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fin October l§79'the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the’U S. Department of
“Agriculture began aﬂx:valuatlon of the National School Lunch, School Breakfast
- and Special Mllk Pro%;ams.p The evaluation is formally calle the,Natlonal
Evaluatlon of School Nutr1t10n|Programs. This is an execut1ve(1gmma |

final report from that{istudy.
% 4

The major objectives of the evaluation were to: identify and synthesize

ry of the

ex;stlng research and evaluatlon data on the school nutrition programs, iden-
tlgy the determinants of partlclpatlon in the school nutrition programs - and
develop stat1st1cal models for use in forecast1ng partlclpatlon rates, deter—
m1ne the impact of Ehe school. nutrition programs upon students and their
famllles, and deter\xne whether. ex1sf:qq\henef1t levels are appropr1ate for
part1c1pants' needs. The study was in tiated in response to Senate Resolutlon

‘90 (June 20, 1979, Report 98- 208)

)
o

3 N s S0,

This report is the third major report emanat1ng from ‘the National Evaluation

‘of School Nutr1t10n Programs: The f1rst report, U.S. Department of AgrlCul—:

ture s Response to Senat# Resolutlon 90 (Radz1kowski and vogel, '1981) pre- ~°

sented pre11m1naty evaluatlon f1nd1ngs. “The second report, The National
S

Evaluatlon of School Nutrition Programs - Rev1ew of Research (Nelson et al.,

- 1981) 1dent1f1ed and synthesized ‘the result&. from research stud1es completed

between l960 and 1980 that addressed the top1cs of school nutr1t10n program o

™~

'operatlons and effectlveness.
-

\

In the subsequent parts of th1s summar§,ithe goals of th:ﬂschool nutr1t10:\\\\
programs are identified and program operatlons are brlefly descr1bed There-
after, hlghllghts of the. descrlpqlve, 1mpact and part1c1pat10n f1nd1ngs from
theAstudy ‘are presenteda_‘ o B . i . B o

;' l f g . ron f' s Lo

v A PROGRAM GOALS' ARD. OPERATIONS
. & - : '\\. | S ‘ %

s
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i

i

The National échool tLunch Program,  was authorized in 1946 (P.L. 79-396) to
safeduard the health and well be1ng of the nation's children by providlng them
with tr1t10ug foods ‘and to. support farm income by 1ncreas1ng the consumption

of .4 mest1c agricultural products. In pursuit of similar goals, the Child

O
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and the Special Milk -Prc’ram. Through“thes‘e programs, meals designed to meet
specific nutritional’ requirements are offered at full price, reduced price or
free to students in- participating. schools, according to uniform national

eligibility criteria based on family income and size. ‘ . v‘:
The -Food and Nutrition Service of the U.S. Department of Agritulture -is the

incipal administering agency for the National School Lunch, School Breakfast
and Special Milk Programs. At the federal ],evei,, FNS is genera11y responsiblq

for implementing .prograiﬁ legislation; establishing regulations, policies and

‘_Nutrition ‘Act- of 19‘.6“6 (P.L. A89'—‘642) authorized the School Breakfast Program

-

guidelines; monitoring program performance; and providing program and admin-’

istrative funds to states. At the regional level there are seven FNS"offices.

‘The major “functions of the FNS Regional Offices are to monitor and prov1de

technic_:al assistance ‘to the state  agencies. When state agencies cannot admin—
aqr°
ister the programs in private schools because of state laws, FNS Regional

