
 

   

Basic Facts about Students Experiencing Homelessness 
 
Definition 
The law defines “homeless children and youth” as individuals who lack a fixed, regular, 
and adequate nighttime residence.  Typically, they often move—sometimes daily—from 
place to place. 
 

Children in Migratory Families 
Children in migratory families are not considered homeless simply because their 
parents move from place to place.  To be considered homeless, they must meet the 
same criteria as other students experiencing homelessness. 
 
Children with Parent(s) Serving Abroad in the Military 
If children must leave their home because their parent is abroad in the Armed Forces, 
those children are considered homeless until their parents return.  Even though they 
may be living temporarily with relatives or family friends, they lost their home. 
 
Unaccompanied Youth  
Unaccompanied youth include young people who have run away from home, been 
thrown out of their homes, or been abandoned by parents.  These young people are 
separated from their parents for a variety of reasons.  Over half reported being 
physically abused at home, and over one-third report sexual abuse.  Over two-thirds 
reported that at least one of their parents abuses drugs or alcohol.  For many of these 
young people, leaving home is a survival issue. 
 
Other youth are thrown out of their homes because they are pregnant, gay or lesbian, 
or because their parents believe they are old enough to take care of themselves.  Over 
half of sheltered youth reported that their parents either told them to leave or knew 
they were leaving and did not care.  Once out of the home, unaccompanied youth are 
frequently victimized.  As many as half have been assaulted or robbed, and one in ten 
runaways reported being raped.   
 
Unaccompanied youth have the same rights as other students experiencing 
homelessness to enroll in, attend, and succeed in public school. 

 
Young people experiencing homelessness live: 
• in shared housing with other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a 

similar reason.  When families “double up” because one family is experiencing 
financial hardship, that family is considered homeless. 

• in motels, hotels, or camping grounds due to the lack of adequate alternative 
accommodations 

• in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train 
stations, or similar settings 

• in emergency or transitional shelters 
• in hospitals where they were abandoned 
• in foster care homes awaiting placement 
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The Difficult Life of Students in Homeless Situations 
 
Common Problems Homeless Students Face  
• Family mobility due to housing instability 
• Frequent change of schools 
• Loss of friends due to mobility and lack of transportation 
• Overcrowded living conditions with lack of privacy 
• Uncertainty in daily living 
• No space to play 
• No place to study or be alone 
• Lack of basic resources 
• Inability to complete assignments requiring special materials, supplies, or other items 

that must be purchased 
• Possible loss of parents, siblings, or other close family members 
• Loss of personal possessions and pets 
 
The Effects of Homelessness and Poverty on Students 
Students living in homeless situations are more likely to experience: 
• lags in language skills  
• learning disabilities  
• attention deficit disorder  
• developmental delays 
 
Due to social and emotional stresses, students experiencing homelessness are more 
likely than their peers to exhibit: 
 
• Anxiety 
• Withdrawal 
• Depression 
• Restlessness 
• Hyperactivity 
• Aggressive Behavior 
• Inappropriate acting out 
 

• Immature peer interaction 
• Inappropriate social interaction with adults 
• School behavior problems 
• Regressive behavior / inattentiveness 
• Persistent tiredness / sleep disorders 
• Immature motor behavior 

 
http://www.serve.org/nche/QIEdNeed.htm 
 
Emotional and Social Difficulties Caused by Homelessness 
 
• Because students without homes are frequently embarrassed by their situation, they 

are reluctant to make friends or participate in class discussions or other activities. In 
short, they do not want to call attention to themselves or their living arrangements. 

• Students who are experiencing homelessness often feel isolated by their situation. 
They may be living in a car, in a tent, in an abandoned building, in a motel, or in 
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another nontraditional setting where there are few other people, especially young 
people. 

• Often, children and youth in precarious housing situations become close to someone, 
such as a peer or a teacher, only to be yanked away from that person at a moment’s 
notice. They become reluctant to make friends or develop relationships with others. 

• Students without homes often suffer at the hands of students in permanent and stable 
housing arrangements when disparaging remarks are made about clothing, personal 
hygiene, or living conditions. 

• Students who have been exposed to violent living situations may act aggressively and 
may not understand how to resolve disputes peacefully. 

