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Executive Summary

Main Takeaway

Lunch and related federal school nutrition programs are some of our
most effective anti-poverty efforts, but they must evolve to meet the
realities of 21°* century education. Emergency efforts during the
pandemic demonstrated non-congregate nutrition programs can be
efficient and effective. Congress should direct the USDA to provide
states with flexibility to serve otherwise eligible students attending
virtual school and in other flexible educational contexts.

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP), School Breakfast Program (SBP), and
related initiatives form the heart of America’s child nutrition safety net, feeding nearly
30 million students daily in 94,000 schools, and reducing hunger, improving health,
and strengthening educational outcomes. But half a million students who are eligible
for those programs are denied access solely because they attend virtual public
schools.

This paper presents context, evidence, and recommendations to ensure all eligible
students - regardless of learning modality - can benefit from the programs Congress
began to put in place eighty years ago “to safeguard the health and well-being of the
Nation’s children.” It argues that the federal commmitment to child nutrition, embodied
in the school meals programs, must be modernized to reflect the growth of virtual and
flexible learning.

PAGE 01




.
Program Evolution and Context =2

Our national school nutrition policy has its roots in Depression-era relief efforts and
surplus commodity programs as codified in the National School Lunch Act of 1946. Early
initiatives demonstrated the link between nutrition, health, and academic performance,
leading to permanent federal investment in meal programs for low-income children.
Over time, successive policy changes have aimed to improve access, participation,
accountability, and quality.

Despite these advances, the requirement that meals be served in congregate settings -
meaning meals are consumed on site in a supervised setting - has excluded or
restricted student access in virtual, hybrid, and shortened school-week models. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, federal waivers allowing non-congregate service and other
flexibility demonstrated that feeding students regardless of learning modality is both

feasible and cost-effective.

Evidence of Program Value

Decades of research confirm that participation in school meal programs improves
nutrition, health, and academic outcomes. Nutrition research underscores that the
school-age years (5-15) are a final window of opportunity to correct early deficiencies
and support long-term health and productivity. Studies show that school meal
participation is linked to better attendance, behavior, and test scores, especially among
low-income students. It is also clear that requiring healthier meals does not reduce
participation, and universal meal policies increase participation, improve diet quality,
and reduce social stigma and discipline disparities.

Lessons from COVID-19 and
Summer EBT

Pandemic-era waivers and current summer benefit programs prove that flexible, non-
congregate service models work. Grab-and-go and Pandemic Electronic Benefit
Transfer (P-EBT) programs reached over 30 million children nationwide in 2020 and 202],
demonstrating scalable alternatives to in-person feeding. Research found these
programs improved food security and nutrition while maintaining cost efficiency. The
Senate Appropriations Committee in 2025 acknowledged these lessons, urging the USDA
to expand access to non-congregate meal options for all income-eligible students.
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Virtual Student Exclusion &@é

About one million students are enrolled in full-time virtual public schools and
programs, at least half of whom would be eligible for federally subsidized meals if they
attended traditional brick-and-mortar schools. Excluding these public-school students
from school nutrition programs imposes hardship on their families, with many reporting
dramatic increases in grocery expenses. Some report falling behind in paying other
bills, and some virtual students have been forced to return to brick-and-mortar schools
just because they needed the school breakfasts and lunches to avoid hunger.

Because virtual students get no meals, their parents have little incentive to complete
the eligibility paperwork, and so their eligibility is systemically undercounted. Only 35%
of virtual students were reported as eligible in 2023-2024 federal statistics although
more than half were certainly eligible. Conservative estimates suggest this
undercounting in turn costs virtual schools tens of millions of dollars in Federal Title |
and state poverty funding. Undercounting also negatively skews school performance
ratings in state accountability systems.

Policy Recomendations

In order to address the needs of online students who should qualify for nutrition
support, DLAC proposes:

Modernize NSLP and SBP eligibilityto I  Commission a GAO study on funding
allow non-congregate meals, parent and GCCOUHthility distortions from
pick-up, location flexibility, and multi- undercounting.
day meal pick-up and delivery.
me) Clarify data-reporting guidance to
Support state innovation with USDA ensure accurate eligibility reporting for
technical assistance for implementing virtual programs.
meal programs across learning
models. Encourage long-term alternatives to
free and reduced-price meals as a
poverty proxy in funding and
accountability systems.
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Introduction

In June 2026, the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) will celebrate its 80th
birthday. Congress established its purpose to be “as a measure of national
security, to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation’s children” and to
support American agriculture (National School Lunch Act, 1946). Congress acted
to give continuity and predictability to federal supports that had evolved during
the Great Depression and “for the past 10 years proven for exceptional benefit to
the children, schools, and agriculture of the country as a whole” (U.S. House
Committee on Agriculture, 1946).