Offices directly administer the programs in private schopls. ' In turn, the
state agency,. usually the Department of Education, administers. the programs

within the states by providing technical assistance tqQ .local School Food

Authorities (SFA's) at the scheol districvt level, by nionitoring'lSFA perfor-

,'mance, and by establishing fiscal record—keeping systems. At the local level,

SPA's administer the programs in the schools they supervise, in accordance

with all of the appropriate ‘regulations such as. those governing the income
Q

criteria for free and reduced price eligibility. Finally, individual schools

are respons1b1e for preparing nutritious mea1s and making them ava11ab1e to

a11 children. _ L 'I , T

RS f
. : . s

The school nutrition programs receive federal support primarily by a perfor—

. mance funding mechaniSm. The allocation. of resources to the’ states by the

‘f’ederal government, and subsequently.to‘the SFA's by the states, is,based on a
cash reimbursement for each meal‘or half piht of milk served. ..In addition to

the cash reimbursement, schools receive ‘an amount of commodities based on the
)

.number of lunches they sbrve plus as much of specified’ types of surplus com-—,

modities (e.g., cheese) as they can use without waste. At the time this study
was conducted, during Fiscal Year 1981, states received approximately $2.4

billion in cash subsidies and $894 million in donated commodities' for thé
. . = . . \ a
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.late 1981).

@ .

Natlonal School Lunch Program, $330 mlllion in cash subsidies for the .School

Breakfast Program, and $102 mllllon in cash subs1d1es for the Spec1al Milk.

*
S

METHODOLOGY '

A . . 2

’
{

uThe Natlonal Evaluation of School Nutrltlon Programs was the first study to

exam1ne the effects of the School Lunch, School Breakfast and Mllk Programs on

a nat10nally representatlve sample of’ publlc school students and thelr parents.
In the Fall of 1980, data on public ‘school students' program part1c1patlon,
dietary 1ntake, growth and development and well being were’ taken through per-
sonal 1nterv1ew or/d1rect measurement from approx1mately 6, 500 students. Dur—

1ng the same t1me perlod data on famlly food expendltures, 1ncome and famlly

comp051tlon were collected from the students parents.- Also, dur1ng this’

perlod measures: of program character1stlcs were collected from pr1nc1pals and

food serv1ce managers in 1,100 publlc schools, through a ma1l survey-. Statls-

u

_tical 1nferences and. descriptive national est1mates were made about school

nutrition operations, participation patterns and impact, based on a-wide’ range

v
’

of program part1c1pants and nonpart1c1pants in the sample.

DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS -

v

School Lunch - General“Characteristics

The National School Lunch Program is available to almost’ all the public schoal

students in the.Unlteg States. Dur1ng the time of the survey, 98 percent of
EN EA

~

these students had daily access to the Lunch Program.

'
»
\

[

‘About 25 million School‘Lunches, enough to feed 60 percent of those attending

public schools were served every day. Students tended to be regular partici-
pants and eat the School Lunch every day or not at all. Two out of five
School Lunches were served free of charge. Slightly more than half of all

School -Lunches were.served to students paying full price. The average price

of a full price School Lunch was 63 cents in the Fall of 1980 18l cents in

»

\
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A
School' Breakfast - General Chardcteristicé\'

In eontrast to the Lunch Program's peréasiveness in the'United .States, the
newer School Breakfast Program is avallable to only 39 percent of bubllc school
students. The distribution of schools ma1ntain1ng the Breakfast Program is
!lby‘no means randqm——participating school's occur disproportionately in poor,
-southern and urban districts. Schools with the Breakfast Program also tend to.
‘have lower per pupil expenditures (i.e., local resources devoted to educatron
tend to be less than in otHer schools). . ‘ : '

A : : ‘
At the time pf the study,'ebout four miflion School Breakfasts were served,
every'day, enough to feed approximately 10 percent of the students attendingh
‘public schools. Four out of five School Breakfasts were served free df}charge.
The average price of a ful; price School Breékfast wis 28 cents in tne,Fall of
1980 (41 cents in late 1981) As in the Lunch Program, students tend to be
regular participants and eat the School Breakfast every day or not at all.

X . !