• Students with free or reduced-cost meal plans are often embarrassed if their meal 
tickets are distinguishable from other tickets. Their privacy should be protected so 
that other students and food service personnel cannot cause them undue 
embarrassment. 

• Students in homeless situations usually cannot afford to purchase basic school 
supplies, such as paper, notebooks, crayons, scissors, physical education clothing, and 
so forth. 

• Students may be embarrassed or feel stigmatized if they are given a standard packet 
of supplies and materials that can be recognized as that given to students who are 
economically disadvantaged. 

• Students in homeless situations may not have access to mental health counseling that 
could assist them in dealing with stresses caused by homelessness. 

 
Adapted from: James, B., et. al. (1997). Pieces of the Puzzle: Creating Success for Students in Homeless 
Situations. Austin: University of Texas.  
 
 
Educational Needs of Students Experiencing Homelessness 
Academically, students living in homeless situations often perform about two to three 
years below grade level in school.  Overcoming these difficulties requires that the 
students have access to: 
• remediaton and tutoring 
• school supplies and clothing 
• counselors who are knowledgeable about homelessness 
• after-school and extracurricular programs to provide food, shelter, and recreation 
• transportation to and from school, including before- and after-school programs 
• educational programs that offer stability and continuity 
• educational services and in-school support services 
• family support services encouraging family involvement 
 
Modification of Rafferty, Y., (1998). Meeting the educational needs of homeless 
children. Educational Leadership, 48-52.  
http://www.serve.org/nche/QIEdNeed.htm 
 



 

 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
 
The Act’s Key Provisions 
 
The McKinney-Vento Act of 2001 specifies and protects the rights of children and youth 
in homeless situations.  Highlights include: 

 
1. Immediate Enrollment -The right to be enrolled immediately in school, without 

medical or academic records, regardless of district policy. 
 
2. Choice of Schools –A student experiencing homelessness has two choices in deciding 

which school to attend: 
 

• The school of origin (the school the student attended when he/she became 
homeless or the school the student last attended) 

      — or — 
• The school in the zone where the student is currently residing 

 
3. Transportation – Students in highly mobile or homeless situations are entitled to 

transportation to the school of origin if it is feasible, in the student’s best interests, 
and requested by the parent, guardian, or unaccompanied youth. 

 
4. Services – Students experiencing homelessness are entitled to the same services, such 

as tutoring, that are available to other children in their districts. They are also 
automatically eligible for Title I services. Districts must set aside funds as necessary 
to provide services. 

 
5. Dispute Resolution - If problems arise between the school and parents or between 

districts, the parent shall be referred to the school’s homeless liaison.  In the 
meantime, the student must remain in school and receive transportation. 
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The Role of the Homeless Education Liaison 
 
The homeless education liaison’s primary tasks are to help facilitate enrollment, 
assessment, and placement of homeless students. 
 
Tasks Required by Law 
 
The liaison must work collaboratively with other school staff to: 
• ensure that children and youth in homeless situations are identified by school 

personnel and through coordination activities with other entities and agencies. 
• help unaccompanied youth choose and enroll in a school, after considering the 

youths’ wishes, and provide youth with notice of their right to appeal an enrollment 
decision that is not their choice.  Liaisons must ensure that unaccompanied youth are 
immediately enrolled in school pending resolution of disputes that might arise over 
school enrollment or placement. 

• inform parents or guardians of educational and related opportunities available to their 
children and provide them with meaningful opportunities to participate in the 
education of their children. 

• ensure that parents and guardians and unaccompanied youth are fully informed of all 
transportation services, including to the school of origin, and are assisted in accessing 
transportation services. 

• ensure that public notice of the educational rights of students in homeless situations is 
disseminated where children and youth receive services under the McKinney-Vento 
Act. 

• carry out dispute resolution processes as expeditiously as possible in accordance with 
the enrollment disputes section of the McKinney-Vento Act after receiving notice of 
the dispute. 

• assist in obtaining immunizations or immunization and/or medical records. 
• collaborate and coordinate with State Coordinators for the Education of Homeless 

Children and Youth and community and school personnel responsible for the 
provision of education and related services to children and youth in homeless 
situations. 

