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ABSTRACT

Objective: To reveal students’ experiences and perspectives related to Universal School Meals (USM)
under the federal coronavirus disease 2019 waivers during school years 2021—22.

Design: Qualitative; 17 focus groups in June—July 2022.

Setting: Virtual; students from 9 California regions in public and charter schools.

Participants: 67 students (n = 31 in high school, n = 36 in middle school) from a racially and economi-
cally diverse sample.

Phenomenon of Interest: Students’ perceived benefits and drawbacks of USM.

Analysis: Thematic analysis using an immersion-crystallization approach.

Results: Students appreciated USM for increasing school meals’ accessibility, promoting food security by
financially supporting families, reducing the stigma associated with school meals, simplifying the payment
system, and enhancing school meals convenience. An increase in school meal participation was observed.
However, concerns emerged regarding a perceived decline in food quality and quantity and increased food
waste.

Conclusions and Implications: Universal School Meals showed promise in increasing access to
meals, reducing food insecurity, stigma, and increasing participation. Addressing food quality, quan-
tity, and waste concerns is critical for its sustained success. Policymakers need to advocate for the
expansion and continuous refinement of USM, prioritizing stakeholder feedback. Ensuring adequate
funding to balance meal quality and quantity while minimizing waste is essential for an adequate
school meal policy.
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INTRODUCTION

The National School Lunch Program
and the School Breakfast Program are
essential to children’s health in the
US as they provide access to nutri-
tious meals at low or no cost to
approximately 29 million students

daily across the nation." Evidence in-
dicates that participation in these pro-
grams improves dietary intake and
health, especially among children
from families with low income.'™
With children and adolescents spend-
ing considerable time at schools,
where many consume up to half of
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their daily energy intake, the school
food environment has long been con-
sidered a key setting for population-
based health interventions.”®

In response to the Healthy, Hun-
ger-Free Kids Act of 2010, school meals
were restructured to better align with
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans,
improving student dietary intake.*’
Before the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic, participation
rates in school meals were low (56%
for school lunch and 21% for break-
fast)®; this may be attributed to bar-
riers, such as the stigma attached to
receiving subsidized meals, increases
in school meal prices, shame associ-
ated to unpaid debt, and administra-
tive challenges.” ' Universal School
Meals (USM), also sometimes referred
to as Universal Free School Meal pro-
grams, aim to optimize the nutrition,
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health, and social benefits of school
meals while overcoming participation
barriers by offering school meals free
of charge to all students in public
schools, regardless of their household
income.""

During the COVID-19 pandemic,
the US Department of Agriculture
(USDA) granted waivers allowing
schools nationwide to serve meals
without charge to all students during
the 2020-21 and 2021-22 school
years (SYs) to address the suddenly
exacerbated crisis of food insecurity
among families with children.'” This
opportunity enabled schools to
potentially reach more students with
healthy food while reducing the
operational challenges of assessing
family income and the associated
administrative costs.''> However,
these federal waivers expired in June
2022. In response, some states have
funded and implemented USM at the
state level. California was the first to
commit to funding a statewide USM
program beyond the 2021-22 SY.
The program aims to provide all pub-
lic-school students in grades K-12
with 2 free nutritious meals daily,
regardless of their income status,
thereby promoting food security and
equal access to healthy meals.'*
Maine, Vermont, Colorado, Michi-
gan, Minnesota, New Mexico, and
Massachusetts have since enacted
similar USM policies.'®

Despite the growing interest in
and momentum for USM, there has
been limited investigation of its im-
pacts and implications for students
and families. Most research has
focused on quantitative outcomes,
with little delving into students’
perceptions and experiences.'®'®
Understanding student perspectives
on USM is crucial because, as the
program’s primary beneficiaries, stu-
dents can provide insights into how
these programs affect their daily lives
and the lives of their friends and
families, including issues of meal
accessibility and stigma. Qualitative
research methods can provide rich
and nuanced insights into students’
lived experiences and opinions from
diverse backgrounds and contexts.
Such insights can be valuable for
policymakers to wunderstand the
real-world effects of these programs
beyond quantitative metrics and can
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guide the development of more effec-
tive and tailored policies.

The primary aim of this qualita-
tive study was to reveal the perceived
benefits and drawbacks experienced
by middle and high school students
in California regarding the imple-
mentation of USM at their schools
while the federal COVID-related
waivers were in place. Our study con-
tributes to the academic discourse on
school meals and can serve as a
resource for policymakers seeking to
enhance the effectiveness and reach
of USM programs.

METHODS

Participants, Recruitment, and
Data Collection

We conducted 17 virtual focus
groups with 67 students from 9 geo-
graphical regions of California to
explore their experiences and per-
spectives related to the USM program
provided at their schools during the
SY 2021-22. We used a qualitative
approach as we aimed to understand
the students’ lived experience of
USM in their own words and con-
texts. We chose virtual focus groups
as a data collection method because
they allowed us to reach a diverse
and representative sample of stu-
dents across the state while facili-
tating interaction and discussion
among them.