For the last eighty years, the federal government has continued to expand the
scope, accessibility, and participation rates of school-based child nutrition
programs. The NSLP was joined by the School Breakfast Program (SBP), and
smaller initiatives feeding children during the summer and in childcare settings.
There is a history of adapting in the face of changing circumstances: Greater
flexibility in the types of meals, simplification of paperwork, facilitation of universal
meal programs, and support for everything from grab-and-go to electronic
benefit transfer (EBT) during the COVID-19 pandemic are all examples.

SCHOOL MEAL
HISTORY MILESTONES

New York City Children's Robert Hunter's Poverty Reconstruction Finance USDA was funded to
Aid Society provided claimed 60,000 New Corporation provided buy surplus farm
free lunch at their York City children go to federal loans for school production and Congress allowed the
vocational school. school hungry. lunch labor costs. distribute it to schools. provision of funds

| I | I !

1853 1904 191 1932 1935 1936 1941 1943

L |

Ellen Richards New York City study Works Progress WPA published Work
convinced the Boston showed health benefits Administration (WPa) Book for School Lunch
School Committee to of a school lunch took over school lunch Workers, and operated
approve a pilot lunch program. worker employment. in every state.

program.
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As schooling continues to change, the national effort “to safeguard the health and
well-being of the Nation’s children” faces new challenges and opportunities
requiring further adaptation. Charter schools and voucher-supported private
schools have access to NSLP and SBP, but they, and traditional schools changing
to four-day school weeks, could benefit from greater flexibility in how meals are
provided. Virtual school students are completely denied access to school meals
because they lack “congregate settings.”

Various agencies and organizations have recognized the shortcomings of the
current nutrition assistance programs and called for reform. USDA has been asked
to find ways to improve charter school participation (GAO, 2024). The Senate’s
Appropriations Committee has stressed the importance of maintaining robust
participation rates and ensuring fair access for low-income and rural children,
directing USDA “to expand access to non-congregate meal programs for students
who do not have access to such benefits in a congregate setting and are
otherwise eligible for free and reduced cost meals.” (US Senate Committee on
Appropriations, 2025). Recently, in responding to the Executive Order Expanding
Educational Freedom and Opportunity for Families, the Department of Education’s
senior K-12 official said, “Federal taxpayer dollars should support the best
education outcomes for students regardless of where they attend school” (USED,
2025).

With Congressional support, USDA can expand educational freedom and
opportunities for families by improving flexibility in its school nutrition programs.
This paper will focus on the opportunity to change the congregate meals
requirement and provide meals to the half million eligible virtual school students
currently denied access. It will begin with an overview of the federal school meal
and nutrition programs, evidence of their value, the impact of excluding virtual
students, lessons from COVID-era and summer nutrition programs, and policy
recommendations. In addition to the focus here on virtual programs, the
information and arguments presented have wider application as the nation
expands educational freedom and opportunity for schools and families expanding
their use of non-congregate settings as part of their educational program.

As education shifts beyond traditional classrooms, national school
nutrition programs must modernize—expanding flexible, non-

congregate options to ensure all eligible students, including those in
virtual and other nontraditional settings, can access the meals they're
currently denied.
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Federal School Nutrition Programs

Expanding Accessibility and Participation

Congress established the National School Lunch Program in 1946 to
formalize and make reliable an ad hoc system of federal support for school
meals that took root during the Great Depression and had “for the past 10
years proven for exceptional benefit to the children, schools, and agriculture
of the country as a whole” (U.S. House Committee on Agriculture, 1946). The
legislation itself declared its purpose to be, “to safeguard the health and
well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic
consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food”
(National School Lunch Act, 1946).

