service

$10 million for CA farm to 
school programs





Thank you! 

Liz Campbell, Senior Director, Legislative and Government Affairs 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics  
ecampbell@eatright.org

Leyla Marandi, Program Manager, California Food for California Kids®
Center for Ecoliteracy 
leyla@ecoliteracy.org

Alek Ostrander, MPH & RD Graduate Student 
University of Michigan 
ostranda@umich.edu
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