A professional research firm (Gal-
loway Research Service) used a pro-
prietary consumer panel database to
recruit parents through purposive
sampling to ensure diversity in terms
of gender, race/ethnicity, grade level,
language, geographical area, and Free
or Reduced-Price Meal (FRPM) eligi-
bility. The research firm uses census
data to align its panels and data col-
lection with the state population
demographics. They initially con-
tacted parents by email or SMS, invit-
ing them to complete a survey and
inquiring if their middle or high-
school-age child would consider par-
ticipating in a focus group. Students
who lived in California, attended a
public or charter middle or high
school, lived in a household with
fewer than 10 people, were comfort-
able speaking English or Spanish,

and had signed parent/caregiver con-
sent were considered eligible and
invited to participate.

Once students were deemed eligi-
ble, the professional research firm
scheduled the students virtual ses-
sions for them via Zoom (version
5.9.1, Zoom Video Communications,
2022). The research team organized
the focus groups by grouping stu-
dents based on FRPM eligibility and
school level (middle or high school)
to ensure diversity. The research
team was guided by 2 objectives in
organizing the focus groups. First,
clustering students by FRPM eligibil-
ity aimed to create an environment
in which students would share expe-
riences related to school meals more
openly. We hypothesized that stu-
dents would feel more comfortable
discussing their experiences with
school meals among peers who share
similar socioeconomic backgrounds.
Second, this grouping by FRPM eligi-
bility was done to capture diverse
perspectives based on economic
backgrounds, as FRPM eligibility sig-
nificantly influences students’ partic-
ipation in and experiences with
school meals.®

Furthermore, students were also
grouped based on their school level
(middle school and high school), as
experiences and viewpoints regard-
ing school meals can vary between
these 2 educational stages.® This sep-
aration was intended to ensure that
the unique challenges and benefits
perceived by students at different
educational levels would be accu-
rately represented in our findings.
Given the complex nature of the
topics addressed in our study, such as
stigma and food accessibility, we
determined that middle and high
school students would be more capa-
ble of engaging in the detailed discus-
sions necessary for our focus group
methodology. Therefore, we did not
include elementary school students
in our sample, as the virtual focus
group format and the depth of con-
versation required were judged to be
beyond the developmental stage of
younger children.'”

The professional research firm con-
ducted 9 focus groups with middle
school and 8 focus groups with high
school students. For middle school, 3
focus groups were conducted with
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middle school students eligible for
FRPM (defined as household income
below 185% of the federal poverty
line [FPL] for their household size), 3
focus groups with middle school stu-
dents with family income near but
just above the cutoff for FRPM
(defined as incomes between 185%
—300% of the FPL), and 3 groups with
middle school students whose fami-
lies were well above eligibility for
FRPM (above 300% FPL). The selec-
tion for the 8 focus groups with high
school students mirrored this stratifi-
cation to ensure representation by
FRPM eligibility. Two focus groups
were conducted in Spanish language.
The average number of participants
per focus group was 3.9, ranging from
3 to 4. Mini focus groups of 3 to 4 stu-
dents were employed to encourage
open dialogue and promote a com-
fortable, nonintimidating environ-
ment in an adult-led discussion.”” By
maintaining a small group size, we
aimed to ensure that each child felt
heard without the pressure of speak-
ing in front of too many peers, partic-
ularly in a virtual format where larger
numbers can deter active participa-
tion.

Students’ caregivers provided
signed informed consent before the
focus group sessions, and students
provided oral assent. Students receiv-
ed a gift card valued at $100 for their
participation. The research team fol-
lowed ethical principles throughout
the study, prioritizing students’ auto-
nomy, privacy, and confidentiality.
The University of California, Davis
Institutional Review Board reviewed
the study (protocol code IRB-FY21-
22-19) and determined it exempt.

The interviewers conducted the
focus groups in June and July, 2022,
using a virtual meeting room and a
semistructured interview guide with
open-ended questions (see Supple-
mentary Data). The questions in the
guide covered topics such as school
meal participation, reasons for eating
school meals, perceptions of school
meals, and the effects of USM poli-
cies. The research team developed
the interview guide informed by
key areas of interest identified by a
previous literature review'® and with
input from members of a Commu-
nity Advisory Board. This Board
comprised research, policy, and

community-based program experts,
including members from the Califor-
nia Department of Education, anti-
hunger organizations, and California
food service directors. All inter-
viewers underwent comprehensive
training in in-depth interview data
collection techniques. Before con-
ducting the focus groups, our team
conducted a virtual training session
with the interviewers, during which
they received specific guidance on us-
ing the interview guide effectively.
This session included explanations of
the question’s intent and techniques
for maintaining neutrality while
probing for deeper insights. To
ensure the quality and consistency of
data collection, 2 research team
members reviewed the first 5 focus
groups recordings, assessed the inter-
viewers’ adherence to the interview
guide, and provided feedback to the
interviewers on their question-asking
techniques and the effectiveness of
their probing methods. The profes-
sional research firm recorded the
focus groups, transcribed them ver-
batim, and translated if not con-
ducted in English.

Data Analysis

The research team followed an
immersion-crystallization approach?’
to conduct thematic analysis™ of the
data related to students’ perspectives
on USM. This approach involved alter-
nating between deep engagement
with the data (immersion) and reflec-
tion on the emerging patterns or
themes (crystallization).”> We used
ATLAS.Ti (Scientific Software Develop-
ment GmbH, V23.2) to manage, code,
and organize the data.

