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SUMMARY STATEMENT
The Society of Behavioral Medicine (SBM) urges 
Congress to restore USDA funding for school 
meals through reinstating the Local Food for 
Schools Cooperative Agreement Program 
and the Local Food Purchase Assistance 
Cooperative Agreement Program to prevent 
hunger and reduce food insecurity in American 
children. SBM also encourages legislators to 
sponsor HR 24.02, the No Hungry Kids in Schools 
Act, which would expand access to free 
school meals and make it easier for schools to 
participate in the program.
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The Society of Behavioral Medicine Supports 
Retaining Funding for School Meals to Reduce Hunger 
and Food Insecurity in American Children

BACKGROUND
In 2015 and again in 2018, the Society of Behavioral 
Medicine disseminated health policy position statements 
to support the school meal nutrition standards put forth in 
the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act in 20101,2. These standards 
showed improved dietary quality in kids without increasing 
additional school meal waste3-6. Despite data supporting 
the importance of access to nutritious school meals7, the 
school meal program continues to be a contentious topic 
among members of Congress. This is especially important 
as a body of research has long found disparities in nutrition 
levels among children from lower socioeconomic statuses 
or with minoritized racial and ethnic identities8-11. Given 
that more than 30 million children across the U.S rely on 
the National School Breakfast and Lunch Programs for a 
significant portion of their daily nutrition12, federal meal 
programs and nutrition standards are critical for increasing 
access to nutrient dense foods, and for reducing the 
stigma that can be linked to school meals13-14. Further, 
research has shown that participation in these programs 
improves achievement and attendance outcomes15-18, 
highlighting that the impact of these programs extends 
beyond nutrition. New issues recently resurfaced that 
threaten student access to nutritious foods, particularly for 
students who need them most19. 

CURRENT POLICY ISSUES
In March 2025, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
terminated two key programs: the Local Food for Schools 
Cooperative Agreement Program and the Local Food 
Purchase Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program20. 
These programs provided over $1 billion in funding to help 
schools and food banks buy fresh, locally sourced food. The 
USDA cited a shift toward “long-term, fiscally responsible 
initiatives” as the reason for ending these programs20. This 
decision directly contradicts the priorities of the Make 
America Healthy Again commission (Section 5, iv), which 
focuses on the importance of child nutrition.21

Currently, many schools face significant barriers in providing 
universal free meals22. Schools must have at least 25% low-
income students to qualify for the Community Eligibility 
Provision (CEP)23, which leaves many schools just below that 
threshold unable to offer free meals to all. Additionally, CEP 
doesn’t fully reimburse schools for meal costs, meaning they 
often have to rely on other funds to cover the gap24. The 
eligibility process is also complex, with calculations done on 
a school-by-school basis, leading to administrative burdens. 
Furthermore, without universal free meals, many students 
face stigma14 or accumulate meal debt25, which prevents 
them from fully participating in school meal programs.

One reason that school meals are so vulnerable to 
changes from administration to administration is because 
the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010 gave 
the USDA the authority to set nutrition standards for school 
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meals26. That means while the law mandates that there 
be standards, the actual details of those standards — like 
limits on sodium, added sugars, or whole grain requirements 
— are not set by Congress. Instead, they’re created and 
modified by the USDA through rulemaking, a process that’s 
more flexible but also more vulnerable to political changes. 

POTENTIAL POLICY SOLUTIONS
1. SBM recommends reinstating both the Local Food for 

Schools Cooperative Agreement Program and the Lo-
cal Food Purchase Assistance Cooperative Agreement 
Program is important to better support local farmers and 
communities and provide higher quality food to Ameri-
can children. These programs previously allocated over 
$1 billion to support schools in purchasing fresh, locally 
sourced food. 

2. SBM recommends co-sponsoring the “No Hungry Kids 
in Schools Act”. This act was introduced by the House 
in March of 2025, would allow states to make all public 
school students eligible for free meals, starting in the 
2025–2026 school year. This bill removes that require-
ment for states that agree to cover some of the costs 
using non-federal funds. It also simplifies how eligibility is 
calculated by looking at student data across the whole 
state, rather than school by school. Overall, it expands 
access to free school meals and makes it easier for 
schools to participate in the program.

