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Food Acquisition by School Meal Program Participants
During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Terms:
School Meal Programs (SMP): Respondents reported SMP participation if a child in their household
acquired lunch, breakfast, summer meals, or used a backpack program at a K-12 school[1].
Food Insecure: Households were identified as food insecure if the survey respondent reported their
household “sometimes” or “often” did not have food at the end of the month and could not afford to
purchase more.
National School Lunch Program (NSLP): A federally assisted meal program operating in public and
nonprofit private schools and residential child care institution. It provides nutritionally balanced, lowcost or free lunches to children each school day.
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): A federally funded program that allots
supplemental nutrition benefits to families in need, with the goals of increasing access to healthy food
and helping families become self-sufficient[2].

Experiences of Households Participating in the School Meal Program Before
the Pandemic
Prior to the pandemic, school meal programs (SMP) fed 84% of low-income, food-insecure households
with school aged children [3]. Participation in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), the largest
SMP, is associated with significantly lower rates of food insecurity for households with children, as
well as improved diet quality and academic performance [3,4]. Accordingly, when schools closed due
to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, many low-income and food insecure households with kids
had to quickly pivot where they were purchasing and acquiring food. Those who had been using the
NSLP received emergency food assistance in the form of Pandemic-EBT dollars. In the fall of 2021,
many students returned to in-person learning and P-EBT assistance ceased. As such, families were
expected to return to pre-pandemic behaviors, and SMP participation was subsequently expected to
increase. However, the results of this nationally representative survey show that in October 2021, SMP
participation by food insecure households had not recovered to pre-pandemic levels.
[1] The language used in this survey does not limit SMP participation to those using the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), which funds free and
reduced-price meals for eligible households.
[2] U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service (USDA FNS). 2021. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
[3] Ralston, K. K. Treen, A. Coleman-Jensen and J. Guthrie. 2017. Children's Food Security and USDA Child Nutrition Programs. Economic Information
Bulletin Number 174.
[4] Gundersen, C. and J. Ziliak. 2018. Food Insecurity Research in the United States: Where we Have Been and Where We Need to Go. Applied Economic
Perspectives and Policy 40(1):119-135.
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Are Food Insecure Households Using the SMP at Pre-Pandemic Levels?
We used data from a nationally representative household food consumption behavior survey to
observe school meal programs (SMP) participation in October 2020 and October 2021 by food
insecure households with children. One weakness of these data are that the survey asked about
children in the household under 18. Children aged 0-5 may not be eligible for all SMPs, so there is a
possibility that our sample includes data for households that are not eligible for these programs. In
2019, 32% of children under 18 were aged 0-5 [5]. The implication is that participation rates
amongst SMP eligible households are likely higher than what is presented below.
Figure 1 provides information on the percentage of food insecure households with children that
participated in SMPs in October 2020 and October 2021. Given that The National Center for
Education Statistics reported that 67% of fourth and eighth grade children used distance (remote or
hybrid) learning in September 2020, compared to 48% in May 2021, we would expect to see a similar
proportional shift in SMP participation [6]. However, Figure 1 shows little change (an increase of 2%)
in SMP participation by these households between October 2020 and October 2021. We found in
our 2020 survey that school meal program participation dropped by around 63% from September
2019 to April 2020 and did not increase at all in September 2020. Figure 1 therefore suggests that
these households’ participation in SMP programs did not recover to pre-pandemic levels in 2021.
These results are even more surprising given that the Universal School Meal Program Act of 2021
allowed all schoolchildren to have access to free school meals. However, this new program may also
explain the numbers, as parents did not need to enroll their children in order for them to
participate in the program which may have led to households under report their SMP participation.
We find that of the households who indicated participating in the SMP, only ~10% would have been
eligible for free meals based on reported household income before the new legislation was enacted.
Fig. 1. Percentages of food insecure households with children that participated in the
SMP in October 2021 compared to October 202, n = 1049.

[5] Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics. 2020. America’s Children in Brief: Key National Indicators of Well-Being, 2020. Washington,
DC: U.S.
[6] National Center for Education Statistics. 2021. Impact of the Coronavirus Pandemic on the Elementary and Secondary Education System. The
Condition of Education 2021. Ch. 2.
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Households with Children Continued to Struggle with Food Insecurity During
the COVID-19 Pandemic
While the SMP may have alleviated schoolchildren's hunger during the school day, we found many
households that used SMP during October 2020 or October 2021 continued to struggle with food
insecurity during that same time period. Figure 2 shows the percentages of households
participating in the SMP that reported experiencing food insecurity. Seventy-three percent of
households reported either sometimes or often running out of food and being unable to afford
more (Figure 2).
Food insecurity rates for households with children in 2020 were higher than pre-pandemic food
insecurity rates (14.8% compared to 13.5%), thus illustrating the economic toll that the pandemic
had on U.S. families. Even with this higher rate of household food insecurity, we also found that
56% of food insecure households with children did not participate in the SMP during October 2020
or October 2021. This indicates that the SMP did not reach all families that faced food insecurity
during this time. However, some of these households may only have had children under the age of
5 and might not have had the opportunity to utilize SMPs.
Further, 23% of SMP households who reported experiencing food insecurity did not utilize SNAP
assistance, implying opportunity exists to increase outreach and enrollment assistance efforts for
safety net programs and to broaden eligibility thresholds for programs that mitigate food
insecurity.
Fig. 2. Percentage of households participating in the School Meal Program that reported either
never, sometimes, or often running out of food and being unable to afford more, n = 1133.
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Fig. 3. Percentage of households with children who did not participate in the School Meal
Program that reported either never, sometimes, or often running out of food and being unable
to afford more, n = 1842.
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Conclusion
We find evidence that the transition from in-person learning to virtual in K-12 education was
associated with decreases in food access and changes in food acquisition methods by families
participating in school meal programs (SMP).
While many expected SMP participation to increase substantially after schools returned to inperson, based on the results of this nationally representative survey, SMP participation by food
insecure households did not recover to pre-pandemic levels in October 2021.
Previous research has found that both SNAP-EBT and SMPs serve as important safety nets,
resulting in improved food security outcomes. Yet, the relatively high percentages of families using
these programs that still reported experiencing some level of food insecurity demonstrates that
there is still need for additional program that address food insecurity and education and outreach
on available programs.
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