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The US should join other nations in giving public schoolkids free breakfast and lunch | Katrina vanden 
Heuvel | The Guardian 

  

‘For a nation that prides itself on economic mobility, food security has actually decreased in the US since 
2021.’ Photograph: The Washington Post/Getty Images 
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Free school meals increase attendance rates, improve nutrition, help low-income students and cut down 
on bureaucracy 
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Children with stamped wrists. Debt collectors hounding parents. Untouched food thrown away while an 
adult says: “You have no money.” In a dystopian thriller, these scenes might be dismissed as on-the-nose. 
But they’re all real humiliations inflicted over unpaid accounts in US public school cafeterias. 

Contrast these chilling scenes with a different one: a proud, middle-aged former teacher in a suit, 
surrounded by beaming schoolchildren, signing into law a program that will feed every student in his 
state. The most adorable bill-signing in US history – and a vision for how simple it could be to improve our 
kids’ lives – came courtesy of Tim Walz. 

The Democratic vice-presidential nominee and current governor of Minnesota has made a name for 
himself on the campaign trail with his fiery defense of progressive policies, not to mention his deft 
deployment of upholstery-and breakfast pastry-related inside jokes. But his politics has a gentler side, 
too, as evinced by the aforementioned universal free school meals program he helped create in 2023. 
This straightforward reform has resulted in 2m more monthly meals being served to young Minnesotans. 
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Universal free school meals are clearly appealing to voters, who support it at a rate of 60%. But beyond 
photo ops and polling, this policy encapsulates exactly the pragmatic progressivism that Walz has 
championed and the Democratic party might wisely emulate – one where seemingly intractable problems 
such as education reform can be ameliorated with reforms that are as bold yet uncomplicated as feeding 
every schoolchild. 

  

Minnesota’s governor, Tim Walz, and students after he signed into law a bill that guarantees free school 
meals, on 17 March 2023. Photograph: Star Tribune/Getty Images 

Though demagogues like Ron DeSantis continue to manufacture crises in public education, our system 
does face daunting challenges. The US’s schools have never been as globally competitive as our wealth 
would imply. But in the wake of Covid-19, children’s outcomes across a variety of measures precipitously 
declined and have yet to recover. By spring 2022, third- through eighth-graders had lost half a grade level 
in math and a third of a grade level in reading. 

The rate of chronic absenteeism – students who miss at least 10% of a school year – nearly doubled after 
Covid-19. Moreover, 70% of educators reported that their students misbehave more than before the 
pandemic. While the 2022-2023 school year showed some modest improvements, it hasn’t been nearly 
enough to get us back on track. 

US families can do well if they have the basic resources they need to get by 

Meanwhile, for a nation that prides itself on economic mobility, food security has actually decreased in 
the US since 2021. This regression is due in no small part to the expiration of the child tax credit. Millions 
of families that had been lifted out of poverty suddenly found themselves struggling again. And while it is 
senseless that Congress hasn’t been able to reinstate that policy, the fight over it has illuminated a 
simple truth: US families can do well if they have the basic resources they need to get by. 

Our popular perception of schools’ utility could use similar simplification. We tend to idealize the 
classroom as a crucible for the consummate citizen, molding the next generation of Americans through 
the proverbial “three Rs” of reading, writing and arithmetic. But the fact is that schools are also 
distribution centers for government services: free childcare, free transportation and free healthcare. 
Improving them entails expanding the services they offer, including free meals for all. The “R” that 
matters more than any other is resources. 
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That might seem like an overstatement, but the data shows that free school meals help relieve most of 
the systemic problems undermining public education. A 2021 review found that free lunch improved 
students’ nutrition, increased food security, boosted academic success and essentially functioned as a 
pay raise for working families. Some of the studies reviewed also indicated that free school meals 
increased attendance levels, especially for low-income students. While perhaps not a silver bullet alone, 
addressing youth hunger clearly holds transformative potential for our schools. 

A total of eight states – Michigan, New Mexico, Vermont, California, Colorado, Maine and Massachusetts, 
in addition to Minnesota – currently offer no-cost school breakfast and lunch, and expanding this policy 
nationwide has precedent abroad. High-income countries such as Sweden, Finland and Estonia already 
offer universal free school meals. In all three, these programs have improved student performance, and 
in Sweden, researchers estimated that free meals have even increased students’ lifetime 
incomes. India and Brazil have followed suit with their own variations, proving that this reform is more 
than feasible in geographically vast and socioeconomically stratified democracies like the United States. 

While the Harris-Walz campaign hasn’t explicitly endorsed a federal program to provide universal free 
school meals, it wouldn’t be a stretch. Kamala Harris has long backed initiatives to aid working families, 
and the Biden administration already expanded access to free and reduced cost meals to low-income 
students. 

And if no-cost school meals live up to their potential, perhaps our country can recognize the benefits 
offered by other educational subsidies, such as free pre-K, school supplies and college prep. Fully 
funding our public education system would create cascading benefits, with higher test scores, graduation 
rates and college attendance all leading to better adult economic outcomes. 