After study members immersed
themselves in the data by reading
through the transcripts thoroughly,
2 study team members developed an
initial codebook based on both
deductive codes derived from the
research questions and inductive co-
des generated from the data. The
research team looked for evidence
that supported or challenged our ini-
tial interpretation of the codes, and
we further refined the codebook
through  subsequent discussions
among members of the research
team and through a reflexivity
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process, acknowledging and discus-
sing how our own biases, judg-
ments, and experiences influenced
the development of the codebook.
With the wupdated codebooks, 2
team members then coded all tran-
scripts with 84% intercoder reliabil-
ity (target intercoder reliability was
80%). The team met and resolved
any discrepancies through iterative
discussion and revision until a con-
sensus was reached. We then syn-
thesized the codes into themes and
subthemes using constant compari-
son and peer-debriefing to refine
and validate our interpretations
until we reached analytical satura-
tion and no new themes emerged.
To ensure the trustworthiness of
our data analysis, we used triangu-
lation by comparing the data from
students from different income lev-
els and school grades to identify
convergent and divergent patterns.
The research team kept an audit
trail of our data analysis process to
maintain dependability.

RESULTS

Sixty-seven students participated in
17 focus groups. Sociodemographic
characteristics are shown in Table 1.
Half of the participants (50.7%) iden-
tified as Hispanic, 28.4% as non-His-
panic White, 7.5% as non-Hispanic
Black, and 13.4% as Asian. The com-
position of our study closely aligns
with California’s 2021-22 enroll-
ment data by ethnicity in public
schools, where 55.9% of students
identified as Hispanic, 21.1% as
non-Hispanic White, 5.1% as non-
Hispanic Black, and 9.5% as Asian.
In our sample, approximately half
of the students (53.7%) were
enrolled in high school, with the
remaining 46.3% in middle school.
Most students participated in the
school lunch at least 1 day per
week (79.1%) and the school break-
fast (59.7%). Approximately a third
of the students (28.4%) reported
speaking Spanish at home. An
even distribution existed across
middle and high school regarding
FRPM eligibility. The main themes
and subthemes are reported in
Table 2.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Middle and High School Student Participants in California Focus Groups

(n=67)

Characteristic Mean (SD) or n (%) Middle School Students (n=36) High School Students (n =31)
Female 25(37.3) 15(41.7) 10(32.3)
Race/ethnicity®
Hispanic 34 (50.7) 18 (50.0) 16 (51.6)
NH White 19 (28.4) 11(30.6) 8(25.8)
NH Black 5(7.5) 3(8.9) 2(6.5)
NH Asian 9(13.4) 4(11.1) 5(16.1)
Middle school 31(46.2) 36 (100) -
High school 36 (53.7) - 31(100)
Household size 4.1(1.4) 3.9(1.3) 4.4 (1.4)
Speaks Spanish at home 19 (28.4) 9(25.0) 10(32.3)
School lunch participation 53(79.1) 25 (69.4) 28 (90.3)
School breakfast participation 40 (59.7) 17 (47.2) 23(74.2)
FRPM eligibility
FRPM 24 (35.2) 12 (33.3) 12(38.7)
Near FRPMP 19 (28.4) 12 (33.3) 7(22.6)
Higher income® 24 (35.2) 12(33.3) 12(38.7)

FRPM indicates Free and Reduced-Price Meal eligible (household income <185% of federal poverty line); NH, non-Hispanic.

#Race or ethnicity was self-reported by students from a list including White or Caucasian, Black or African American, Hispanic
or Latinx, Asian or Asian-American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Other (specify); °Near
FRPM: Household income between 185%—300% of the federal poverty line; “Higher income: Household income above 300%

federal poverty line.

Students express
widespread gratitude for
USM, appreciating
increased access to
meals and endorsing the
program’s continuation.

Perceived Benefits of USM
Reported by Students

Theme 1. Overall gratitude and appreci-
ation for USM. We identified an over-
all sentiment of gratitude and
appreciation for the free breakfast
and lunch at school, expressed using
words like “thankful,” “grateful,”
“helpful,” “good,” and “nice” to
describe the students’ feelings and at-
titudes toward the free meals. For
example, 1 middle school student ex-
pressed: “I feel grateful. It’s nice that
it’s free and I get the chance to try
something.” Another middle school
student highlighted the effect of the
program on their peers, recounting
past interactions,

When you used to pay [for meals],
a lot of kids didn’t get food
because they, the kids used to tell
me: “I don’t have enough money.

Can you please spare some?” And
of course, I spare all these like $2.
And so now it’s free. Now, like,
I'm thinking that they’re grateful.

A few students also expressed their
gratitude and appreciation by sup-
porting the continuation of the free
meals policy or praising it, as 1 high
school student said, “That [school
meals free for all students] is the best
thing about school lunch. I feel like
why wouldn’t you get it if it's free?”
Another high school student ex-
pressed: “I think it’s a good thing that
they're supplying free lunches and
breakfasts... it definitely is a good
thing that they should continue.”

