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Child Nutrition 
 
 
Good nutrition is a critical part of a child’s intellectual, emotional, and physical 
development. Unfortunately, too many children in the United States go without an 
adequate amount of nutritious food. Currently 13 million children – 18 percent of all 
children – suffer from food insecurity, defined as “limited or uncertain access to 
enough nutritious food.” Children in food insecure households are more likely to 
have illnesses requiring hospitalization and much more likely to be reported in fair or 
poor health.  They are also more likely to have vitamin and mineral deficiencies, 
cognitive development deficits, emotional and behavioral problems (including 
trouble relating to peers), and symptoms of depression. 1 America’s Second Harvest – 
the largest national network of food banks, kitchens, and pantries – reported serving 
over 9 million children in 2001; one out of every four people in line at a soup kitchen 
is a child.2  
 
The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) addresses childhood hunger through 
several child nutrition programs, including the National School Lunch Program, 
Special Milk Program, School Breakfast Program, Child and Adult Care Food 
Program, Summer Food Service Program, and Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). The child nutrition programs 
provide reimbursement for school meals and nutrition assistance for day care, after-
school care, and summer programs, while WIC aims to improve the health of women 
and their young children by providing supplemental food, nutrition and breastfeeding 
education, and access to health services. These programs serve 49 million children 
per year in the United States and have helped alleviate the problem of childhood 
hunger; however there is still more work to be done.3  
 
  
NATIONAL SCHOOL LUNCH PROGRAM 
 
Created in 1946, the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) serves more than 27 
million children each school day in more than 97,000 schools and residential child 
care institutions.4 Through the school lunch program, the government reimburses 
schools for the free and provides funds to serve eligible children nutritious free or 
reduced-price lunches and after-school snacks. Of the 4.7 million school meals 
served monthly, about half are free and nearly 10 percent are reduced-price meals 
served to children who otherwise would not have been able to afford lunch.  5 A 
child’s eligibility for free or low-cost meals is determined according to household 
income; children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty 
level are eligible for free meals, while those with incomes between 130 percent and 
185 percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price meals. In the 2004-05 
school year, a family of three with an annual income of $20,371 a year was at 130 
percent of the federal poverty level; an annual income of $28,990 was at 185 percent 
of the federal poverty level. 6   
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In the 2004-05 school year participating schools received $2.24 for every free lunch served and 
$1.84 for every reduced price lunch served. For every additional full-price lunch bought by 
students, the government gives schools 21 cents.  These funds help ensure eligible children pay 
nothing for lunch and reduced price students pay no more than 40 cents. Schools that served 
more than 60 percent of their meals free or at a reduced price in the preceding year qualify for an 
extra 2-cent reimbursement for every lunch served. In addition, for the 2004-05 school year, 
schools are guaranteed access to commodity foods provided by the USDA, which are valued at 
17.25 cents for every lunch served during the school year. 7 
 
Similar to the school lunch program, the Special Milk Program is a supplementary child nutrition 
program run through USDA Food and Nutrition Service, which reimburses schools and child 
care institutions not participating in other Federal Child Nutrition Programs for the milk they 
serve.  
 
 
SCHOOL BREAKFAST PROGRAM 
 
Recent studies have shown that eating a healthy breakfast is essential to a child’s ability to 
concentrate, behave, and learn. While hungry children are more likely to be hyperactive, absent, 
and tardy, 8 children who eat breakfast at the start of the school day show a general increase in 
math and reading scores.9   
 
In response to findings concerning the relationship between childhood hunger and learning, 
Congress permanently established the School Breakfast Program (SBP) in 1975. Today, the 
school breakfast program serves more than 8.8 million low-income children in more than 76,000 
schools and institutions nationwide.10 Like the school lunch program, the school breakfast 
program determines eligibility based on household income and schools are reimbursed according 
to the number of low-income children served.  
                                  
For the 2004-05 school year, schools were reimbursed $1.23 per free breakfast served, 93 cents 
per reduced-price breakfast served, and 23 cents per full-price breakfast served. Schools serving 
at least 40 percent of their breakfasts free or at a reduced price may qualify for additional “severe 
need” reimbursements of 23 cents per free or reduced price breakfast served. For fiscal year 
2003, Congress appropriated $1.7 billion for federal reimbursements for the School Breakfast 
Program.11 
 
SUMMER FOOD SERVICE PROGRAM  
 
While low-income children have access to healthy meals during the school year through schools, 
summer is a difficult time for many families to provide their children with adequate nutrition.  