That sounds like a potent – and popular – political program, and it all starts with one relatively 
uncontroversial reform. As Minnesota state senator Heather Gustafson said on the statehouse floor amid 
debate over the free school lunch bill: “We really don’t have to fight about everything. We can do good 
things together. Today, let’s just feed the kids.” 

• Katrina vanden Heuvel is editorial director and publisher of the Nation, a member of the Council 
on Foreign Relations, and has contributed to the Washington Post, the New York Times and the 
Los Angeles Times 
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Key Points 

• Progressives argue that universal school lunch would reduce paperwork burdens, yielding 
administrative efficiency gains. But the true question moves us far beyond debates over welfare 
economics into the realm of morality. 

• Universal free lunch would all but certainly engender a stigma against kids bringing brown lunch 
bags, crowding out parental food preparation. 

• Beyond the taxpayer sticker shock, we should far more carefully consider the moral, social, and 
potentially biological costs of universal free school lunch. 

Introduction 

Who should feed children? Parents or the government? 

Before the pandemic, more than half of American public school students were eligible for free or reduced 
price school lunch (FRL).1 Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT) has proposed expanding the program to provide free 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner to every American public school student.2 President Joe Biden is pushing a 
more modest reform, lowering the district-wide threshold for FRL “community eligibility” to cover a 
projected 9.7 million more students than it currently does—though this may prove an underestimate.3 

There is a strong case for governmental provision of food to children whose parents can’t—or won’t—
feed them. But that’s not the question at hand. The question is whether the government should feed 
children whose parents can provide them with the food they need. Conservatives have traditionally 
argued “no,” from a fiscal responsibility perspective.4 Progressives counter that universal school lunch 
would reduce paperwork burdens, yielding administrative efficiency gains.5 But the true question moves 
us far beyond debates over welfare economics into the realm of morality. 

Progressives realize this. Hence, their main argument for universal free lunch is that serving all students 
every meal will fight “stigma.”6 They note that kids who get free lunch sometimes are made fun of—or 
“lunch shamed”—by kids who don’t.7 They posit that if every student were fed every meal by their school, 
then no one could get shamed this way. 

https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/the-case-against-universal-free-lunch/
https://cosm.aei.org/?s=Max+Eden


Let’s grant, for the sake of argument, the dubious assumption that universal free lunch would actually 
mitigate the absolute amount of bullying—that kids wouldn’t just redistribute social anxiety and social 
aggression to other pretexts. Is this the only moral axis in play? Or is the exclusive emphasis on stigma a 
product of progressive policymaking’s poor imagination? 

To expand our moral imagination, let’s look internationally. Schools in Switzerland largely do not provide 
lunch. Rather, students break for two hours midday and generally walk home to be fed by their 
parents.8 The sight of young children walking through the streets by themselves is unremarkable in high-
trust Swiss society. In low-trust American society, by contrast, it can provoke calls to the police. 

Swiss parents like having their children come home for lunch, because, according to “primary data” 
acquired from speaking with Swiss citizens, parents abhor the thought of turning over their children all 
day to a governmental institution.9 On the other hand, American progressives undoubtedly equally abhor 
the notion that a parent could be expected to be at home during the workday to feed their child. Which 
attitude—that of Swiss parents or that of American progressives—is more conducive to a flourishing 
society? Although American policymakers tend to exhibit what Oren Cass has termed “economic 
piety”10—the assumption that economic indicators in general, and gross domestic product in particular, 
are the most important data points—others take a more robust set of factors into account. Economists 
who have done so rank Switzerland third, and the US 18th, on citizen happiness.11 

But there is an inherit limitation in relying on aggregate data for fundamentally human questions, such as 
knowing what is best for human happiness. Primary data, or “lived experience,” as it’s sometimes called, 
is important to bring to bear as well. Based on my primary data, I suspect the Swiss have it more right; 
this is mainly because of my mother. She frequently told me that she took great joy every day preparing 
my breakfast and lunch. That struck me as natural and beautiful. Parents have a primal drive to provide 
food for their children. But parents are also sensitive and responsive to the social pressures their children 
face. Kids apply stigma to behaviors that go against norms. Universal free lunch would all but certainly 
engender a stigma against kids bringing brown lunch bags, crowding out parental food preparation. 

Would this really be good for parents? Or for children? Let’s expand our moral imagination even further. 

For millennia, eating has been a partly sacramental act. Christians, Jews, and Muslims preface or close 
their meals with prayers reflecting on how God has ordered the natural world and how human affairs have 
been arranged to provide sustenance, for which—according to all faith traditions—gratitude should be 
felt. Gratitude, these traditions teach, does not come easily. It must be practiced. 

When my mom was a teacher in the Cleveland Municipal School District, she was unnerved by the 
entitled attitude her elementary students took to the free school breakfasts consumed in her classroom 
(and not to mention by the massive food waste). So before they ate, she asked her students to say in 
unison: “Thank you, state of Ohio.” 