While the 1946 legislation was significant, student access to and
participation in the school lunch program remained uneven through the
1950s. Anti-poverty campaigners pointed out that many poor and rural
children lacked access entirely. The Child Nutrition Act of 1966 created the
School Breakfast Program (SBP) on a pilot basis to reach children who
arrived at school hungry, especially in rural areas. It also strengthened
nutritional standards and authorized special milk and commodity
programs. Congress repeatedly expanded eligibility and funding, framing
school meals as part of a comprehensive anti-hunger and education
agenda, and by the early 1970s, the SBP pilot became a permanent
program (Poppendieck, 2010). By 1980, almost four and a half billion school
lunches were served annually, and roughly two billion of them were free or
reduced-price lunches, peaks that would not be reached again for over a
decade.
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Access and Participation

By the 1980s, the growth in school participation rates and the access students had
within schools was slowing, resulting in efforts to improve access and
participation of those who were eligible. Direct certification with SNAP (then Food
Stamps) and simplified eligibility procedures helped participation rebound (FRAC,
2021). In the 2000s, policy focus shifted toward reducing paperwork barriers. The
Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), enacted under the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids
Act of 2010, allowed high-poverty schools to offer free meals to all students
without collecting individual applications. By 2014, 14% of NSLP schools were using
the CEP to provide universal free meals and that rose to 32% by 2019, the year
before the COVID-19 pandemic (Billings, 2025). Research has found CEP increased
participation and improved food security (Acciai et al, 2022).

Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Throughout the 2010s, school participation in both NSLP and SBP had plateaued at
just over 90%, as shown in Figure 1 from the Congressional Research Service. In 2019,
NLSP served approximately 30 million students (57% of students attending
participating schools) almost five billion lunches, and SBP served approximately 15
million students (30% of students attending participating schools) over two billion
breakfasts. But because both programs require students to receive meals in person,
the widespread closing of schools in response to the COVID-19 epidemic beginning
in March 2020 caused school participation to plunge to 41% and 38% respectively, in
the 2020-2021 school year, and student participation at the remaining participating
schools dropped to 44% and 25% respectively (Billings, 2025). By the week of March
16-20 in 2020, it was estimated that 170 million free and reduced-priced meals
(breakfast and lunch) were being missed every week, and students of color and
low-income students were disproportionately affected (Kinsey, 2020).

By the week of March 16—-20, 2020, an estimated 170
million free and reduced-price meals were missed
every week due to school closures.
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In 2020, Congress authorized, and USDA extended to states, waivers to allow “non-
congregate feeding” by participating schools. This allowed the offering of meals to
students participating in off-site virtual instruction, the feeding of students with
shortened school weeks, and the feeding of students at sites other than their
assigned school. Schools were also given flexibility to provide grab-and-go meals
and meal delivery (USDA, 2020). Congress also authorized USDA to create the
temporary Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer program (P-EBT), which provided
money on an EBT or debit card in participating states to students eligible for free or
reduced-price meals or attendance at a school providing universal free meals. It is
estimated that grab-and-go meals reached an estimated 8 million students (27%
of those eligible) and P-EBT reached 26.9 million (89% of eligible students), though
program timing and student participation varied widely by state (Kenney et al,,
2022).

USDA extended waivers for non-congregate feeding and other flexibility, such as
parental grab-and-go, through the 2021-2022 school year and the summer of 2022.
During the 2022-2023 school year, individual states requested and were granted
waivers, such as the waivers Massachusetts received to continue providing non-
congregate meal service and to allow parents and guardians to pick up meals for
children (USDA, 2022). P-EBT benefits continued through the end of the COVID-19
public health emergency in May of 2023, and states were allowed to continue
spending allocated funds through September.

Figure 1: Trends in Public School Participation in NSLP and SBP, SY 2010-2011 to SY
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Source: CRS estimates, applying the number of NSLP and SBP public schools acquired from USDA, FNS in April 2024 to the total number
of operational public elementary and secondary schools from the NCES CCD. Both datasets are based on state reports collected in the
fall of the school year.

Notes: Percentages are estimates that are subject to error. The estimate for NSLP in $Y2022-2023 differs from the estimate (92%)
presented in Figure 2 so that a consistent dataset could be used for the 2010-2022 period. In SY2020-2021, many school food authorities
were serving free breakfasts and lunches through SFSP in lieu of NSLP/SBP as a result of COVID-19-pandemic response policies.
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https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48515?utm_source=chatgpt.com#_Ref165283671

Statewide Universal Free Meal Programs

USDA waivers during the pandemic that allowed all schools to serve free meails to
students proved highly successful, and California and Maine implemented
statewide universal free meals programs in the 2022-2023 school year. Seven
more states implemented universal free meals statewide the following school
year, with Colorado doing so after a ballot initiative requiring the program passed
by a large margin (57% to 43%). These statewide programs are reducing stigma
for students and their families and reducing administrative burdens for schools.
New York became the ninth state to provide universal free meals statewide in the
2025-2026 school year.

