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BACKGROUND 

California’s landmark investment in free school meals for all K-12 students, beginning in school year 

2022-23 following federal universal school meals (USM) during the pandemic, has enormous poten-

tial to improve nutrition for millions of students. Evaluation of California’s USM can inform legislators 

and administrators as well as policy in other states and federally. The University of California Nutrition 

Policy Institute (NPI) has been engaged by the state, in collaboration with the California Department 

of Education, to assess USM in California beginning in school year 2021-22 and continuing through 

2025-26. This brief summarizes the evaluation design as well as NPI’s published findings to date. 

AIMS AND METHODS 

NPI used a longitudinal design to integrate data from multiple sources (administrative, meal 

observations, surveys and interviews with school staff, parents, and students) to address two aims: 

1) Assess stakeholder perspectives about the opportunities and challenges presented by 

federal USM to inform the initial implementation of state USM (formative evaluation) and 

compare to data collected over 4 subsequent years to optimize state USM (process 

evaluation). 

2) Assess the impacts of USM to inform continuation and/or expansion in California, other 

states and nationally (outcome evaluation). Data were collected primarily in California with the 

addition of comparative data from several other states both implementing and not implementing USM, 

with a focus on statewide samples, as well as from a select sample of California districts undertaking 

efforts to improve school foodservice. Measures include: 1) student school meal participation, food 

security, nutrition, school attendance, behavior and academic performance; 2) stakeholder percep-

tions of USM; 3) school meal quality and waste; and 4) school foodservice operations and costs. 
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To date, NPI’s research includes interviews, surveys, and focus groups throughout California with 

over 580 school nutrition directors, 430 students, and 2,000 parents (school years 2021–22 and 

2022–23). Additional in-depth information was collected from 16 California school districts during the 

2023–24 school year that included surveys and interviews with approximately 86 school nutrition 

professionals, 3,800 students, 1,400 parents, 300 teachers, and 55 school administrators. This 

research is complemented by comparisons with other states across the country that have either 

continued School Meals for All or gone back to charging some students for meals — reaching a total 

of over 1,800 school nutrition directors, 1,300 students, and 5,000 parents nationwide.  

FINDINGS TO DATE 

Overwhelming support for Universal School Meals 

Support for USM is widespread across all income levels in California, with eight in ten parents 

(80%) and nearly nine in ten students (87%) supporting the program.6 Parents, school 

foodservice directors and teachers report that USM has a positive impact on students’ 

academic performance.11,14,19 In addition, the majority of parents value that USM save them 

time and money, while also reducing stress.11,14,23 

Increased Meal Participation 

More students are participating in school meals than before USM. Over two-thirds of California school 

foodservice directors report increased student participation in response to state USM policy21,27 

Across the nation, meal participation has risen in states that adopted USM, compared to states that 

eliminated it after the federal policy ended.16 

Reduction in Stigma and Embarrassment 

Two-thirds of California students (66%) and parents (65%) report that USM have resulted in feeling 

less stigma or embarrassment associated with eating school meals.19,20,21 This shift reflects the 

program’s role in normalizing school meals for all students. 

Reduction in Food Insecurity 

USM has proven effective in improving students’ ability to access adequate food. Nearly two-thirds 

(61%) of parents who were nearly eligible for free or reduced-price meals worried about their financial 

situation without USM and half of all parents worried about providing enough food without USM.6 

Food insecurity remains a common issue among California families with school-age children.20 USM 

are associated with lower food insecurity among households with school-aged children, particularly in 

families already eligible for free meals under means-tested programs and those near but above the 

income eligibility threshold, who earn too much to qualify for free or reduced-price meals by federal 

standards.15 

Progress with School Meals 

Among California’s school foodservice directors, 44% reported improved meal quality during the first 

year of California USM. In addition, 82% reported freshly preparing at least some meal offerings. 

Most districts (79%) have received supplemental state, federal or local funding, such as Kitchen 

Infrastructure and Training Funds and the Farm to School Incubator Grants, which has enabled them 
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to offer more freshly prepared and locally sourced foods.5,10,22 When more meals are fresher, student 

participation increases.18,22 

Better School Finances 

California foodservice directors report that USM have resulted in positive financial outcomes, 

including increased revenues (65%), less meal debt due to unpaid meal charges (81%), and 

improvements in staff salaries and benefits (37%).8,14,22  

Room for Improvement 

Despite these successes, there were suggestions for improvement. Ongoing barriers to school meal 

participation include students’ desire for more freshly-prepared options and greater variety, as well as 

inadequate time to eat.12,17,22 Parents recommend that clearer communication about why school meal 

applications remain necessary under USM – and how the information collected is used by schools – 

would be beneficial.11 Furthermore, a majority of California foodservice directors (70%) advocate for 

higher meal reimbursement amounts, and 84% continue to need upgraded school kitchen facilities 

and equipment.13,14 
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