She thought this was better than no expression of gratitude. And she was probably right. But it also struck 
me as creepy. When I was in high school, I couldn’t articulate why it struck me that way, but today I can. 
Any child naturally inclined to gratitude in the act of eating would not be reflecting on how the love and 
labor of their parents, working as units within society, brought that food to their plate. Rather, they must 



contemplate the state as provider. Such reflection must necessarily inform and transform a child’s moral 
worldview, with human consequences that will evade econometric analysis. 

Let’s expand our moral imagination from consumption to production. Further centralizing and socializing 
how America feeds its schoolchildren will all but certainly lock in our reliance on factory-farmed 
livestock. Factory farming is a profound moral evil. One need only look at the abominable conditions 
animals are subjected to by Big Ag to realize this. As more Americans have realized, there has been a 
growing consumer movement toward organic and Certified Humane products. There has also been some 
political action. California, for example, recently passed a law requiring that pregnant pigs be provided 
enough space to stand and turn around—a law that yielded histrionic headlines, such as “Bacon May 
Disappear in California.”12 

I’d love to be proved wrong, but color me skeptical that Congress or the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) will demonstrate the political will to require providers for the low-cost school lunch programs to 
adopt high-cost Certified Humane standards. Rather, progress on this front seems more likely to come 
from decreasing regulatory burdens on small farmers (à la the proposed bipartisan PRIME Act)13 and 
further raising public 
consciousness—perhaps through direct classroom instruction. Unfortunately, the most likely outcome of 
universalizing free school lunch would be the expanding and cementing of our national commitment to 
feeding children based on systemic animal torture. 

Against all this . . . what are the counterarguments? Even granting that stigma against students who 
receive free lunch is a widespread problem that could be addressed, one study found little evidence that 
it hurts academics.14 A literature review on the effects of the Community Eligibility Provision that Biden 
seeks to expand noted that of five studies on universal breakfast, “3 found no change in test scores and 2 
found some improvements.” Among studies focusing specifically on Community Eligibility for lunch, “2 
detected improvement in test scores for some subjects and age groups and the third detected no 
change.” The authors note that the positive effects were “relatively small” and “similar in magnitude to 
those seen when families receive other forms of income support, such as the earned income tax 
credit.”15 Why not, then, just allocate the additional money directly to parents (perhaps with a brochure 
documenting the horrors of factory farming and sustainability problems of monocrop agriculture)? 

The strongest argument for spending additional money in the federal school lunch system is that school 
lunches are, reportedly, much healthier than food from the grocery store is. A recent study found that 
after the Obama administration’s school lunch overhaul, according to the American Heart Association’s 
(AHA) diet index, 

Diet quality for foods from schools improved significantly. . . . By 2017–2018, food consumed at schools 
had the highest quality [according to the AHA], followed by food from grocery stores, other sources, 
worksites, and restaurants. . . . Findings were similar for [the USDA’s] Healthy Eating Index.16 

School lunches are definitely nutritionally different. But whether for better or worse depends on whether 
the USDA and AHA are right or wrong in their dietary assumptions. It’s now a matter of well-documented 
record that the USDA’s original “food pyramid” was reworked against experts’ advice before publication to 



satisfy the food industry’s interests. Luise Light, the former USDA director of dietary guidance and 
nutrition education research, has exposed that 

nutrition for the government is primarily a marketing tool to fuel growth in consumer food expenditures 
and demand for major food commodities: meat, dairy, eggs, wheat. It’s an economics lesson that has 
very little to do with our health and nutrition and everything to do with making sure that food expenditures 
continue to rise for all interests involved in the food industry.17 

Maybe the USDA’s new guidelines truly are a product of disinterested science. But it took decades for the 
full story of the original version to be told. In the meantime, with children’s health at stake, it might be 
wise to not simply and categorically trust the science. 

The AHA’s index is based on the hypothesis that saturated fats are bad and should be eschewed in favor 
of polyunsaturated fats from sources such as soybean oil.18 But the AHA’s hypothesis is not 
uncontroversial. It has been challenged from several angles, and some contend that the rise in 
consuming vegetable oil, which over the past century has gone from virtually zero to about a fifth of 
Americans’ caloric intake, has been a major driver of obesity, diabetes, and other chronic disease.19 

A recent animal study found that soybean oil, which represents about 7 percent of American caloric 
intake, caused “a significant dysregulation of more than 100 hypothalamic genes including those 
involved in neurochemical and neuroendocrine pathways and metabolic and neurological disorders.” 
This finding, the authors note, “could have important public health ramifications.”20 One ramification: The 
apparently most powerful argument in favor of universal school lunch may—in truth—be the most 
damning argument against it. Although I’m certain that many respected nutritional scientists could 
present learned arguments disputing this, it strikes me as adequate information for parents and 
policymakers to conclude that the nutritional science isn’t fully “settled.” The old saying goes: “There 
ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.” But libertarian and small-government opponents of universalizing 
school lunch have taken the admonition too literally. Beyond the taxpayer sticker shock, we should far 
more carefully consider the moral, social, and potentially biological costs of universal free school lunch. 
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