These programs do not, however, include
online students.

Federal School Meal and Nutrition Programs Today

In the 2023-2024 school year, the most recent for which full data was available for
this report, school participation and student participation within schools had
rebounded from the COVID-19 disruption, and the implementation of universal free
meals has continued to expand, with 22% of students in NSLP schools covered by
state programs supporting universal free meals, on top of the 48% certified for free
meals and 2% for reduced-price meals through traditional and CEP routes. The
Congressional Budget Office projected a continued increase in student
participation, somewhat offset by an expected decline in school-age population
(Billings, 2025). Concerns about spending led Congress in the spring of 2025 to
consider but reject restricting CEP eligibility to schools with 60% or more identified
students.

New York and possibly other states continued to apply for congregate meal waivers
in the 2024-2025 and 2025-2026 school years, but they have not been approved. In
the summer of 2025, 37 states and most US territories participated in the SUN Bucks
EBT program, permanently authorized by Congress in 2022. SUN Bucks provides
grocery benefits for eligible school-age children when school is out for summer.
Otherwise, federally supported school nutrition programs have largely returned to
the pre-COVID-19 status quo, with the ability to feed students in congregate settings
still a dividing line between eligible students who can receive free and reduced
meals and eligible students who are denied those meails.
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Eligible Students are Denied
Access to School Meals

There are likely at least one million
public school students enrolled in
virtual programs (see inset). At least
one half million of those students are
eligible for free or reduced-price
meals (FRL)[1] through school but are
denied access (see inset).

As district virtual programs, four-day
school weeks, and other flexible
schedule options expand in traditional
public schools, this problem of meal
access is growing even for students
who are not explicitly blocked. For
example, the rural Southern Tioga
School District in Pennsylvania has
virtual students who attend the
district’s drop-in center from breakfast
through lunch, and eligible students
can get a free meal at any school
building in the district if they drop in
while it's being served. But difficulty
getting to school every day is one
reason poor rural students are in
virtual programs, so having to get to
school for meals is a challenge. And
because grab-and-go programs are
typically limited to that day’s meals,
students in the thousands of schools
that now operate on a four-day school
week and offer other flexible schedules
can struggle to access FRLs on that
fifth day.

[1] A wide range of terms are used to describe school-based
nutrition programs for students, including free and reduced-
price meals or FRL. However, the lunch program is the largest and
FRL (free and reduced-price lunch) is a long-standing and still
widely used acronym that will be used here and understood to
include all school-based nutrition programs for students.

How many virtual school
are there?

studen

ATLEAST 1,000,000 AS OF SCHOOL YEAR
2025 -2026
This study uses two data sources:
e The National Center for Educational
Statistics (NCES)
e DLAC's own research based on state
reporting.

750,425

student’s reported

by the NCES in 1,550
virtual schools in
4] states and DC

832,000

student’s based on
DLAC's resedrch
(% Higher)

For the 2023-2024 school year, NCES
reported that 1,550 exclusively or primarily
virtual public schools in 41 states and DC
enrolled 750,425 students. DLAC's research,
based on state numbers from the same
school year, suggests that the number is
about 11% higher at about 832,000 students.

Online school enrollments have almost
certainly increased in the two years since
those data were reported. In addition, many
of the nation’s 13,000+ school districts have
students in virtual programs that are not
reported as such. Many of these have a
hybrid component which may allow
students to sometimes access meals, but
even in these situations some students may
only be onsite for one or two days a week.