From the students’
perspective, USM
promote food security,
reduce stigma, simplify
payments, and increase
participation.

Theme 2. USM increased students’
access to school meals and promoted
food security through indirect financial
support for families. Many students
perceived USM as a beneficial policy

that increased access to school meals
and improved food security by pro-
viding indirect financial relief for
their families. This theme was ex-
pressed by students from different
income levels, school types, and re-
gions, indicating a widespread recog-
nition of the value of USM. Below,
each of these perceived benefits of
USM is described in more detail.

Theme 2a. USM increased access to
school meals. Students appreciated
that USM made meals available to
students who, regardless of official
eligibility for FRPM, may not have
previously been able to afford them.
They highlighted the program’s role
in ensuring that no student had to go
hungry or skip meals regardless of
their ability to pay for or bring food
from home. For example, 1 high
school student said that free school
meals were good because “no one has
to starve if they can’t pay the money
for school food.” This policy particu-
larly benefited students who could
not afford to pay for school meals,
reducing the stress related to pay-
ment. One high school student
described the contrast for students
who previously had to pay for meals:
“Then kids wouldn’t eat Ilunch
because they had to pay for it.” The



Table 2. Themes, Subthemes, and Example Quotes From Students on Perceived Benefits and Drawbacks of USM.

Theme Subtheme

Sentiment

1. Overall gratitude and ap-
preciation for USM.

Perceived Benefits of USM Reported By Students

USM increased access to
school meals

2. USM increased students’
access to school meals and
promoted food security
through indirect financial
support for families.

USM promoted food security
through indirect financial
support for families

Description

Some students express that
they feel grateful that the
school lunch is free and
want the program to con-
tinue.

USM increased students’
access to healthy meals at
school, regardless of their
ability to pay or bring food
from home.

The positive impact of the
program on food security
and providing support for
families who struggle to pay
for food.

Example Quotes

“I do feel a little grateful that the lunch is free and that is
just really helpful | know for a lot of students.” Middle
school student

“I think it was good. | think they should keep doing it.”
High school student

“| think it's very, very helpful and yeah, it's good.” High
school student

“It was more accessible for people who can't afford to pay
for school lunch.” High school student

“| think it's good for the people who don’'t have enough
money to buy stuff at the grocery store and make it and
bring it to school.” Middle school student

“| think it helps with parents if they can't afford to feed their
children.” High school student

“I think that getting food at school is at a periphery is one
of the cornerstones of education. | think that it should be
prolonged and still offered for free. | don’t think that a lot
of students abuse it or exploit it and it just helps out low-
income households.” High school student

“I'think it's a good thing that they’re supplying free
lunches and breakfasts because a lot of people, espe-
cially through COVID had a lot of family issues. So | think
it definitely is a good thing that they should continue on.”
High school student

“It's good for people with low income or definitely just pa-
rents in general. It's nice that the food’s free.” High
school student

“| would say the free lunches and all that would be good.
| think it's a beneficial to the parents and that really can’t
afford the lunches.” High school student

(continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Theme

3. USM reduced stigma and
embarrassment for students
who received FRPM or ate
school meals

4. USM, under USDA waivers,
simplified the payment sys-
tem and enhanced the con-
venience of school meals.

Subtheme

USM simplified payment sys-
tem and school debt

Increased convenience and
reduced worry for students

Description

Students report the positive
impact of USM on reducing
stigma of students who eat
school meals, especially
those eligible for FRPM.

USM simplified the payment
and accounting system for
school meals.

USM reduced hassle and
worry for students who did
not have to pay or bring
money for school meals.

Example Quotes

“| like it because there’s no stress for anyone about not
having enough money. And everyone just knows that
they can get food throughout the day.” Middle school
student

“| wouldn't say like shameful, but it’s less like less of a big
deal, because before, when kids did have to pay, it
would be kind of embarrassing, because it was like, oh
you're poor, you don’t have any money, but now that it's
like free to everybody, then nobody can tell.” Middle
school student

“There’s always that one feeling where if you're doing
something and you see other people doing it, you don'’t
feel as bad. A lot of people grab lunch now, so it doesn’t
really matter for anyone else.” Middle school student

“I think, well, it also saves time. You get more time to eat
because then you don’t have to check out. You could
just grab it and go.” Middle school student

“We don’t type anymore but they required us to... now we
have this barcode that we show to the lunch ladies. But
it's a little bit quicker because you just pull up your
phone with a photo of it, the barcode and it scans auto-
matically the number.” High school student

“I think it's a good change (continue offering free meals to
all students) because we don’t pay for this bad food. ..
and then when they graduate, they have this massive
debt of a year. It's kind of horrible of the school to do
that.” High school student

“Or even if you forget money, you don’t have to pay
money because you don’t need money in the first place,
so that’s really helpful.” High school student

“Yeah. It makes things more convenient. It helps me save
my money. It makes it seem much easier to get.” High
school student

“For me, it's nice because it’s like, if there’s one day that |
suddenly wanted to get school lunch, | don’t have to
have money on me. | don't have to plan for it. | could just
do itif | wantit.” High school student

(continued)
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Example Quotes

Description

Subtheme

Theme

“| think a lot more people, at my school at least, eat it. My

Students noticed or reported

5. USM led to a perceived

friends did it more because it was just like, oh, okay,

an increase in the number of

students who ate school

increase in participation in

school meals.

well, if it's free, then we don'’t really have to worry about
paying for it every day, because that’s another thing with

school lunch.” Middle school student
“Almost everyone at my school eats a school lunch now,

meals after they became

free for all.

because it's free now, and not like you have to pay for it.”