3. SBM recommends that the HHFKA include specific stan-
dards explicitly that are not vulnerable to rule changes 
through the USDA. Some examples of recommended 
standards would be including explicit nutrition standards 
that are driven by the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 
having requirements that fresh and local food access 
remain funded and increasing access to universal free 
meals in high-need schools. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Reinstate both the Local Food for Schools Cooperative 

Agreement Program and the Local Food Purchase As-
sistance Cooperative Agreement Program which will: 

 a)   direct funds to help schools and food banks buy 
fresh, local foods

 b)   restore programs to improve meal quality and re-
duce food insecurity

 c)   support local farms to boost equity and strengthen 
food systems

2. Co-sponsor HR 24.02, the No Hungry Kids in Schools 
Act, which would expand access to free school meals 
and make it easier for schools to participate in the pro-
gram by: 

 a)   allowing states to make all public school students 
eligible for free meals

 b)   simplifying/streamlining eligibility calculations with 
statewide data, reducing administrative burden

 c)   eliminating stigma and meal debt by offering univer-
sal free meals

3. Protect and Expand the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids 
Act by

 a)   codifying nutrition standards into law (not just USDA 
rulemaking)

 b)   requiring that programs supporting fresh and local 
food access remain funded

 c)   lowering barriers for high-need schools to adopt uni-
versal free meals

REFERENCES
1. Buscemi, J., Odoms-Young, A., Yaroch, A. L., Hayman, 

L. L., Robertson, T. P., & Fitzgibbon, M. L. (2015). Society 
of Behavioral Medicine (SBM) position statement: SBM 
supports retaining healthy school lunch policies. Trans-
lational behavioral medicine, 5(3), 357–359. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s13142-015-0318-z

2. Buscemi, J., Odoms-Young, A., Yaroch, A. L., Hayman, L. 
L., Loiacono, B., Herman, A., & Fitzgibbon, M. L. (2019). 
Society of Behavioral Medicine position statement: re-
tain school meal standards and healthy school lunches. 
Translational behavioral medicine, 9(2), 389–390. https://
doi.org/10.1093/tbm/iby040

3. Schwartz, M. B., Henderson, K. E., Read, M., Danna, N., 
& Ickovics, J. R. (2015). New school meal regulations 
increase fruit consumption and do not increase total 
plate waste. Childhood obesity (Print), 11(3), 242–247. 
https://doi.org/10.1089/chi.2015.0019

4. Bergman, E. A., Englund, T., Taylor, K. W., Watkins, T., 
Schepman, S., & Rushing, K. (2014). School lunch before 
and after implementation of the Healthy Hunger-Free 
Kids Act. Journal of Child Nutrition & Management, 
38(2), 1–12. https://schoolnutrition. org/uploadedFiles/5_
News_and_Publications/4_The_Journal_ of_Child_Nutri-
tion_and_Management/Fall_2014/School LunchBe-
foreandAfterImplementationHealthyHunger FreeKids-
Act.pdf

5. Cohen, J. F. W., Richardson, S., Parker, E., Catalano, P. 
J., & Rimm, E. B. (2014). Impact of the new U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture school meal standards on food 
selection, consumption, and waste. Journal of Preventa-
tive Medicine, 46(4), 388– 394. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
amepre.2013.11.013

6. Welker, E., Lott, M., & Story, M. (2016). The school food 
environment and obesity prevention: Progress over the 
last decade. Current Obesity Reports, 5(2), 145–155. 
https://doi. org/10.1007/s13679-016-0204-0

7. Hecht, A. A., Pollack Porter, K. M., & Turner, L. (2020). 
Impact of The Community Eligibility Provision of the 
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act on Student Nutrition, Be-
havior, and Academic Outcomes: 2011-2019. American 
journal of public health, 110(9), 1405–1410. https://doi.
org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305743

8. Hiza, H. A. B., Casavale, K. O., Guenther, P. M., & Davis, 
C. A. (2013). Diet quality of Americans differs by age, 
sex, race/ethnicity, income, and education level. Jour-
nal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 113(2), 
297–306. https://doi. org/10.1016/j.jand.2012.08.011