Based on these sources, we believe

that at least one million students are
currently attending online schools.
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Effects of Denying Meals

Families enroll their students in virtual public schools for a variety of reasons. Many
because the student was bullied, or feared for their safety. Others have health concerns
or other special needs that are not accommodated well by the available brick-and-
mortar schools (Fernandez et al,, 2016; Sandberg et al., 2025). Enroliment demographics
in virtual schools can vary from state to state, but generally they are comparable to
brick and mortar schools, except they are likely to have more students “at risk” (Beck,
2024). Federal data for the 1,550 virtual schools in 2023-2024 showed fewer Hispanic or
Latino and Asian students in virtual schools (24.0% and 2.4% versus 30.3% and 5.6%
nationwide), but comparable numbers of African American (13.8% versus 14.8%), and
more indigenous (1.7% versus 1.3%) and mixed-race students (7.5% versus 5.1%). In any
case, all families enrolling their children in virtual schools are pursuing educational
freedom and opportunity.

HOW MANY VIRTUAL STUDENTS SHOULD

BE ELIGIBLE FOR SCHOOL MEALS?

5 0 0 ry O 0 0 g:i.;i/obﬂ?;;mge

At least half a million, and probably more. 2023- . .
2024 NCES schools data includes FRL eligibility and 76—-80% (MIChIgCIn)
direct certification (DC) counts, and this analysis
uses the larger of the two for each school. One-
third (552) of the virtual schools have no reported
FRL or DC, the rest average 51.1% eligible, close to the
52.2% reported for non-virtual schools nationwide A
separate analysis of a Minnesota virtual school
showed eligibility among the 1,087 students who 37.5 — 60.2% jump
were enrolled in both 2022 and 2023 jumped from (Minnesotq)

37.5% to 60.2% when DC became available,
suggesting the school had struggled to get FRL
paperwork from families (Scafidi, 2025). Three large
Michigan schools report eligibility of 76 to 80%. And
in California, where funding tied to FRL eligibility
motivates schools to get the paperwork, 55.3% of
the state’s 137,109 virtual students were reported
eligible, only 6.5% points less than the rest of the
state.

55.3% (California)
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For the half or more of these families facing financial challenges, however, the
denial of access to FRLs is a significant burden, usually framed in terms of
increased food costs and running out of food. One Arizona parent moved their
child to a virtual school because of bullying but writes “It's so hard not having
enough food for my son. | have to go to food pantries to provide for him. | worry
about food every month.” Another from Arkansas also put her children into a
virtual school because her oldest “was getting bullied” and “the school wasn't
providing her with adequate support.” As a result, though, “our grocery bills went
up because they weren't getting free breakfast and lunch anymore... | would say
we spend almost $200 a month more on groceries than we did before.”

“Our grocery bills went up because they weren't getting
free breakfast and lunch anymore... | would say we spend
almost $200 a month more on groceries than we did
before.” — Arkansas parent of virtual school students

Families of virtual school students often have children in virtual schools and others
in brick-and-mortar schools: the latter get free or reduced-price meals and the
former do not. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many of these families were able to
participate in grab-and-go programs and received P-EBT. After the pandemic
benefits and program flexibility ended, families such as one at the Ohio Virtual
Academy had to return their children to brick and mortar schools not because
they thought that was the best solution, but because they needed the food
assistance. One parent in North Carolina said they “tried sending my son back to
public school because | couldn’t afford groceries.”
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Virtual Schools Face Funding and Accountability Disadvantages

It has been argued that FRL eligibility is a poor proxy for student poverty in
accountability systems and funding formulas for funds like Title | (Fazlul, 2023). FRL
eligibility may overstate student economic disadvantages, but given its
widespread use in funding formulas and accountability systems, systemic
undercounting of it in virtual schools puts virtual schools at a relative
disadvantage in accountability systems that rank the quality of schools, and in
the allocation of state and federal funds intended to help schools meet
disadvantaged students’ needs. Until FRL is replaced, virtual schools should have a
level playing field in making sure their students are fully accounted for and they
can access funds intended to benefit their students.

The largest part of Title | funding consists of grants to local education agencies
(LEAs). AImost two-thirds of traditional public schools and charter schools are
eligible for Title | funds, mainly distributed through four categories of Title | grants
that totaled $18.4 billion in fiscal year 2024, or an average of about $375 per
student. After calculating LEA-specific grants, the US Department of Education
provides the states with the grant amounts, which states can then adjust, in part,
to determine and provide grants to charter schools that are their own LEAs. While
more precise calculations are warranted, if one assumes that two-thirds of the
750,425 reported virtual school students were in schools eligible for Title | funds,
and $375 per student is a workable estimate, then an undercounting of 15-20% of
eligible students suggests virtual schools are missing out on over $40 million in
funding intended for their students.