 
Additional Tasks 
 
• Arrange free meals without the student or parents having to fill out any paperwork. 
• Provide, as needed, access to special programs 

− Special Education 
− Head Start 
− Gifted and Talented 
− Even Start 
− Programs for English Language Learners 
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• Make Title I funds available, as needed.  These funds may be used for: 
− helping students at risk of failing achieve high state standards 
− examples of services may include:  

- extended days/learning opportunities 
- homework clubs 
- Saturday schools 
- early morning tutoring 
- summer inter-sessions 
- summer academic camps 

− coordination of services with shelters or other homeless service providers as 
appropriate 

− teacher training on strategies for assisting homeless students, sensitivity to 
issues, confidentiality 

− supplies for class and homework, paper, pencils, notebooks, book bags, locks 
for lockers, uniforms, basic hygiene supplies, laminated copies of school 
records for portability 

− homeless student coordination services 
− counseling/case management services to help students deal with chronic stress 

of homelessness when all other available resources are exhausted 
 



 

Texas Department of Agriculture Online 
 

The Texas Department of Agriculture (TDA) is the administering state 
agency for the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Child Nutrition Programs. 

 
TDA and Texas schools share a deep commitment to the well-being of Texas 
schoolchildren.  TDA strengthened that commitment when it became the administering 
agency for the Federal Child Nutrition Programs, providing funding and nutritional 
guidelines and services for public schools in Texas.  

TDA stands to help Texas schools with a "one-stop" nutrition information program Web 
site, designed with the specific needs of teachers, foodservice professionals, and 
administrators in mind. 
 

TDA’s Online Resources 
 
Food for Thought:  Childhood Obesity 
http://www.squaremeals.org/vgn/tda/files/983/1065_Food_for_Thought_bro.pdf 
Note:  The text of this pamphlet is reproduced in another handout. 
 
Main link for “Square Meals”: 
http://www.squaremeals.org/sm/render/channel/0,1160,983_992_0_989,00.html 
 
From the main “Square Meals” link, you can go to: 
 
Link for the Food and Nutrition Division: 
http://www.agr.state.tx.us/foodnutrition/index.htm 
This link has information on processing claims for reimbursement, procurement 
assistance, on-site compliance monitoring and training, and more.  
 
Texas Public School Nutrition Policy at a Glance 
http://www.squaremeals.org/vgn/tda/files/983/1481_Policy_brochure_layout_060304.pdf 
This link presents a short overview of the newest public school child nutrition guidelines 
from TDA 
 
Texas Public School Nutrition Policy 
http://www.agr.state.tx.us/foodnutrition/policy/food_nutrition_policy.pdf 
This policy, effective Aug. 1, 2004 for schools participating in the School Meal 
Programs.   
 
What's In Season … “Pick Texas” 
http://www.agr.state.tx.us/picktexas/product/produce_avail_main.htm 
This link provides produce availability charts showing when Texas fruits and vegetables 
are in season. 



 

 

TDA Press Release  
Announcing Revised Texas Public School Nutrition Policy 

March 3, 2004 
 
Combs Announces New Public School Nutrition Policy 
 
AUSTIN – Agriculture Commissioner Susan Combs has just announced the new Texas Public School Nutrition 
Policy for all Texas public schools participating in the federal child nutrition programs. The policy becomes 
effective Aug. 1, 2004 for schools participating in the National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program 
and the After School Snack Program.  
 
“This policy is the result of months of collaboration with experts and interested individuals around the state who 
consider children’s health and education a top priority,” Combs said. “We want to ensure that foods served in our 
schools are nutritious and balanced, and we are dedicated to promoting an environment that nurtures both mental 
and physical development.”  
 
The policy limits the number of grams of fat and sugar Texas schoolchildren may have each week, and allows a 
phase-in period to eliminate deep-fat frying in food preparation for meals, a la carte and snack items.  
 
In addition, portion sizes for food items such as chips, cookies, bakery items and frozen desserts at elementary, 
middle and high schools are limited.  
 
The policy also limits the sale of foods that compete with a school’s operation of the breakfast, lunch or after school 
snack programs. A school can lose up to $1.20 at breakfast and $2.19 at lunch in federal reimbursements for each 
meal lost to a competitive food sale.  
 
“A majority of the state’s schools will be soliciting contract bids for food and other supplies for the next school year 
within the next few weeks, and we wanted to release the new policy now to give them plenty of time to plan and 
prepare for any modifications,” Combs said.  
 
