
Program Summary:
NSLP
Alexandra E. Hill, University of California, Davis

T
he National School Lunch and Break-
fast Program (NSLP) is a federally as-
sisted meal program operating in pub-

lic and nonprofit private schools and residen-
tial child care institutions. It provides nu-
tritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches
and breakfasts to low-income children every
school day.

Eligibility

Eligibility for NSLB is based entirely on the family’s
gross annual income (this includes earnings from
work as well as benefits from other welfare programs,
child support payments, pensions, etc.). Generally,
parents complete an application for NSLP at the
start of each school year. To receive free lunches for
their child, the family must be at or below 130% of
the poverty guideline for their family size; and to
receive reduced price meals they must be at or below
185% of the poverty guideline.1 If anyone in the
household is receiving SNAP (CalFresh) or TANF
(CalWorks), the child is automatically eligible for
free lunches.

Program Benefits

For families that have total household incomes be-
low 130% of the poverty guideline, their children
are eligible for both free lunches and breakfasts in

1See the program income eligibility guidelines sheet for the
specific values of these thresholds.

elementary and high school. For families that have
total household incomes between 130% and 185% of
the poverty guideline, their children are eligible for
reduced price lunches ($0.40) and breakfasts ($0.30).

This program provides free and reduced price
meals that meet the USDA’s school meal nutrition
standards on each school day. As of 2014, school meal
prices in California elementary and high schools range
from $0.00 - $3.80 per meal. These prices are set by
school district, and some districts with large popu-
lations of low-income students provide free meals to
all students because they are able to implement the
Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).

Currently, this program does not provide benefits
to students when school is not in session (i.e. over
holidays and the summer). However, California uti-
lizes the Summer Meal Service Program to provide
free nutritious meals to children during these peri-
ods. Rather than children receiving these meals at
school, however, parents must look up their county
distribution/ service site.
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Additional Resources

General information on the NSLP can be found on the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service website:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp

More information on California’s School Nutrition Programs (including National School Lunch and
Breakfast, California Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, and the Special Milk Program) can be found at:
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities provides a searchable database that provides information on
which schools are eligible for the CEP:
http://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/community-eligibility-database-schools-

that-can-adopt-community-eligibility

For a list of Summer Meal Service Sites, see the list provided by the California Department of Education:
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sh/sn/summersites16.asp
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