Virtual schools are missing out on over $40 million
in funding intended for their students.
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More significant, but state-by-state in its implications, is the fact that many state
education funding formulas use weighted student counts to provide extra funds for
economically disadvantaged students. For example, states apply a multiplier for
each student identified as low-income. Under-reporting lowers the number of
students counted under this weight, directly reducing per-pupil funding levels and
poverty adjustments. Because of this, even small declines in reported FRL rates can
translate into significant budget losses. A survey conducted in March 2024 by the
Education Commission of the States found that 19 of 44 responding states just use
FRL rates to calculate funding for economically disadvantaged students (and at
least 10 others include FRL rates in their calculations). California, for example, uses
a 1.2 multiplier (adds 20% to the base grant amount) for each student identified as
economically disadvantaged using FRL eligibility. Given that the base grant in the
2023-2024 school year ranged from $9,919 for K-3 students to $12,015 for grades 9-
12, and California’s 137,109 virtual school students had 6.5% points fewer FRL eligible
students among them, $18M or so in state funding intended for economically
disadvantaged students may have been withheld from California’s virtual schools.
If similar gaps existed across all the states serving online students, that could have
been $100 million nationally.

It is equally difficult to estimate the impact of undercounting FRL-eligible students
in accountability systems, but under-reporting distorts accountability metrics by
misrepresenting a school’'s demographics. State accountability systems use many
metrics, but most of what goes into a performance rating is based on
standardized test scores, which correlate strongly with students’ economic
advantage or disadvantage. Ohio, for example, relies heavily on a performance
index, which correlates with the percentage of students labeled as economically
disadvantaged, a label that comes from free or reduced-price meal eligibility (see
inset). If fewer students are identified in this subgroup, reported achievement gaps
shrink artificially, and valid comparisons across schools become impossible. Most
states use FRL eligibility as their measure of economic disadvantage, so virtual
schools serving large numbers of low-income students appear to be
underperforming relative to peers because the context of need is hidden.
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Federal and state accountability frameworks (e.g., ESSA’s “Comprehensive” or
“Targeted Support and Improvement” designations) rely on subgroup data,
including low-income students. If FRL undercounts reduce the size of this subgroup,
schools may lose eligibility for targeted improvement funding or support.
Conversely, schools may appear less effective when judged against a group of
schools serving more affluent children but inaccurately designated as their peer
group. This distortion worsens public perception and state ratings for virtual schools.

Performance Index Score 2024-2025 vs. Economic
Disadvantage
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Summer Programs and COVID-19 Show that
Modernization Can Work

Efforts to improve student participation in nutrition programs have long faced
obstacles during the summer. In the spring of 2018, only 43% of students lived in a
Census tract with a meals site, and that summer, only one in seven students who
participated in school meals participated in summer programs. To address this
challenge, Congress authorized a trial of summer electronic benefit transfer (EBT)
in 2011 and 2012. The trials were found to reduce food insecurity by one-fifth and
very low food securing by one-third. Summer EBT also improved nutrition, with
participating students consuming more whole grains, fruits and vegetables, and
dairy products (Collins et al,, 2016). But permanent summer EBT programs weren't
authorized until 2022, after COVID-19, and were only implemented widely in the
summer of 2025.

As discussed above, COVID-19 forced changes to USDA'’s nutrition programs that
have helped reset the consensus about what is possible. By the week of March 16-
20 in 2020, it was estimated that 170 million free and reduced priced meals
(breakfast and lunch) were being missed every week, and students of color and
low-income students were disproportionately affected (Kinsey et al,, 2020).
Congress responded by authorizing USDA to waive requirements for “congregate
feeding” by participating schools. This allowed the offering of meals to students
participating in off-site virtual instruction, the feeding of students with shortened
school weeks, and the feeding of students at sites other than their assigned
school. Schools were also given flexibility to provide grab-and-go meals and meal
delivery (USDA, 2020). Congress also authorized USDA to create the temporary
Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer program (P-EBT), which provided money on
an EBT or debit card in participating states to students eligible for free or reduced-
price meals and students enrolled in a school providing universal free meals.

o 107 %

Only 43% of students lived in Only 1in 7 students who ate Summer EBT pilot trials
a Census tract with a summer school meals participated in reduced food insecurity by
meals site in spring 2018. summer programs. 20% and very low food

security by one-third.