“We realize it will take time for schools and the food industry to make the necessary changes to products and 
recipes, so we want to use this policy to phase in better nutritional guidelines,” Combs said.  
 
“I appreciate all of Commissioner Combs’ hard work in developing a policy that will help our children learn how to 
make wiser food choices during the school day,” said Sen. Eddie Lucio Jr. “She was the first state official to actively 
support my legislative efforts of curbing obesity among our public school children through proper nutrition, and I 
look forward to the expertise and assistance she will provide the Joint Interim Study Committee on Nutrition and 
Health in Public Schools.”  
 
Dr. Eduardo Sanchez, commissioner Texas Department of Health, said, “Childhood obesity and obesity-related 
problems are reaching epidemic levels in Texas. If we don’t act now to tackle these problems, both individual 
Texans and the state will be faced with a healthcare crisis of enormous proportions.  
 
“The nutrition policy from the Texas Department of Agriculture is an important first step, and I applaud the efforts 
and contributions of all those who are working to ensure a healthy food environment in our schools,” Sanchez said.  
 
José Montemayor, commissioner Texas Department of Insurance, said, “Future healthcare costs for obesity and 
related diseases are expected to increase dramatically, having a direct impact on insurance premiums paid by 
individuals and Texas businesses. By addressing the problem of obesity now in our schools, we are not only 
promoting and encouraging a healthier lifestyle in our students, but also we are trying to keep future healthcare costs 
under control. I fully support the Texas Department of Agriculture and all who worked on this policy.”  
 
A copy of the revised policy is available on TDA’s Web site at 
http://www.agr.state.tx.us/media/press_releases/0304/com_030304.htm 
 



 

 

 

                       Highlights of the Texas Public School Nutrition Policy 

 

Elementary Schools 
• No competitive foods at any time.  
• French fries may not exceed 3 ounces per serving, may only be served once a week, and 

students may only purchase one serving at a time.  
 

Middle and Junior High Schools 
• No FMNVs or candy until after last lunch period.  
• No competitive foods during meal times.  
• French fries may not exceed 3 ounces per serving, may only be served three times a 

week, and students may only purchase one serving at a time.  
 

High Schools 
• No FMNVs during meal times in areas where reimbursable meals are served and/or 

consumed.  
• No competitive foods during meal times in areas where reimbursable meals are served 

and/or consumed.  
• New contracts starting March 3, 2004 and contract renewals must expressly prohibit the 

sale of sugared, carbonated beverages in containers larger than 12 ounces.  
• By the 2005-06 school year, the goal is to have no more than 30 percent of the beverages 

available in vending machines be sugared, carbonated soft drinks.  
• French fries may not exceed 3 ounces per serving, and students may only purchase one 

serving at a time.  
 

All Grade Levels 
• Should eliminate deep-fat frying as method of on-site preparation.  
• Portion size restrictions on chips, certain snacks and sweets, milk and fruit drinks.  
• Limits on fats and sugar per serving.  
• Fruits and vegetables should be offered daily on all points of service.  
• Must offer 2 percent, 1 percent or skim milk at all points where milk is served.  
• Beginning with the 2005-06 school year, should include a request for trans fat 

information in all product specifications and, by 2007-08, reduce the purchase of any 
products containing trans fats.  

• By the 2006-07 school year, all fruit and/or vegetable juices should contain 100 percent 
real fruit and/or vegetable juices.  

 
 
Source:  TDA Media/Press Release, March 3, 2004 
http://www.agr.state.tx.us/media/press_releases/0304/com_030304overview.htm  
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United States 
Department of 
Agriculture 
 
Food and 
Nutrition 
Service 
 
3101 Park 
Center Drive 
Alexandria, VA 
22302-1500 
 

 
 
 
April 4, 2002 
 
 
SUBJECT: Updated Guidance for Homeless Children in the 
 School Nutrition Programs 
TO:  Regional Directors 
 Special Nutrition Programs 
  All regions 
 
Please advise your State agencies that a January 2002 amendment to the 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (42 U.S.C. 11431 et seq.) 
clarified the definition of homeless children and youth. Another 
provision of the statute requires each school district to designate a local 
educational agency liaison for homeless children and youths. Many 
districts already have designated a liaison. Other districts may appoint 
an individual to act as the liaison until one is designated. 
 