School Lunch - Income and Family Composition of Participants

As a general rule, participétion in the Lunch Program is highest fer studentsg Py
from families in the lowest quartile ef total income (below $12,250) and per
capita income, and for students from large families (i.e., five or more mem-
bers) and from single parent families. Large and single parent femilies are

3 -
both known to be associated with lower socioeconomic status,
v [] .~ N

Black, Hispanic and other minority_ students elso have higher participation
rates than white students, who have the' lowest rate. Although white students
<: eve the lowest rate of participation, they constitute the largest part of the
“/school—age population and thus receive slightly more than two-thirds of the —
School Lunches. ' ‘

School Breakfast - Income and Familz;pompositién of Participants

The same participant characteristics of income and family composition described
above for the Lunch Program also apply to the Breakfast Program; however, they
are more pronounced for the Breakfast Program. That is, the Breakfast Program

provides benefité to relatively higher percentages of low income and non-white

O
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" - participants than is provided by the Lunch Program. Only 1.4 petcentxéf those
in the upper quartile of famlly income (above $30,000) participate in the
Breakfast Program. . ‘Again, although wh1te students have the lowest rate of
participation, they consititute the largest part of the population and thus
receive 40 percent of the School Breakfasts. ’

s

Schaols That Do Not Have the Lunch or Breakfast Programs

4

There are about 1,700 public schools in districts where none.of thé séhools
" have ‘the School Lunch or Breakfast Program. They have an enrollment- of abdut
1,000,000 students. The students.in these schools are about 93 percent white,
Icompared to a national average of about 75 perc%nt white. These schoois appear
to serve students who, are more affluent than those in schools that have the

Lunch Progrém. ) 4
1 : - IMPACT. FINDINGS

N -‘71 R .
School Lunch ~ Impact on Family Food Expenditures
> ' 4
The monetary value' of the federal reimbursement for School Lunches represents

a subsidy to the famllles of participating students. An important issue is
¢

whether fani

use the subsidy to supplement or to substitute for their

usual food expenditur

Analyses- from @he’étudy clearly show that the Ihnch Program_supplements family
food é@penditures. Contrary tolsome speculatlon, fam111es in general do not
redice their i?bd expendltures when the1r children rece1We subsidlzed meals at
school. Thus/the Lunch Program is attainlng one of its leglslated goals..“It
is promoting the consumptlon of agricultural products by increasing the amount

-

or quality” (i.e., value) of food obtained by participating families.

The School Lunch Program is an efficient way of increasing the value of food
avallable to particpants’ famiiies since, in most cases, the valuem is.
1ncreased by, about the same amount as the federal subsidy. To- judge . the

.magnitude of the effect, one can compare it to the increased -amount of . £bod



-

expendﬁtures resulting from an additional dollar of cash income. - That com-—

parison shows that an increase of between $9.00 and $10.00 of direct cash
-

income would be needed to have the same effect on food expendltures as $1.00

<

of School L%?ch subsidy. . ‘ &;i |

| N ’
The above findings hold for the general populatlon of School Lunch partici-
- pants. There are some differences in the effect of %art1c1pat10n among dif-
ferent ethnic groups. There is a slight reduction in food expenditures for
blacks amd Hispanics. Most of the reduction is in’@%penditures for food away
from.home. No significant reduction is shown for food expemditures at home.
Since the differences are slight and are for food ‘away from home, it is pos-
sible that pafticipants from these groups are diverting the money Ehey would

have spent on alterna&?ge lunches or snacks to other family expenditures.

3

. School Breakfast — Impact on Family Food Expenditures .

e,

There is no reduction in family food expenditures for the éeneraprqpulatiop,
'_of>School Breakfast participants. The effect of Bfeakfast‘Program particip'L

tion on the food expenditures of low 1nc?mg and ethnic groups is the same ]s
}that for the general populatlon.‘ ; . '
Because no substitution effect is found, the Bfeakfast Program, ‘even more than
the Lunch Proéram, can be considered primarily a food supplementation program
and an efficient way of increasing the value of food available to partici-
pants' families.

