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My name is Christina Hecht. | am Senior Policy Advisor at the Nutrition Policy Institute, part of
University of California’s Agriculture and Natural Resources. Nutrition Policy Institute was
selected by the State of California to evaluate the School Meals for All program. | am part of the
evaluation team. Thank you for having me here today.

As you know, California’s School Meals for All program offers two meals daily to all California
public school students regardless of their families’ financial circumstances.

Nutrition Policy Institute’s findings to date indicate the program is off to a strong start. Kim
Frinzell has given you the numbers for the expansion in participation. Nutrition Policy
Institute’s evaluation shows overwhelming appreciation and support for the program.

* For example, across all income categories, an impressive 80% of parents say they are
in support of the program.!
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The California program is only in its second year, but both Nutrition Policy Institute’s evaluation
and findings from numerous studies around the country are consistent and clear: School Meals
for All accomplishes its primary goal — increased participation in school meals so that every
student is nourished and ready to learn, particularly students from lower-income families.?

Allowing all students to eat school meals at no charge effectively addresses two major
barriers to school meal participation.

The first relates to the federal income cut-offs for free and reduced-price meals. The federal
guidelines restricted free meals to students whose families were at or below 130% of the
federal poverty level and allowed reduced-price meals to be provided to students in families
with incomes between 130% and 185% of the federal poverty level. Students from families
earning above 185% of the federal poverty level were required to pay full price for their meals.

California has eliminated this means testing by making school meals available for all. Now,
students whose families are above the federal cut-off but still struggle to meet basic needs can
take a school meal without charge. This is important because the federal poverty level, already
considered very low by many experts, doesn’t take into account the high cost of living in our
state. A higher cost of living is associated with increased food insecurity.® The U.S. Census
Household Pulse Survey finds that as of January 2024 just over 1 in 4 (26%) of California
households with children are food insecure.* For context, at its pandemic high this figure
reached 30%.* As a reminder, “food insecurity” means experiencing circumstances such as
reduced quality, variety, or desirability of diet, through to disrupted eating patterns and
reduced food intake. The California Budget and Policy Institute’s recent report estimated nearly
half (44%) of California’s food-insecure families made too much to qualify for free or reduced-
price meals.’

e Nutrition Policy Institute research finds that the greatest increase in participation when
meals are at no charge to all students comes from those who are near eligible for
reduced-price meals.® This indicates that universal meals is an equitable way to address
food insecurity among children.
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If we look beyond strict food insecurity to ability to meet a variety of basic needs, families with
children are dramatically more likely to struggle to meet their basic needs, with striking
disparities by race/ethnicity. By the Family Needs Calculator, while 27% of White California
households with two children struggle to make ends meet, this figure is 66% for Latino
households followed by 59% of Black households, 47% for Native American households and
31% for Asian American-Pacific Islander households.”

Nationally, the school lunch program lifted 1.2 million people — including 722,000 children —
above the poverty line in 2017, based on Census Bureau data on poverty and income in the
us.s

The second barrier is a sense of stigma that was associated with means-tested school meals —
which prevented qualified students from participating.
e During the first year of the state program, 46% of district foodservice directors reported a
decrease in stigma for students from low-income families.?
e From surveys with California parents in the second year of the program, Nutrition Policy
Institute found that 65% of parents across all income levels believe the School Meals For
All program reduces stigma for their child about eating a school meal.! In other words,
although initially it seems counterintuitive, lower-income students are encouraged to
participate in school meals once the higher income students can —and do -- and it no
longer can be seen as a poor person’s program.
e Nutrition Policy Institute’s evaluation finds that students also feel the program reduces
stigma and embarrassment about taking a school meal.1°