Definition of “homeless” 
As specified in the statute, the term “homeless” means individuals who 
lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. The definition 
includes: 
(i) children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due 
to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in 
motels, hotels, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative 
adequate accommodations; are living in emergency or transitional 
shelters; are abandoned in hospitals; or are awaiting foster care 
placement; 
(ii) children and youths who have a primary nighttime residence that is a 
public or private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular 
sleeping accommodation for human beings; 
(iii) children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, 
abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or 
similar settings; and 
(iv) migratory children who qualify as homeless because the children are 
living in circumstances described above. 
 
Cooperation with local educational agency liaison 
In general, some of the duties of the local educational agency liaison are 
to ensure that homeless children are identified by school personnel, that 
they have full opportunity to enroll and succeed in school, and that they 
receive educational and other services for which they are eligible. We 
are asking State agencies and school food authorities to be particularly 
sensitive to children and households who are identified by the local 
educational agency liaison as homeless. 
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Regional Directors 
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Although many homeless individuals will be living in emergency and transitional 
shelters, under the expanded definition of homeless, some children or households that 
temporarily reside with other households may meet the definition of homeless.  School 
food authorities should work with their local educational agency liaison for homeless 
youths and, where appropriate, the State Coordinator for Education of Homeless Children 
and Youths to help ensure that these children, as well as other children who are defined 
as homeless by a director of a homeless shelter, have access to the benefits of the child 
nutrition programs. 
 
Documentation of free meal eligibility for homeless children 
To expedite the delivery of nutritional benefits, school officials may accept 
documentation that the children are homeless from the local educational liaison or 
directors of homeless shelters where the children reside. Documentation to substantiate 
free meal eligibility must consist of the child’s name or a list of names, effective date(s), 
and the signature of the local educational liaison or the director of the homeless shelter. 
This documentation is acceptable in lieu of a free and reduced price meal application. 
 
To implement these expedited procedures, school officials must work closely with the 
educational liaison and directors of homeless shelters to ensure that children are provided 
free meal benefits as promptly as possible, as well as to ensure that the school food 
service is promptly advised when children leave the school or are no longer considered 
homeless. In the latter case, school officials must provide the household with an 
application for free and reduced price meals. 
 
Homeless children residing with another household 
A child or family may temporarily reside with another household and still be considered 
homeless under the definition of homeless in the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance 
Act. In these cases the household size and income of the host family is not taken into 
consideration in determining the free meal eligibility for the child(ren) designated as 
homeless by the local educational agency liaison.  Additionally, when a host family 
applies for free and reduced price meals for their own children, the host family may 
include the homeless family as household members if the host family provides financial 
support to the homeless family, such as shelter, utilities, clothing or food. In such cases, 
the host family must also include any income received by the homeless family. School 
officials must determine eligibility for the host family in the traditional manner. 
However, free meal eligibility for the homeless child is based on the documentation 
provided by the local education liaison, even when the child is included on the host 
family’s free and reduced price meal application. If the host family meets the free or 
reduced price meal eligibility criteria, school officials should provide the host family with 
temporary approval for free or reduced price meal benefits, as appropriate. The host 
family’s eligibility should be reevaluated when their household size decreases, i.e., the 
homeless family leaves. 
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We encourage school food authorities to identify and work with the local educational 
agency liaison and directors of homeless shelter to expedite benefits to homeless 
children.  … Please contact MaryJane Whitney or Barbara Semper at (703) 305-2590 if 
you have any questions. 
 
 
 
STANLEY C. GARNETT 
Director 
Child Nutrition Division 
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July 19, 2004 
 
 
SUBJECT:   Categorical Eligibility for Free Lunches and Breakfasts of Runaway,  
  Homeless, and Migrant Youth: Reauthorization 2004 Implementation 
  Memo SP 4 
 
TO:  Special Nutrition Programs 
 All Regions 
 
 State Agencies 
 Child Nutrition Programs 
 All States 
 
Section 107 of the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004 (Act) amended 
section 9(b) of the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act to make runaway, 
homeless and migrant children categorically eligible for free meal benefits under the 
National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs and is effective July 1, 2004.  In 
addition to establishing free meal eligibility, the Act also establishes a requirement for 
documenting a child’s status as runaway, homeless, or migratory. 
 