Middle school student
“It makes it seem more appealing, | guess, because I'm

not spending money on it.” High school student

Perceived Drawbacks of USM Reported by Students

“| feel like now that lunches are free, the quality’s definitely

The impact of USM on the

6. Perceived reduction in food

gotten worse, but that's never stopped me from still get-

ting lunch regularly.” Middle school student
“| like that | don’t have to pay anything for it, but then

quantity and quality of the

quality and quantity

Volume 56, Number 9, 2024

food offered to students.

again, it does bring down the quality.” High school

student
“It's good because of the fact that people without access

Some students are concerned

7. Perceived potential for food

to food can just get it, but it's also bad because some
people just get it and waste it.” Middle school student
“A lot of students eat it now. A lot of students eat it now

that free school meals will
increase food wastage.

waste

because it's free. But also, they don’t mind just throwing

it, if they don't like it.” High school student

FRPM indicates Free or Reduced-Price Meal; USDA, US Department of Agriculture; USM, Universal School Meals.
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program increased their access to
breakfast as well as lunch. For example,
1 high school student said, “Parents
have different hours than when school
starts, so if you get there too early, at
least you have breakfast to eat. It's
really good that you don’t have to pay
for it.” This shows that students inte-
grate access to meals into their fami-
lies’ daily routines, accommodating
varying family schedules that often
revolve around parental work hours
rather than school schedules.

Theme 2b. USM promoted food security
through indirect financial support for
families. This theme explores the in-
tertwined benefits of the USM pro-
gram in enhancing food security and
providing indirect financial relief for
families. Through USM, students get
consistent access to nutritious meals,
directly addressing food security con-
cerns, particularly for students whose
families struggle financially but do
not qualify for free school meals and
for students who are eligible for
FRPM but choose not to eat them
because of stigma. Simultaneously,
this program alleviates financial bur-
dens for families by eliminating the
cost of school meals and the need for
families to shop for and prepare
breakfast and lunch. This aspect of
financial relief was especially critical
during the economic challenges
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.
This dual impact of USM was evident
in students’ expressions of empathy
with peers and the recognition of the
program’s importance.

Students expressed that USM was a
way to support families experiencing
food insecurity, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic. They expressed
empathy and recognized the need for
the program’s continuation, given
that some of their peers or families
struggle to afford or access enough
food and that USM is a way to ensure
that they do not go hungry or skip
meals. As 1 high school student said,
“I feel it should stay that way because
there’s a lot of people from where I'm
from that’s their only meal and if
they’re forced to pay, then that’s get-
ting rid of their only meal.”

Additionally, some students ex-
pressed a strong belief in the school’s
responsibility to provide free meals,
especially because attendance is
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legally required. This belief is rooted
not only in their understanding of
school obligations but also in their ex-
periences and perceptions of the USM
program. The students view USM as a
critical step toward fulfilling what
they consider a fundamental duty of
the educational system. This perspec-
tive was particularly emphasized dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic when
many families experienced height-
ened financial challenges. As 1 high
school student articulated,

I think it’s really important and
good that we’re offering free meals
and lunch, especially with COVID
affecting so many families and
lower-income families, it should
have been offered free sooner
because we are legally required to
go to school. So the fact we’re
forced to go, but people aren’t
often accommodated in the pro-
cess, COVID kind of helps to
show how much worse it can get.
So, I think it is very important
that we have free meals offered
and I think we should continue to
do so as long as possible.

By directly providing meals to stu-
dents, the program indirectly relieves
financial pressures on families, who
could now save money otherwise
spent on school meals or food to pre-
pare lunch at home. For example, a
high school student said, “It helps out
parents. They can’t afford it or just
every single day they had to give their
child money. It helps out the parents a
lot.” Some students also noted that
USM eased parents’ worry about pay-
ing for food, as 1 middle school stu-
dent stated: “Being free, I think it's a
benefit. . .it helps a lot of parents too,
rather than just the kids, not having to
worry about paying for food.”

Theme 3. USM reduced stigma and
embarrassment  for  students  who
received FRPM or ate school meals.
Many students expressed that USM
was a good policy because it reduced
the stigma and embarrassment that
some students felt for receiving
FRPM or eating school meals. They
noted that before USM, some stu-
dents might have felt judged or
labeled as low income for getting
FRPM or for having to enter a code or
scan a card to get their meals. For
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example, 1 high school student
shared, “When I was a freshman, I
was the only one in my friend groups
that got the school lunches. And that
definitely made me feel a little bad,
[...]it was a little embarrassing.”

