COVID-19 Best Practice Information:
Food Assistance Programs for LowIncome Households with School-Age
Children
Background


Many children from low-income households rely on no-cost or low-cost school breakfasts, lunches, and other
child nutrition programs to meet their nutritional requirements. On a daily basis, one in seven U.S.
households with children are affected by a lack of access to food, or food insecurity. 1 The majority of these
children depend on meals received at school from the School Breakfast Program and the National School
Lunch Program. More than 30 million children benefit from the National School Lunch Program, a federally
assisted meal program traditionally provided on school days. 2



The following is a list of key findings and considerations for jurisdictions and communities regarding the
ongoing coronavirus pandemic disease (COVID-19) operations across the country. These are best practices
for consideration and do not constitute and should not be considered as guidance in any way. 3

Key Considerations


States, territories, and tribes are already using their existing flexibility under federal nutrition programs to
provide meals to children.



The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has provided waivers that allow program operators to offer
families grab-and-go nutritious meals at designated locations or via delivery if their school is closed due to
COVID-19. Any state may elect to use these waivers that apply to all child nutrition programs.

Lessons Learned Related to COVID-19 and Food Assistance Programs for LowIncome Households with School-Aged Children
Schools provide students free meals while closed


Potential Best Practice: Officials in many school districts are making an early shift to their summertime
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approach for meal service by providing grab-and-go meals distributed at select sites. These bagged or
boxed meals (e.g., sandwiches, milk, and nonperishables) may be provided for the entire week and may
include lunch, breakfast, snacks and supper. 4,5


School districts across the country are using buses to deliver free meals to children. This ensures that
children have access to meals while staying with vulnerable family members who are self-isolating, or for
those whose parents must continue to work and are unable to drive to a location to pick up meals. Other
districts are providing take-away meals through curbside pick-up operations. 6, 7
o



Important Note: USDA has waived a number of school meal policies while schools are closed due
to pandemic. Children no longer have to be present for meal pick-up or delivery and multiple
meals may be picked-up, up to one week of meals. USDA has created an online tool to find meals
at over 40,000 sites nationwide. 8

The City of Cambridge, Massachusetts partnered with an anti-hunger organization to deliver food to
neighborhoods with families who rely on school lunches. 9



Potential Best Practice: The Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services activated their
Summer BreakSpot website, where families can find free meals for children under 18 during COVID-19
school closures. Floridians can visit the website, enter their address, and search up to 50 miles to find
participating free meal locations near them. 10



Potential Best Practice: Seattle-area food bank volunteers are assembling weekend food bags for pickup at
school sites to ensure students have access to food on weekends when school lunch programs are not
available. These bags contain non-perishable food items (e.g., canned goods, snacks, and juice) for families
in need. Numerous foodbanks across the country are conducting similar practices, some of which provide up
to three meals per day. 11



Potential Best Practice: Meals to You is USDA’s innovative partnership with the Baylor University
Collaborative on Hunger and Poverty, McLane Global, and PepsiCo, to feed low-income kids in rural areas.
The initiative will serve nearly 5 million meals per week to rural children impacted by COVID-19-related
school closures – meals are shipped directly to the children’s homes. 12

USDA launches new pandemic electronic benefits program to feed kids.


Strength: As of May 29, 38 states have been approved to operate Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer (PEBT), a new program authorized by the Families First Coronavirus Act (FFCRA). The program helps families
with children eligible for free or reduced-price meals during school closures. As a supplemental food
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purchasing benefit for current Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) recipients as well as a
new EBT benefit for other eligible households, Pandemic EBT will offset the cost of meals that would have
otherwise been consumed at school. 13
This complements other flexibilities for child nutrition programs that:






Allow parents and guardians to pick up meals to bring home to their children;
Temporarily waives meal service time requirements to allow serving meals outside of standard meal
times andmake it easier to pick up food for multiples days at once;
Allow meals to be served in non-congregate settings to support social distancing; and
Minimize the exposure to COVID-19 by waiving the requirement that after school meals and snacks
served through certain programs be accompanied by educational activities. 14

Topics for the “Best Practices” series are generated from crowd-sourced suggestions. Have an idea? Let us research
it! Organizations and individuals can e-mail best practices or lessons learned to fema-cipsupport@fema.dhs.gov.
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