Previously, through guidance, the Food and Nutrition Service extended categorical 
eligibility for free school meals to children considered homeless under the McKinney-
Vento Homeless Assistance Act.  School officials were allowed to accept statements that 
children were homeless from the local educational liaison for the homeless or directors of 
homeless shelters where the children reside. The Act now establishes in law the 
categorical eligibility of these children for free school meals. Please see the previously 
issued memoranda of April 6, 1992, Documentation of Free and Reduce Price Meal 
Eligibility for Homeless Children and of April 4, 2002, Updated Guidance for Homeless 
Children in the School Nutrition Programs, on documentation for homeless children 
under McKinney-Vento. 
 
There were, however, no similar eligibility and documentation provisions for runaway 
youth or migrant children. At this time, we are in discussions with the Department of 
Health and Human Services, regarding implementation of that portion of the Act that 
addresses categorical eligibility for runaway youth served through grant programs 
established under the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act. We hope to provide guidance 
in the very near future on how to determine and document if a child is receiving services 
as a runaway and is therefore categorically eligible for free school meals. 
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For migratory children, each State Educational Agency’s Migrant Education Program 
establishes their own process for determining if a child meets the criteria provided under 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. State Child Nutrition Agencies must 
contact their State Migrant Education Program to develop a plan for sharing and 
documenting the migratory child’s eligibility for free school meals. To find the contact 
for your State Migrant Education Program view the following website: 
 

• Contact Information for all State Directors of Migrant Education 
http://www.ed.gov/programs/mep/contacts.html 

 
If you have any questions, please contact Rosemary O’Connell or Mara McElmurray at 
703-305-2590. 
 
/S/ 
 
STANLEY C. GARNETT 
Director 
Child Nutrition Division 
 
http://www.naehcy.org/USDA071904.pdf 
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National School Lunch Program 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
1. What is the National School Lunch Program? 
The National School Lunch Program is a federally assisted meal program operating in 
more than 99,800 public and non-profit private schools and residential child care 
institutions. It provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches to more than 26 
million children each school day. In 1998, Congress expanded the National School Lunch 
Program to include reimbursement for snacks served to children in afterschool 
educational and enrichment programs to include children through 18 years of age. 
 
The Food and Nutrition Service administers the program at the Federal level. At the State 
level, the National School Lunch Program is usually administered by State education 
agencies, which operate the program through agreements with school food authorities. 
 
2. How does the National School Lunch Program work? 
Generally, public or nonprofit private schools of high school grade or under and public or 
nonprofit private residential child care institutions may participate in the school lunch 
program. School districts and independent schools that choose to take part in the lunch 
program get cash subsidies and donated commodities from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) for each meal they serve. In return, they must serve lunches that 
meet Federal requirements, and they must offer free or reduced price lunches to eligible 
children. School food authorities can also be reimbursed for snacks served to children 
through age 18 in afterschool educational or enrichment programs. 
 
3. What are the nutritional requirements for school lunches? 
School lunches must meet the applicable recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans, which recommend that no more than 30 percent of an individual's calories 
come from fat, and less than 10 percent from saturated fat. Regulations also establish a 
standard for school lunches to provide one-third of the Recommended Dietary 
Allowances of protein, Vitamin A, Vitamin C, iron, calcium, and calories. 
 
School lunches must meet Federal nutrition requirements, but decisions about what 
specific foods to serve and how they are prepared are made by local school food 
authorities. 
 
4. How do children qualify for free and reduced-price lunches? 
Any child at a participating school may purchase a meal through the National School 
Lunch Program. Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the 
poverty level are eligible for free meals. Those with incomes between 130 percent and 
185 percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price meals, for which students 
can be charged no more than 40 cents. (For the period July 1, 2003, through June 30, 
2004, 130 percent of the poverty level is $23,920 for a family of four; 185 percent is 
$34,040.) 
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Children from families with incomes over 185 percent of poverty pay full price, though 
their meals are still subsidized to some extent. Local school food authorities set their own 
prices for full-price (paid) meals, but must operate their meal services as non-profit 
programs. 
 
Afterschool snacks are provided to children on the same income eligibility basis as 
school meals. However, programs that operate in areas where at least 50 percent of 
students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals serve all snacks free. 
 
