|

7/ “““\\\ A ECO" SEARCH

% // RESEARCH IN AGRICULTURAL & APPLIED ECONOMICS

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search.

Help ensure our sustainability.

Give to AgEcon Search

AgEcon Search
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu
aesearch@umn.edu

Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only.
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C.


https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu

LJ—S DA United States Department of Agriculture

?‘-.—-
— Economic Research Service

BE  An official website of the United States government Here’s how you know

Amber Waves

LJ—S DA United States Department of Agriculture

——
— Economic Research Service
USDA .

= | ) Ecoromic "esearch Service (/)

Amber Waves

Finding: Child Nutrition Programs

MENU

September 20, 2023

One-Third of Households With Children Paying for
School Meals Reported That Doing So Contributed

to Financial Hardship

by Saied Toossi (/authors/ers-staff-directory/saied-toossi/)




Children typically receive meals through USDA’s National School Lunch Program
and School Breakfast Program for free, at a reduced-price (no more than $0.40
cents for a school lunch and $0.30 cents for a school breakfast), or at full price
(generally no more than $3) depending on their household’s income. This
changed in response to the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. To facilitate the
continued provision of school meals during pandemic-related disruptions to
school operations, USDA issued a waiver allowing schools to serve free meals to
all children nationwide, regardless of income. This waiver expired in June 2022,
and, absent other State or local policies, schools went back to charging some
children for school meals in the 2022-2023 school year.

The expiration of USDA’s waiver raised concerns among some advocates and
policymakers that charging for school meals would increase financial hardship
—defined as difficulty paying for expenses —among families that continued to
struggle with the pandemic and its economic fallout, such as rising inflation. A
recent USDA, Economic Research Service (ERS) study used new data from the
Household Pulse Survey (HPS) (https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-security-in-
the-united-states/documentation/#hps) to document the share of households
reporting that paying for school meals contributed to their financial hardship
among households with school-aged children who paid for school meals. The
U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, together with ERS and
other Federal agencies, developed the HPS to produce timely information on the
economic and social effects of the pandemic on U.S. households. Beginning with
the survey fielded from December 9 to 19, 2022, the HPS asked respondents
from households with school-aged children whether they received free,
reduced-price, or full-price school meals. Those who responded that the children
in their household received reduced-or full-price meals were also asked whether
having to pay for the food their children ate at school made it difficult to pay
other household expenses.

The ERS study found that about 32 percent of all households with school-aged
children who paid for school meals reported that doing so contributed to their
financial hardship in the period December 9 to 19, 2022. That share remained
about the same through the remainder of the 2022-2023 school year and was
35 percent in the period from April 16 through May 8, 2023. The study also found
that the share varied across households by race and ethnicity in the period from
December 9 to 19, 2022.



HPS data collected from December 9, 2022, to May 8, 2023, were combined for
this article to document these shares for the second half of the 2022-2023
school year. Over that period, 32 percent of White households with school-aged
children who paid for school meals reported that doing so contributed to their
financial hardship. The share for non-Hispanic households during the same
period was about 33 percent. The shares were higher among Black households
(46 percent); non-White, non-Black households, which fall in the category of
“another” race (36 percent); and Hispanic households (39 percent).

Further research could examine the extent to which the cost of school meals
contributes to households’ financial hardship relative to other factors.
Additionally, without similar data from pre-pandemic years, it is unknown how
the share reporting that paying for school meals contributed to their financial
hardship in the 2022-2023 school year compares with a typical school year.
However, these descriptive findings provide context to discussions about how
the expiration of USDA’s free-meal waiver may have affected households.

Reports on whether paying for school meals contributed to household
financial hardship varied by race and ethnicity, December 2022-May 2023
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Mote: Another = Asian, another race, or a combination of races. Chart presents the share of
households reporting that having to pay for school meals contributed to difficulty payving for
their other expenses. Data pooled from Household Pulse Survey sample of households with
children ages 5-17 that reported paying for reduced- or full-price school meals from
December 9, 2022, to May 8, 2023,

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from U.5. Department of Commerce,
Bureau of the Census, Household Pulse Survey.
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