With USM, these feelings of
stigma and embarrassment were
ameliorated, as all students could
access free meals regardless of their
family income or eligibility. Students
felt that USM created a sense of
equality and inclusion among stu-
dents who could eat school meals
without experiencing discrimina-
tion. Students who may have felt em-
barrassed now felt more comfortable
and confident eating school meals, as
they did not have to pay or reveal
their status to anyone. For example,
a middle school student said,

Before, when [some] kids didn’t
have to pay, it would be kind of em-
barrassing, because it was like, oh
you’re poor, you don’t have any
money, but now that it’s like free to
everybody, then nobody can tell.

Similarly, another middle school
student stated: “Some kids who had
to have free lunches, they don’t have
to feel embarrassed about getting free
lunches, because now everyone has
free lunches. So, it just makes it kind
of equal for everyone.”

The reduced stigma also depended
on the school context. A few students
indicated they were not embarrassed
about eating school lunch even
before USM because most of their
friends or classmates did so. They
perceived eating school lunch as nor-
mal and thus did not experience
judgments from others. For instance,
1 high school student said, “I've
never felt embarrassed because a lot
of my friends eat it as well.”

Theme 4. USM, under USDA waivers,
simplified the payment system and
enhanced the convenience of school
meals. After the implementation of
the USM program under USDA waiv-
ers, students appreciated the simpli-
fied payment system and the
elimination of school debt, which
streamlined the process of getting
school meals. Additionally, students
highlighted the reduced hassle and
worry associated with not needing to
pay or bring money to school for

meals, emphasizing USM’s role in
alleviating concerns related to meal
payments and debts. More details are
outlined below.

Theme 4a. USM simplified payment sys-
tem and school debt. Some students
expressed that USM was a good pol-
icy because it simplified the complex-
ities they faced with the traditional
payment system for school meals,
improving their meal experience.
They noted that USM eliminated the
need to collect money from students,
keep track of their balances, or charge
them for unpaid debt. For example, a
high school student shared their
relief related to the elimination of
monetary transactions and school
debt:

Honestly, 1 just can’t imagine
what benefit it had for them to try
and take 10 cents from Kids or a
dollar from a different kid. That
was just the most complicated
thing. .. and the money would pile
up and you couldn’t graduate if
you didn’t pay 50 bucks for a se-
mester’s worth of bagged food. It
was so messy and it’s just so
much easier and more reasonable
now that it’s completely free.

Additionally, students noted the
improved efficiency in accessing
meals because of waiving the need to
enter a code or scan a card, which
was particularly relevant to their
daily experience. This is exemplified
by a high school student’s comment
on the simplified process: “We don’t
need to put the code anymore, which
I think it’s because it’s just free for
everyone now.”

Theme 4b. Increased convenience and
reduced worry for students. Students
reported that USM reduced the hassle
and worry for students as did not
have to pay or bring money for
school meals. They felt that USM was
a way to avoid the embarrassment or
inconvenience of having to put their
lunch back, borrow money from
others, or go without food if they for-
got or did not have enough money.
For example, a middle school student
said, “and it’s just like less of a hassle
to pay for it... Yeah, and it just, like,
makes things like easier. Like, oh no,
I forgot to bring like money or like I
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don’t have enough.” Further, the free
lunch allows them to eat lunch if
they are hungry without the “worry
about having money with them or
having money in their account.”

Theme 5. USM led to a perceived
increase in participation in school meals.
Participants noted that there seemed
to be an increase in students eating
school meals once they were free of
charge for everyone, suggesting a
potential rise in participation. As 1
middle school student pointed out,

I see a lot more kids walking around
with lunch trays with food from the
cafeteria. And so I think now a lot
more students know they have the
opportunity to get lunch because
it’s free and they don’t have to
worry about having money.

The perceived increased participa-
tion seemed to directly result from the
increased accessibility, as described in
Theme 1. For example, one high
school student said, “I feel like more
people tend to go eat it because it’s
free and it’s just more accessible.” Fur-
ther, increased accessibility may make
lunch more appealing for students. As
one high school student described: “It
makes it seem more appealing, I guess,
because I'm not spending money on
it.”

Future efforts can focus
on improving food waste
and enhancing meal
quality in schools to
improve students’
perceptions.

Perceived Drawbacks

Theme 6. Perceived reduction in food
quality and quantity. Many students
expressed some dissatisfaction with
the lunch program, as it did not pro-
vide food that meets the quality they
would like to see. For example, 1
high school student said, “I mean,
I'm grateful that they make an
attempt to try to feed us, but at the
same time I'm frustrated and an-
noyed that the quality of food they
give us is very low.”

Some students pointed out that
their perception of food quality had
declined since the meals became free.
For example, a middle school student
stated: “the downside is that now
that the lunch is free, it’s definitely
gotten worse and the quality has
gotten worse.” Some students also
reported that there was not enough
food for everyone, especially once
meals were free for all students. They
explained that food often ran out,
and the cafeteria did not restock,
leaving some students without meals.
Some students also speculated that
the reason for the decline in food
quality and reduction in quantity
was that the school had to cut costs
or choose cheaper options to provide
free meals for all students.

A few students suggested that the
school could offer an option for stu-
dents who wanted to pay for better
quality food or that they could im-
prove the quality of the free food if
they wanted to continue with the
policy. For example, a middle school
student said,

I like the idea of the free lunch and
the free snacks as well. But I think
the school would make more
money if they had an option,
maybe at least an option to pay
for food to get the better food, but
the free is still good.