PAGE 16




Studies of meal provision during the pandemic identified successes and
challenges with a variety of different approaches. New Orleans, for example, set
up 45 sites for meal pick-up in the Spring of 2020, with three-fourths of the sites
located in the most socioeconomically vulnerable neighborhoods and reporting
an average meal pickup rate of 90%. Studies of meal distribution in other urban
areas, from New York City to Los Angeles, also found meal distribution sites
located in neighborhoods with highest need (Chaparro et al, 2023). Interviews
with meals program providers in New Orleans credited collaboration,
communication, and sharing of resources among community organizations with
success, and highlighted the importance of policy flexibility to support solutions
and decision-making on the ground (Knapp et al,, 2024).

Nationally, it is estimated that grab-and-go meal programs like those in New
Orleans reached an estimated 8 million students (27% of those eligible), while P-
EBT reached 26.9 million (89% of eligible students). One study found that P-EBT
costs between $6.46 and $6.61 per meal, while grab-and-go programs cost
between $8.07 and $8.20 per meal. P-EBT improved reach and reduced costs but
also shifted more burden to families for meal preparation, and faced
implementation challenges and disparities, including wide variation in program
timing and student participation by state (Kenney et al, 2022). The clearest
lessons coming from the pandemic efforts are not about P-EBT or grab-and-go,
but that federal nutrition support for students outside traditional cafeteria settings
is feasible, effective, and cost-efficient; and allowing states flexibility in
implementing student nutrition programs is critical.

The Senate Committee on Appropriations acknowledged these lessons in its July
2025 report accompanying its agriculture appropriations bill (S. 2256):

“The Committee recognizes that the National School Lunch Program and School
Breakfast Program served healthy meals to over 44 million students in fiscal year
2024. The Committee also recognizes that access to such meals is critically
important to the physical and behavioral health of pre-K-12 students and to their
academic performance in school. The Committee supports the Food and Nutrition
Service [FNS] and its efforts to provide daily free and reduced cost meals to
millions of food insecure students. The Committee is concerned that access to
such meals is not available to all full-time public-school students and encourages
the FNS to allow States the flexibility to explore innovative solutions (e.g.,, EBT cards)
to reach all income-eligible students enrolled in public schools regardless of
learning modality. The Committee directs FNS to expand access to non-
congregate meal programs for students who do not have access to such benefits
in a congregate setting and are otherwise eligible for free and reduced cost meals
under the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act and the Child Nutrition Act
of 1966.” (p. 110).
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Policy Recommendations

The denial of free and reduced-price meals to eligible students who attend school
online represents a failure to modernize an 80-year-old national commitment to child
nutrition through school meal programs. Meal provision under COVID-19 waivers and
summer electronic benefits amply demonstrate that these benefits can be extended to
all eligible students, regardless of learning modality. Updating federally funded child
nutrition programs to include virtual schools and other more flexible educational
models is a clear and compelling priority, one that will improve student health,
behavior, and academic outcomes.

The following are recommended
policy changes:

Ol.

02.

03.

04.

Modernize NSLP and SBP eligibility
rules to allow non-congregate
service for students enrolled in virtual
public schools, and to allow parent
pick-up, flexible locations, and
multiple meal distribution to support
brick and mortar schools with non-
traditional calendars and schedules.

Encourage state flexibility and
provide federal technical assistance
for administering NSLP and SBT in
virtual schools and brick and mortar
schools with non-traditional
calendars and schedules.

Request a GAO study on
accountability, reporting, and
funding distortions caused by
exclusion of virtual students from FRL
programs.

Clarify accountability reporting
guidance so that FRL counts for
virtual schools align with
state/federal reporting.

Encourage federal and state
agencies to move away from the use
of FRL-based metrics for program
funding and accountability purposes.

Conclusion: Modernizing for
Access and Effectiveness

Federal nutrition programs are one of
the government’s most effective
tools for addressing child poverty
and improving educational
outcomes. Excluding virtual students
undermines both access and
efficiency. The pandemic proved that
inclusion is possible, cost-effective,
and beneficial. Congress now has
the opportunity to modernize
outdated policy, extend the reach of
programs already funded, and
ensure that every eligible student -
regardless of how they attend school
- has access to nutritious meals.

THE

COMMUNITY
ADVANCING
DIGITAL LEARNING
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