© Copyright Society of Behavioral Medicine 2025

9. Thomson, J. L., Tussing-Humphreys, L. M., Goodman, 
M. H., & Landry, A. S. (2019). Diet quality in a nationally 
representative sample of American children by sociode-
mographic characteristics. American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 109(1), 127–138. https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/
nqy284

10. Satia, J. A. (2009). Diet-related disparities: Understanding 
the problem and accelerating solutions. Journal of the 
American Dietetic Association, 109(4), 610–615. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jada .2008.12.019

11. Bardin, S., Washburn, L., & Gearan, E. (2020). Disparities 
in the healthfulness of school food environments and 
the nutritional quality of school lunches. Nutrients, 12(8), 
2375. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu12082375. 

12. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Ser-
vice. (2024). National School Lunch Program factsheet. 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/factsheet

13. Orta-Aleman, D., Zuercher, M. D., Bacon, K. A., Che-
lius, C., Hecht, C. E., Hecht, K., ... & Gosliner, W. (2024). 
Students’ perspectives on the benefits and challenges 
of universal school meals related to food accessibility, 
stigma, participation, and waste. Journal of Nutrition 
Education and Behavior, 56(9), 599-610.

14. Cohen, J. F. W., Hecht, A. A., McLoughlin, G. M., et al. 
(2021). Universal School Meals and Associations with 
Student Participation, Attendance, Academic Perfor-
mance, Diet Quality, Food Security, and Body Mass In-
dex: A Systematic Review. Nutrients, 13(3), 911.

15. Gordanier, J., Ozturk, O., Williams, B., & Zhan, C. (2020). 
Free lunch for all! The effect of the community eligibility 
provision on academic outcomes. Economics of Educa-
tion Review, 77, 101999.

16. Ruffini, K. (2021). Universal access to free school meals 
and student achievement: Evidence from the Com-
munity Eligibility Provision. Journal of Human Resources, 
0518-9509R3.

17. Schwartz, A. E., & Rothbart, M. W. (2020). Let them eat 
lunch: The impact of universal free meals on student 
performance. Journal of Policy Analysis and Manage-
ment, 39(2), 376–410.

18. Bartfeld, J. S., Berger, L., Men, F., & Chen, Y. (2019). Ac-
cess to the school breakfast pro- gram is associated with 
higher attendance and test scores among elementary 
school students. Journal of Nutrition, 149(2), 336–343.

19. Grumke, K. (2025). Free school meals among potential 
congressional budget cuts. NPR Illinois. 

20. CBS News. (2025). USDA cancels $1 billion in funding for 
schools and food banks to buy local food. https://www.
cbsnews.com/news/usda-cancels-local-food-purchas-
ing-food-banks-school-meals/

21. Make America Healthy Again Commission (2025). Es-
tablishing the President’s Make America Healthy Again 
Commision. https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-
actions/2025/02/establishing-the-presidents-make-amer-
ica-healthy-again-commission/ 

22. Pearce, A., & Neal, A. (2023). Challenges and Oppor-
tunities of Providing Free School Meals for All. Center for 
American Progress. https://www.americanprogress.org/
article/challenges-and-opportunities-of-providing-free-
school-meals-for-all/

SBM-0625-238

23. U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). (2023). Final rule: 
Child nutrition programs – CEP increasing options for 
schools. https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/fr-092623

24. School Nutrition Association. (2019). School meal trends 
& stats. https://schoolnutrition.org/aboutschoolmeals/
schoolmealtrendsstats

25. Melcher Philbin, E., & Fitzsimmons, C. (2019). Unpaid 
School Meal Fees: A Review of 50 District Policies. The 
Food Research & Action Center. https://frac.org/
research/resource-library/unpaid-school-meal-fees-a-
review-of-50-district-policies

26. U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). (2013). Nu-
trition Standards in the National School Lunch 
and School Breakfast Programs; Final Rule. Fed-
eral Register. https://www.federalregister.gov/docu-
ments/2012/01/26/2012-1010/nutrition-standards-in-the-
national-school-lunch-and-school-breakfast-programs

ENDORSEMENTS


