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The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is the Nation's second 
largest food and nutrition assistance program. The program operates in 
about 100,000 public and nonprofit private schools and provides 
billions of meals to tens of millions of children and adolescents each 
year (hereafter “children” or “students” as applicable for brevity). The 
United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Economic 
Research Service (ERS) periodically reports on NSLP policies and 
operations following major changes to the program. The last such 
report was published in 2008. Since that time, the program has 
undergone major changes precipitated by the Healthy, Hunger Free 
Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) and the COVID-19 pandemic. This report 
provides an overview of the NSLP, documents major changes to the 
program since 2008, and examines historical trends and participant 
characteristics. It also summarizes relevant research on the financial 
status of school food authorities (SFAs), program participation, the 
nutritional quality of school lunches, and the impact of the program on 
children’s diets. It concludes by discussing longstanding and emergent 
issues facing the program, as well as research and data needs. 
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