Through the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP), school districts, non-profit organizations, 
tribes and public agencies can serve free nutritious meals to students when school is out for 
extended periods of time. In addition, the Seamless Summer Food Waiver allows schools to 
operate summer meals as a continuation of the school lunch program, decreasing the paperwork 
associated with running two separate programs.12 
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Unlike school lunch and breakfast, summer food can be served outside of school settings. An 
“open” site can serve free meals to any child 18 and younger in areas where at least 50 percent of 
the children qualify for free or reduced-price meals during the school year. These sites often 
serve meals from local schools, parks, Boys and Girls Clubs, and other local agencies. 
“Enrolled” sites may serve free meals to all children in an activity program in which 50 percent 
of the participants are eligible for free or reduced-price school meals. Campsites serving 3 meals 
per day under this program may only serve free meals to children who are eligible for free and 
reduced-price school meals. 
 
Some advocates want to make organizations already receiving federal funds for low-income 
children automatically eligible for the summer food program. Advocates also endorse lowering 
the open site eligibility threshold from 50 percent to 40 percent, extend ing current waivers and 
pilot programs to all states and sponsors, and streamlining the application process for sponsors. 
 
While 16 million children receive free or reduced-price meals under the National School Lunch 
Program during the school year, the Summer Food Service Program currently serves only 3.2 
million children, leaving 80 percent of eligible children without access to quality meals during 
the summer months.13  
 
 
CHILD AND ADULT CARE FOOD PROGRAM 
 
The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) provides federal reimbursements for meals 
and snacks in licensed public and nonprofit child care centers, programs providing before- and 
after-school child care, and family and group child care homes for preschoolers. CACFP serves 
eligible children in day care homes or centers (age 12 and younger), homeless shelters (age 12 
and younger), in after-school care (age 18 and younger), migrant children (age 15 and younger), 
and children with disabilities (all ages).  CACFP funds also serve adults who are functionally 
impaired and residents of day adult day care centers age 60 and older. In total, CACFP 
subsidizes healthy meals for 2.9 million children and adults annually.14  
 
The program uses two different reimbursement rate structures for family child care providers and 
child care centers. Both offer higher reimbursement rates for low-income children.  

 
 
SPECIAL SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION PROGRAM FOR WOMEN, INFANTS, AND 
CHILDREN (WIC)  

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) aims to 
improve the health of women and their young children by offering supplemental nutritious foods, 
education about nutrition and breastfeeding, and referrals to other health, welfare, and social 
services. Since the program targets pregnant women and children during times of critical growth 
and development, access to WIC services boosts cognitive development and leads to improved 
birth and diet-related outcomes. The program currently serves over 7.6 million women and 
children, including 1.9 million infants.15 



 4

WIC Income Eligibility Guidelines (July 1, 2004-June 30, 2005) 
 

Family of 1 $ 17,224 or below 

Family of 2 $23,107 

Family of 3 $28,990 
Family of 4 $34,873 

Family of 5 $40,756 

Family of 6 $46,639 

Family of 7 $52,522 
Family of 8 $58,405 

For each add'l 
family 
member, add 

+ $5,883 

Unlike other child nutrition programs, WIC is not an entitlement program, so Congress does not 
reimburse states according to the number of people eligible for WIC services.  Instead, states 
receive a flat sum of money to operate WIC on a local level. Therefore WIC cannot guarantee 
service for everyone who is eligible. In addition, confusion about program eligibility state 
funding constraints, and infrastructure limitations restrict the number of people WIC reaches. In 
fiscal year 2004, Congress provided $4.9 billion for the WIC programs.16 

Established by Congress in 1992, the Farmer’s Market Nutrition Program provides $10 to $20 in 
coupons that WIC mothers can use to buy fresh produce at local farmer’s markets. States have 
the option to augment the value of these coupons. For fiscal year 2004, Congress appropriated 
just over $22.8 million for the Farmer’s Market Nutrition Program.17 

 
CHILD NUTRITION PROGRAM REAUTHORIZED IN 108TH CONGRESS 
 
On June 30, 2004 President Bush signed into law The Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization 
Act (Public Law 108-255).  
 
The law extends the child nutrition programs until fiscal year 2009, making alterations to allow 
more low-income children access to nutritional resources.  The Child Nutrition and WIC 
Reauthorization Act simplifies the application process for the National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP).  Pending Congressional funding, up to five states will be authorized to raise their 
income threshold for free- lunch eligibility under the school lunch program from 130 percent of 
the poverty level to 185 percent. 
 
The law allows more children to benefit from the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) by 
making the Seamless Summer Waiver permanent.  Additionally, the Lugar pilot, which has 
increased participation in the summer food program by 13.1 percent in pilot states, will be 
expanded to six more states.18 
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Migrant children will now be automatically eligible for free lunch under the Child and Adult 
Care Food Program (CACFP).  The new law also raises the CACFP cut-off age for homeless 
children from 12 to 18 and allows for-profits to serve meals under this program.   
 
The Fruit and Vegetable pilot program, which has led to improved student eating habits in the 
pilot states, will be made permanent and expanded to three additional states.   The program will 
receive $9 million of funding beginning Oct 1, 2004.19   
 
– Updated September 2004 
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