5. How much reimbursement do schools get? 
Most of the support USDA provides to schools in the National School Lunch Program 
comes in the form of a cash reimbursement for each meal served. The current (July 1, 
2003 through June 30, 2004) basic cash reimbursement rates are: 
 
Free lunches: $2.19 Free snacks: $0.60 
Reduced-price 
lunches: 

$1.79 Reduced-price 
snacks: 

$0.30 

Paid lunches: $0.21 Paid snacks: $0.05 
 
Higher reimbursement rates are in effect for Alaska and Hawaii, and for some schools 
with high percentages of low-income children. 
 
6. What other support do schools get from USDA? 
In addition to cash reimbursements, schools are entitled by law to receive commodity 
foods, called "entitlement" foods, at a value of 15.75 cents for each meal served. Schools 
can also get "bonus" commodities as they are available from surplus agricultural stocks. 
 
Through Team Nutrition USDA provides schools with technical training and assistance 
to help school food service staffs prepare healthful meals, and with nutrition education to 
help children understand the link between diet and health. 
 
7. What types of foods do schools get from USDA? 
States select entitlement foods for their schools from a list of various foods purchased by 
USDA and offered through the school lunch program. Bonus foods are offered only as 
they become available through agricultural surplus. The variety of both entitlement and 
bonus commodities schools can get from USDA depends on quantities available and 
market prices. 
 
A very successful project between USDA and the Department of Defense (DoD) has 
helped provide schools with fresh produce purchased through DoD. USDA has also 
worked with schools to help promote connections with local small farmers who may be 
able to provide fresh produce. 
 
For more information: 
For information on the operation of the National School Lunch Program and all the Child 
Nutrition Programs, contact the State agency in your state that is responsible for the 
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administration of the programs. A listing of all our State agencies may be found on our 
web site at www.fns.usda.gov/cnd , select "Contacts". 
 
You may also contact us through the office of USDA, Food and Nutrition Service, Public 
Information Staff at 703-305-2286, or by mail at 3101 Park Center Drive, Room 914, 
Alexandria, Virginia 22302. 
 
August 2003  
 
Source:  http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Lunch/AboutLunch/NSLPFactSheet.htm 
 
 
Free and Reduced Price Meal Benefits 
Available on the USDA website: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/FRP/Default.htm 
 
 

Overview of the Free and Reduced-Price  
Lunch and Breakfast Programs 

 
Recognizing the problem of increasing homelessness in our nation, the federal 
government has established a policy to simplify access to free meals for children 
in homeless situations under the child nutrition programs. 
 
The duties of the homeless education liaison include making sure that homeless 
students are identified by school personnel, that they have full opportunity to 
enroll and succeed in school, and that they receive educational and other services 
for which they are eligible. State agencies and school food authorities are to be 
particularly sensitive to students and families identified by the homeless liaison as 
experiencing homelessness. 
 
Under the expanded definition of homeless, some students or families temporarily 
residing with other households, in addition to those who live in emergency or 
transitional shelters, may meet the definition of homeless.  
 
School food authorities should work with their homeless liaison to help ensure 
that these students, as well as other youth who are defined as homeless by a 
director of a homeless shelter, have access to the benefits of the child nutrition 
programs. 
 
School officials may accept documentation that the students are homeless from 
the Homeless Liaison or directors of homeless shelters where the students reside.  
 
Documentation to substantiate free meal eligibility must consist of the student’s 
name or a list of names, effective date(s), and the signature of the Homeless 
Liaison or the director of the homeless shelter. This documentation is 
acceptable in lieu of a free and reduced-price meal application. 
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To implement these expedited procedures, school officials must work closely with 
the Homeless Liaison and directors of homeless shelters to ensure that students 
are provided free meal benefits as promptly as possible, as well as to ensure that 
the school food service is promptly advised when students leave the school or are 
no longer considered homeless. In the latter case, school officials must provide 
the household with an application for free and reduced-price meals. 
 
A student or family may temporarily reside with another household and still be 
considered homeless under the definition of homeless in the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act. In these cases, the 
household size and income of the host family is not taken into consideration 
in determining the free meal eligibility for the students designated as 
homeless by the Homeless Liaison.  
 
Additionally, when a host family applies for free and reduced-price meals for 
their own children, the host family may include the homeless family as household 
members if the host family provides financial support to the homeless family, 
such as shelter, utilities, clothing, or food. In such cases, the host family must also 
include any income received by the homeless family.  
 