,., , /
]

School Lunch - Impact on the Nutrient Intake of Students

Impact on dietary intake gives am indication over the short term'of the extent

to which 'the school nutrition programs are attaining,their goal of safeguard-

ing the health of the Ration's school-age children through the provision of

" nutritious foods. ; .
. ' ‘

Students who participate in School Lunch have higher intakes of energy and

more nutrients than students who do not participate in any of the school

ERIC
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1 Y . . .
nutrition programs. The Lunch Program iS superior ;3\ only when participants'

nutrient intake from the noon meal is compared to that of nonparticipants, but
-« " .

also when participants' 24-hour nutrient intake is compared to that of nonpar-
ticipants. The dlfferences in nutrient intake are accounted for mainly by the
higher nutritional value of School, Lunches compared with the lunches eaten’ by

£

o E]
-

nonparticipants. : ) : ‘{§

It is worth noting that of the many nutr1ents for which Lunch Program partici-
pants show superior 1ntakes, four (v1tam1ns A and B6, calcium and magnesium)

are ones that typically are deficient in the diet of the school-age populat}on.

'Y

The superiority of. the School Lunch is reflected in higher da11y intake of

nutrients for the general school-age popglatron and for all the population
subgroups that were examined. Elementary.studEntsh secondary érudents, and
students from families with per capita income below the sample median (i,e.,
below $3,845) all benefit from part1c1pat10n in the Lunch Program. It was
expected that an even greater nutritional impact would be found for low income
students than for middle or high income students; however, the rd%ults for the
low income students are quite Similar to those for the general populat1on of

Lo
students.

€

School Breakfast - Impact on the Nutrient Intake of Students

.

The School Breakfast 'Program was originally established in part to combat the
nutritional problems of poor children. Although all children in schools with
th1s program are now ellgible to participate regardless of their parents'
1ncome, historically there has been a conscious effort to target the Breakfast
Program toward schools with high percentages of children from low income

families. .

1Nonparrrcipants. unless otherwise noted, are students in schools where the -

program in question is available bit who choose not to participate. Compari-
sons are between students who eat the School Lunch and students who eat an
alternative lunch. If students-who skipped lunch were included in the non-
participating group, differences betwXen Lunch participants and nonpartici-
pants would be even greater than the differences describe&\here-

Y
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The findings from the study gugggst that the principal nutritional benefit of
the Breakfast Program is that it increases the likelihood that children will
eat breakfast. ' This can be considered a nutritional benefit-in that,. on the
average, chidren who eat a breakfast are substantially better nourished than

those who skip breakfast. Based on projections made from this study's dagﬁ,

it is estimated that ovegk600,000 students who curreptly skip breakfast ;ould

eat it if the Breakfast Program were available in their 'schools.

GiYen that children do eat breakfast, the School Breakfast is nét supérior to
the meal studeﬁts obtain from non-USDA sources except for the milk—felated
nutrients. Moreover, thé findings for the low income, elementary and second-
ary School Breakfast program participants are éimilar to those for the general
‘population of Breakfast Program participants. Participants in these 'subgroups
also have nutrient intakes that are inferior to those of nonparticipants. In
facE, the School Breakfast provides less vitamin A and B6, and less iron than

breakfasts eaten by nonpartiqipants; ' v

Milk -’'Impacts on the Nutrient Intake of Students

“
Wwhen judging the dietary intake findings of the study, it is important té_keep
in q}nd the nutrient contribution of milk as part of the meal patterns. Milk
is a major source of caléium, phosphorus_and riboflavin. In almost all of the .
comparisons that demdnétrate ‘the relative efficacy of the. schdol nug}ition
progréms,’singly or in’ combination with one another, the high intakes of some
(i.e., calcium, phosphorus and riboflébin) but no% 211 nutrients, are most)

7

-

likely due to milkvconsumption.