Robust participation in the School Meals for All program can benefit all students. Most
important, when more students eat, more students are eating more nutritious meals. I'm
sure you are aware of the epidemic of diet-related chronic disease and its toll on our state’s
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healthcare costs,'%1%13 and even on fitness to serve in the military.}**> Poor diet is now the
leading cause of illness in our country. The School Meals for All program provides good
nutrition for all students. This is because the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s stringent
nutrition standards, stemming from implementation of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act in
2012, have now made schools the single overall healthiest source of food in the U.S.16:17,1819
New standards, due to be released next month, will make this more so0.2° A program that grows
participation by lower-income students can help reduce a variety of disparities including in
nutrition, health, and attendance.?'?2 Offering no-charge meals to all students regardless of
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family income level is also good for all students regardless of family income level. Research
shows improvement for all students in behavior, overall well-being and school climate;
attendance and academic performance; diet quality and Body Mass Index.
23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34,35,36
e The Nutrition Policy Institute evaluation finds that over three-quarters of California
parents agree that offering meals at no charge to all students can improve student
academics and behavior of all,* while students say the program supports food security,
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performance. J Policy Anal Manage. 2019;39(2):376-410.

28 Radsky V, Domina T, Clark LR, Bhaskar. 2022. There is Such Thing as a Free Lunch: School Meals, Stigma,

and Student Discipline, Working Papers 22-23, Center for Economic Studies, U.S. Census Bureau. At,
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Closures. Nutrients 14(7):1387).
Note: this study took an interesting approach. The study estimates the changes in lunchtime calories
and nutrients consumed by National School Lunch Program participants from March to November
2020, compared to the same months in 2019. National School Lunch Program participants receiving
no school meals would increase their caloric consumption by 640 calories per week and reduce their
consumption of nutrients such as calcium and vitamin D. Because 27 to 78 million fewer lunches
were served per week in March - November 2020 compared to the previous year, nationally,
students may have consumed 3 to 10 billion additional calories per week.
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increases meal participation, makes school meals feel more inclusive, and reduces
hassle.1°

| am happy to answer any questions.

Thank you.

NPI School Meals for All Publications
NPI’s School Meals for All webpage, at https://npi.ucanr.edu/School Meals for All/, is
regularly updated with new publications from our team.

Research Briefs

Impact of Massachusetts’ Healthy School Meals for All

Nourish Lab, Center for Health Inclusion, Research and Practice, Merrimack College. March
2024.

The Many Benefits of School Meals for All

Nutrition Policy Institute, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources. Arizona
State University, College of Health Solutions. University of Connecticut, Rudd Center. Merrimack
College. Boise State University, College of Education. 29 August 2023.

School Meals for All: Farm Fresh Food

Orta-Aleman D, Chelius C, Bacon K, Hecht C, Hecht K, Zuercher M, Ritchie L, Gosliner W.
Nutrition Policy Institute, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources. 20 June
2023.

School Meals for All in California: Parents Value School Meals for All and Offer Suggestions to
Strengthen Meal Programs

Hecht C, Hecht K, Zuercher M, Ritchie L, Gosliner W. Research Brief: Nutrition Policy Institute,
University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources. 9 May 2023.

School Meals for All in California: Time to Eat Can Be a Barrier to Full Participation

Hecht C, Bacon K, Chapman L, Chelius C, Olarte D, Orta-Aleman D, Zuercher M, Hecht K, Ritchie
L, Cohen JFW and Gosliner W. University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources,
Nutrition Policy Institute. 19 April 2023.

School Meals for All in California: Benefits and Challenges During COVID and Beyond as
Reported by School Food Services

Hecht C, Zuercher M, Hecht K, Gosliner W, Ritchie L. University of California, Division of
Agriculture and Natural Resources, Nutrition Policy Institute. 23 August 2022.

Publications

Zuercher MD, Cohen JFW, Hecht CE, Hecht K, Ritchie LD, Gosliner W. Providing School Meals to
All Students Free of Charge During the COVID-19 Pandemic and Beyond: Challenges and
Benefits Reported by School Foodservice Professionals in California Nutrients, volume 14, issue
18, article 3855, 17 September 2022.
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19 and beyond: Challenges and Benefits for School Meals Programs in Maine
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mealtime social experiences on student participation in and consumption of meals at school: a
gualitative analysis of parent perspectives (in review).
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implementing Universal Free School Meals on Schools: Foodservice Director Perspectives (in
review).

e Orta-Aleman D, Zuercher M, Bacon K, Chelius C, Hecht C, Hecht K, Ritchie LD, Cohen JFW,
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