Theme 7. Perceived potential for food
waste. A final theme that emerged
was the concern that the USM policy
could potentially increase food waste
in school cafeterias. Some students ex-
pressed observing more students get-
ting free meals but not eating them or
throwing food away, either because
they did not like the food or because
they were required to take specific
meal components, even though they
did not intend to eat all their selec-
tions. For instance, a middle school
student said, “People throw it away,
but not because it’s free but because
they make you get the servings. They
make you get 3 or 4 servings.”

Some students also felt that they
would be more likely to waste food if
it was free than if they had to pay for
it, as they would not feel as guilty or
pressured to eat it. However, it was
also mentioned that increased food
waste might be a natural result of
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increased participation, as 1 high
school student phrased: “I don't
think there’s more [waste] now
because it’s free. I feel like it’s more
now because more people are getting
it because it’s free.”

DISCUSSION

Our study offers a qualitative insight
into middle and high school
students’ experiences with USM in
California, facilitated by the federal
COVID waivers that allowed public
schools across the country to provide
meals free of charge to all students.
We found that students felt the pro-
gram reduced stigma, supported food
security, increased meal participa-
tion, made school meals feel more
inclusive, reduced hassle, and simpli-
fied the payment system. Students
appreciated the program; however,
concerns emerged regarding meal
quality, quantity, and food waste.

Consistent with prior research
documenting the positive impacts of
USM on food security, we found that
the USM program under the federal
COVID waivers increased students’
access to school meals, which stu-
dents associated with potential en-
hancements in food security.'® Our
study adds to the existing literature
by highlighting the students’ voices
and perspectives on how USM bene-
fits them, their peers, and other fami-
lies. Although direct measures of
food security were not within the
scope of this qualitative study, stu-
dents recognized the value of USM as
a way to ensure that no student had
to go hungry regardless of their abil-
ity to pay or to bring food from
home. They also acknowledged the
program’s role in supporting families
experiencing food insecurity, espe-
cially during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Moreover, they advocated for
the continuation of USM to fulfill the
school’s responsibility to provide free
meals to all students.

Additionally, our findings indicate
that USM reduced stigma and embar-
rassment for students who received
FRPM or ate school meals. These
findings align with previous studies
documenting the stigma associated
with FRPM or school meals.?*"%¢ A
previous study found that USM was
associated with reduced stigma as
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perceived by a sample of California
parents.”” However, evaluations of
USM have seldom assessed students’
qualitative perceptions of stigma or
the reduction of stigma as a reason
for their increased participation. Our
study fills this gap by showing that
USM reduced the stigma associated
with consuming school meals
because students could no longer
identify those who received FRPM.

These findings suggest that USM
not only addresses the material needs
of students and families but also de-
creases the stigma and barriers associ-
ated with paying for school meals or
qualifying for FRPM. By doing so,
USM has the potential to foster a
more inclusive and equitable school
environment, in which all students
can enjoy the same benefits regard-
less of their socioeconomic status.
This aligns with existing literature,
highlighting the ability of programs
like USM to contribute to a more
inclusive and equitable school
environment.”®

A third finding of our study is that
by eliminating the need for monetary
transactions such as collecting money,
tracking balances, and charging for
unpaid debts; USM simplified admin-
istrative processes and enhanced
students’ overall meal experience. Pre-
vious studies have similarly reported
that USM simplified the payment sys-
tem for school meals, both for the
school staff and the students.'’ How-
ever, our study highlights the
students’ appreciation of the simplic-
ity and convenience of USM. This is a
significant finding, given the pressure
schools face to manage limited time
effectively. Eliminating monetary
transactions and unpaid debt might
also contribute to students’ well-being
by reducing stress and stigma related
to meal payments.

Furthermore, the administrative
efficiency of a simplified payment
system can potentially enhance
students’ participation and satisfac-
tion by reducing waiting time. It is
important to acknowledge that this
benefit was most likely the result of
the COVID-19 waivers that allowed
schools to serve meals without the
standard meal tracking requirements.
However, with the expiration of
these waivers, some states have
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continued USM but reverted to tradi-
tional tracking methods like card
swiping to secure federal reimburse-
ment, potentially diminishing these
administrative benefits. Additionally,
our results indicate that eliminating
payment through USM increased the
appeal of school meals, making them
more attractive and accessible. This
flexibility allowed for spontaneous
meal participation, aligning with
diverse student schedules and prefer-
ences, potentially improving engage-
ment and satisfaction with the meal
program.

Given the improved accessibility,
the reduced stigma, and the enhanced
convenience, it is unsurprising that
USM led to increased participation in
school meals. This finding is consis-
tent with previous studies reporting a
positive association between USM
and school meal participation rates.'®
However, our study highlights the
students’ observations of how USM
increased participation, noting that
USM increased accessibility among
those who may not have been able to
afford them. This indicates that the
cost or the system that associated fam-
ily income with meal eligibility might
have been a barrier to participation in
the past, which may warrant further
research to fully understand the role
of cost in student participation in
school meal programs.