School officials must determine eligibility for the host family in the traditional 
manner. However, free meal eligibility for the homeless student is based on the 
documentation provided by the Homeless Liaison, even when the student is 
included on the host family’s free and reduced-price meal application. 
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Food for Thought:  Obesity in Our Children 
Susan Combs, Texas Agriculture Commissioner 

 
U.S. school children today are facing a deadly epidemic.  Obesity is the fastest growing 
cause of illness and death, killing one American every 90 seconds.  Even more 
frightening, obesity in U.S. children has doubled in the past 20 years. 
 
The Harsh Realities 
 
According to recent statistics, 35 percent of Texas school-age children are overweight or 
obese (severely overweight)–higher than the national average. 
 
Children who are overweight at age 12 face a 75 percent chance of becoming overweight 
adults, putting them at risk for a host of serious long-term illnesses, including Type 2 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, stroke, hypertension, high blood pressure, gallbladder 
disease, asthma and certain cancers. 
 
About 17 million people in the United States currently have diabetes, and the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention recently projected that the lifetime risk of developing 
diabetes for children born in 2000 was more than 30 percent for males and almost 40 
percent for females. 
 
Diabetes is the main cause of kidney failure, limb amputations and blindness in adults 
and a major cause of heart disease and stroke.  In 2001,there were 7,000 diabetes-related 
amputations in Texas. 
 
Even worse, a recent review showed that the life expectancy of a child who develops the 
disease before age 15 is reduced by 27 years. 
 
Investigators at Texas Children’s Hospital have found that 15 to 20 percent of obese 
children in Houston have evidence of fatty liver disease, a serious and perhaps 
irreversible illness.  Biopsies of these children show cirrhosis of the liver, a disease 
similar to that seen in adult alcoholics. 
 
According to one longitudinal study, 61 percent of the children aged 5 to 10 who were 
overweight had one or more cardiovascular disease risk factors and 27 percent had two 
or more. 
 
Obese children often struggle with self-esteem and depression.  They miss three or four 
times as much school as their normal-weight peers and are more likely to report feeling 
socially isolated, a University of California study showed. 
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The Bottom Line 
 
The estimated cost of adult overweight and obesity in Texas was $10.2 billion in 2001. 
This includes an estimated $4.1 billion for health care alone, and an additional $6.1 
billion impact from lost productivity (wages and the value of household work) due to 
illness, disability and premature death.  This cost averages out to about $682 per adult 
Texan. 
 
But There Is Hope! 
 
The reality is shocking:  obesity is not only threatening the lives of adults,  it’s 
threatening our kids.  Childhood obesity in this land of plenty has doubled in the last 20 
years.  Children are developing diabetes and heart disease at alarming rates.  Perhaps 
most frightening, our children’s life expectancy now may be less than ours. 
 
It’s time for us to make some changes.  I am hopeful, because I know this is not the 
future you want for our children.  By acting together, we can fight to save the lives of the 
4 million Texas schoolchildren in our care. 
 
Texas schools serve more than 400 million lunches and almost 200 million breakfasts 
each year, all of which meet federal nutrition guidelines.  Together these meals should 
provide 60 percent of the students’ dietary needs.  But we are helping our kids make bad 
choices. 
 
The Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts estimates that there may be between 26,000 
to 39,000 vending machines being operated in Texas schools.  Even by a very 
conservative estimate, about $104 million in revenues are being generated by these 
vending machines, diverting sales that could go to the cafeteria.  On top of this, it is 
estimated that an additional $60 million in cafeteria sales is lost to other competitive food 
sales. 
 
When students choose unhealthy snacks instead of more nutritious foods from the 
cafeteria, they are hurting themselves, increasing their chances for long-term health 
problems –and early death. 
 
We need to help our students make better choices.  That’s why the Texas Department 
of Agriculture’s new Food and Nutrition Division is teaming up with school districts, 
foodservice directors, parents and physicians to help schools develop healthier food 
choices for Texas public schoolchildren through the school meal programs. 
 
There are many leaders in the battle against childhood obesity, including the school 
districts, where high-sugar snack foods have been removed from vending machines, non-
carbonated drinks have replaced colas and physical activity during and after school is 
encouraged. 
 