School Lunch - Impa¢t on the Growth and’ Development of Students 6 )

«

Impact on growth and development (i.e., height and weight) proyides indica--

tions of the long-term effects of program partdcipation:on.ch} dren's héalth.
However, subﬁ indices are mgﬁg more. likely to be aéfecéed by illness, genetic’
and environmental influences’than by school meals. o - .
N \ R
Participation {n the School Lunch Program shows no effects on students' height
adjusted for aga. However, inﬁermndiate and neconéary .school -students who

oy \
N

O
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ihave' participated in. the program an averagé-‘bf (five '‘days per week since
'entering school', welgh sllghtly more for their age and have sllghtly bigger
triceps fatfolds than students who were 1ess frequent part1c1pants.‘ These
effects of" SGhool Lunch participation do.not vary.wrth income -~ status. The .
differences.in weight and triceps fatfold thickness associated with participd-
tion amoné the older students are'quite smail compared with the“effects of
other factors such as the sex of the child, ethnic background and pﬁ&ents'
helght and welght. ‘ Oonsequently, the 51gnif1c%§ce of  these findlngs with
respect to the goal of safeguarding the health of ' school—age children is !
difficult to evaluate.

o7
School Breakfast - Impact on the Growth and Development of Students

School Breakfast participation is not related to students' helght adjusted fos
age.l Relationships with weiéht and triceps fatfold thickness are inconsistent
and ;ather weak, although it appears that frequent Bréakfast parbicipants are
somewhat less likely than nonpatt1c1pants to be under- or overwelght, i. e.y
" they are somewhat more 11ke1y to be in the normal range. These effects of

School_Breakfast Program participation do@pot vary with income status.

PARTICIPATION, FINDINGS'

. : :
School Lunch - Determinants of participation ' _ '}

The biggest single determinant.OE School.Lunch Program participation,is meal
pricefz Holding other factors constant, students who pay higher’prices par-
ticipate less frequently. The responsiveness of participation frequency to ~
the pr1ce pa1d for School Lunch depends very much on’ the pr1ce level. At ////
Lunch pr1ce of 40 cents for example, a 10 percent increase in price is associ-
ated w1th as percent decrease in participation, while at a price .of 60 cents,
a 10 percent increase in pr1ce is associated with a 7.5 percent decrease in

' patt1c1patlon. .

2P’art1c1patlon in this context is” def1ned as the number of times within a
given week a student eats the school meal. ‘




Ped

Students ‘whose parents report that "the School Lunch . is less expensive, more

convenient and of hlgher nutrit10na1 value than 1unch at home are more likely

‘

to participate. ‘The strength of the: effect of these factors suggests that .

parent attitudes as well as ecqnomic factors. are important in pred1cting

participation levels.

.

 Other factors that account for a substantial amount of variation in School

Lunch participation suggest that more frequent partiecipants are students who

are younger (under age 13), have parents who make the decision where to eat

Iunch; are male, have parents who are less educated, cannot eat lunch at home,/

11ve in rural areas and go to schools where the faculty and staff eat in the

v

same dining areas as students. .

a

School Breakfast — Determinants of Part1c1pat10n . ﬂf\

4

Studeﬁts who receive free- Breakfasts or pay very low pr1ces for Breakfast par-
ticipate more frequently than those who pay higher ‘prices. AThe fespon51veness
of participation frequency to the price paid for Breakfast depends on the
price level of the meal but is generally quite high. At a Breakfast price of
20 cents for example, a 10 percent increase in price is associated with a
7 percent decrease in participation; Thethigh responsiveness of ‘participation
to Breakfast price changes and the fact that only 27 percent of Breakfast
participants pay anything for:meals suégest that when students have to pay for
the School Breakfast, the demand is quite low. o o

Other - factors that account for a substantial amount of variation in School
Breakfast participation suggest that more frequent School Breakfast partici-
pants are students whc are younger, cannot eat breakfast at home, are black,
are male, have parents who consider the School Breakfast a better nutritional
value and more convenient than a home breakfast, make their own decision about

where to eat breakfast and come from families that receive WIC benefits.