Despite its successes, students re-
vealed concerns about the quality and
quantity of meals offered under the
USM program. These concerns align
with previous studies indicating low
student satisfaction with the school
meal quality and quantity.>®293° A
previous study of USM in California
showed that perceptions of school
meals can influence student participa-
tion.”! However, in our study, stu-
dents perceive a decline in meal
quality after USM’s implementation,
suggesting a potential link between
the policy and these perceptions. Stu-
dents expressed frustration over what
they perceived as lower quality meals,
with some speculating that this might
be because of cost-cutting measures to
accommodate the free meal program.

This perceived decline in meal
quality may be linked to budget con-
straints and the need for further in-
vestments to meet the increased

demand for free meals.'"'* More-
over, it is important to consider that
our data collection occurred during
COVID-19, characterized by signifi-
cant supply chain disruptions, staff-
ing shortages, and increased reliance
on prepackaged food to minimize
virus transmission risks."' These
unprecedented challenges likely
exacerbated the quality and quantity
issues during this period.'' Still, if
these issues persist, it is critical to
address them through strategic plan-
ning and carefully balancing priori-
ties to meet students’ nutritional
needs and preferences.

Lastly, students expressed con-
cern about food waste, an issue that
has become increasingly important
in light of climate change and its
related impacts.*” The perception of
increased waste may be because of
higher participation rates, empha-
sizing the importance of encourag-
ing responsible food consumption.
It is important to note that during
COVID-19, a waiver allowed flexibil-
ity in the Offer vs Serve option, al-
lowing schools to provide complete
meals without adhering to the stan-
dard Offer vs Serve requirements
that typically permit high school
students to decline certain meal
components.®®>  This temporary
change, aimed at ensuring access to
meals during the pandemic, could
have influenced students’ percep-
tions of increased waste. Addition-
ally, the pandemic-induced shift
toward using individually wrapped
and prepackaged foods as a safety
measure might have further contrib-
uted to this increase in food and
packaging waste.'

Under USM, with the reinstate-
ment of standard Offer vs Serve prac-
tices, high school students typically
have more flexibility in choosing
their meal components, potentially
impacting both food waste and stu-
dent satisfaction. Under the current
Offer vs Serve, students must be
offered 5 meal components during
lunch (vegetables, fruits, grains,
meat/meat alternatives, and milk).>*
To qualify for reimbursement, stu-
dents must select at least 3 of the 5
required food components, with one
being at least half a cup of fruit or
vegetable.”**> Our findings suggest
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that allowing students to choose
their preferred meal components
could lead to reduced food waste.
However, other practices, such as
providing at least 30 minutes for
lunch periods and offering recess
before lunch, have been recom-
mended as effective strategies for
decreasing food waste.*®

Limitations of the study include
the data being collected when some
of the effects of COVID-19, such as
supply chain disruptions, may have
affected the implementation of USM
and, in turn, the students’ percep-
tions of school meals. Additionally,
because the study was conducted in
California, the findings may not be
generalizable to USM in other states.
However, the study’s strengths
include the use of a relatively large,
diverse sample in race/ethnicity,
grade level, language, geographical
area, and FRPM eligibility of middle
and high school students of 9 geo-
graphical regions of California,
which provided rich and nuanced in-
sights into the students’ lived experi-
ences and opinions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

The findings suggest that USM was
well-received by students, addressing
food insecurity, stigma, administra-
tive inefficiency, and promoting par-
ticipation in school meals among
middle and high school students.
Increased participation in school
meals, as corroborated by existing lit-
erature, is associated with positive
outcomes in students’ health, nutri-
tion, and academic performance.'®*’
Furthermore, reducing stigma may
have led to increased participation
by creating a positive reinforcing
cycle as school meal consumption
becomes the norm among students.
Although the benefits of USM are
clear, some students also voice con-
cerns regarding the quality and quan-
tity of meals, as well as an increase in
food waste. These issues highlight
areas for future exploration, particu-
larly to understand the specific fac-
tors influencing meal quality and
quantity under USM. Research in this
area might provide insights into the
resources involved and practical

strategies for meal planning that
ensure meals meet nutritional stand-
ards and align with student expecta-
tions without exacerbating food
waste. Future research can also inves-
tigate whether food waste is affected
by the implementation of USM under
normal, non—COVID-19 conditions.

Future research could also explore
the effects of USM on student well-
being across various states and educa-
tional levels, including younger stu-
dents in elementary schools, to assess
the consistency of these benefits in
diverse settings. Long-term effects of
USM outside the unique context of the
COVID-19 pandemic could also be as-
sessed to determine the program'’s sus-
tainability and address any persistent
challenges under normal conditions.

In light of our findings, we suggest
that public health practitioners and
policymakers can use the experiences
and perceptions of school students
regarding USM to strengthen the evi-
dence base supporting the continued
implementation and expansion of
USM in more schools and states.
Moreover, further assessing policies
related to meal selection and portion
sizes could lead to insights about
ways to reduce food waste and
increase student satisfaction.

In addition, the data provides sup-
port for policymakers to expand and
continue to refine USM, prioritizing
stakeholders’ feedback. Such an
approach could contribute to a more
inclusive school meal program.
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