School Lunch - Targeting of Program Benefits

The targeting analyses developed a tool for examgping the effects of current

pqlicyland changes to current policy on the distribution of program benefits.

-~
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For simulation erposes in the f'inal report,»the policy under scrutiny was the
eligibility criteria for free(and reduced price meals. The benefits of the
School 'Lunch and, Breakfast Programs were defined in, terms of the. number of
meals that children received through the programs. The distribution of bene—
fits was measured both by the participation rate of the total public school
population and -by the participation rates of yarious subgroups of ,public
- school students. Since the needs . of various subgroups.diffef,fthe results of
these analyses help in determining the extent to which .the programs reach
those groups with the greatest need. .
. . , |

The effects of different criteria were assessed by comparing participation
rates under several different sets of eligibility criteria for free and reduced
price meals. For example,>the effects on various population subgroups of the
-eligibility_criteria in use in Fall 1980 (i.e., a hardship deduction, 125 per-

cent of poverty‘for free, i9s percent of poverty for reduced) were compared to
the eligibility c¢criteria in use after passage of the Omnibus Reconciliation
Act of 1981 (i.e., ne'hardship deduction, 130 percent of poverty for free,
185 percent of pouerty for -reduced). This comparison showed- that students
from families in the se¢ond quartile of per capita income (i.e., $2, 506 to
$4, 250) received a much greater reduction in School Lunch benefits than the
géneral population. There were no important differences in- effects for stu-
dents of various ages or ethnicity, or for students from different regions of

@

the country. : -~

School Breakfast — Targeting of Program Benefits

’

The targeting analyses show the effects of changing'eligibiiity criteria to be
greater on School Breakfast participation than on School Lunch participation.
Comparison of participation rates under the -eligibility criteria in use in
Fall 1980 to the rates under the eligibility criteria in use after passage of
the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981 shows the greatest reduction in ‘Break-
‘fast Program benefits_for students who are in familiesiwith per capita income
in the second quartile, live in the western or northeastern United States, are

in grades 10 through 12 and are Hispanic.



CONCLiJs IONS
| .
The School Lunch'Program, while it delivers benefits to substantial

v numbers of poor students, serves a11 students.

»

The 'School Breakfast Program, because it delivers mostly free meals .
and is found predominantly in schools located in low income ,areas,

serves primarily the _poor.

Both the School Lunch and Breakfast Programs function more as food sup—
plementation ‘than as income supplementation programs. This is because,
. in general, the federal subsidy results in an dincrease in the value of
food available to, the family rather than an increase in discretionary'
income. Moreover, both programs are likely more efficient than the
f.provision of additional cash income in accOmplishing food supplemen-—

tation goals.

The School Lunch Program, as;judged by the nutrient intake of students,
clearly provides meals that are superior to the lunches - received by
nonparticipants. These differences are probably accounted for by the

ndtritional quality of foods,prescribed in the national meal pattern.

‘Compared to a1ternative breakfasts, the School Breakfast is superior
only in the milkt:elated ngtrients.' Since the nutrients for which the
School Breakfast suffers by comparison.are low in the diets of'a large
percentage of.school—age chi1dren,'the School Breakfast meal pattern .
should be examined and improved. - The majorﬂadvantage,of the School
Breakfast 'Programx is that fewer students skip breakfast in schools
where the School Breakfast is available. '

participation rates in both the School Lunch and Breakfast Programs
are more sensitive to differences in the/price of meals than any other
factor affecting‘participation. School Breakfast participation rates
would be especia11y depressed in the face of any substantial price
hikes.

Altering major‘ policies (e.g., eligibility criteria) in the School

Lunch and Breakfast Programs to control program costs, while often
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-having simple fiscal implications, can have different and not imme-~

- ‘diately obvious effects on the dgstribution of benefits to various
’ Asubpopulations of participants. Such unanticipated effects of various
policy. options in many cases can now be estimated from the data col-

1ect?d in the National Evaluation of School Nutrition PrJgrams.»



