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School Lunch Programs: Increasing
Efficiency and Access

The Reinvestment Fund (TRF) recently completed a study
for the School District of Philadelphia that estimates the
percentage of students that are income-eligible for free

or reduced-price lunches in each of its schools. With the
results of the report, the School District will be able to
reevaluate and improve its school lunch program, already
one of the most innovative in the country.

The traditional method for determining income-eligibility
for the free or reduced-price lunch program is to collect
applications from students. These applications must then
be evaluated for income-eligibility and a portion must be
validated by District officials. In Philadelphia, this added
unnecessatily to over-burdened School District staff, as
well as to the paperwork required from parents and the

stigma of being identified as the “poor student.”

Through a unique partnership with the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA), the School District of
Philadelphia will designate many of its schools as free for
all students, without requiring the collection or processing
of applications. While the School District provides

free meals to all students in these schools, the USDA
reimburses the School District according to the number of
income-eligible students.

This pioneering approach, started in Philadelphia in the
early 1990s, ensures that the maximum number of students
benefit from free or reduced-price meals and removes the
stigma children often experience because they receive free
lunches. It has also proved to be much more cost-effective
than the application process common across the nation.

This method of feeding students under the National
School Lunch Program has made the School District

of Philadelphia’s lunch program more efficient, more
equitable, and more cost-effective. While Philadelphia is
the first city with this program, the USDA may consider
allowing other school districts to implement similar

Study Design

In 1991, the School District of Philadelphia commissioned
a study for its pilot universal feeding program. The study
was updated in 1994 and again this year. To deliver a
high-quality product, TRF brought together a team of
professionals that offered expertise in: study design and
statistical consultation, public outreach and marketing,
survey design and interviewing, and research and
information. TRE’s Director of Policy and Information
Services, Ira Goldstein, Ph. D., was a principal on the pilot
study in 1991. This year, Dr. Goldstein led the analysis,
applying his knowledge of the program and his widely-
recognized expertise in statistical analysis to the project.
The team worked directly with the School District of
Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania Department of Education,
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

The School District of Philadelphia identified students
who were automatically qualified for free lunches by
matching student records to state public assistance and
food stamp records. Previous studies suggest that schools
with a high percentage of students that are automatically
qualified for free meals (directly certified) have higher
percentages of students income-eligible for free or
reduced-price lunches. This observation, coupled with the
desire to obtain the most precise and statistically reliable
estimates of income-eligibility, led to the use of a stratified
sample design.
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programs. The initiative’s success in Philadelphia has
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A stratified random sampling process led to the selection of
nearly 2,000 students, representative of the approximately
102,000 active on-roll but non-directly certified students in
the District. Random samples of the non-directly certified
households were drawn from each stratum. Those households
were surveyed by telephone and categorized in terms of their
income and household size. Based on this, students wetre
categorized as income-eligible for free lunch, income-eligible
for reduced price lunch, or not income-eligible for either.

What distinguishes TRE’s effort from the previous studies
of 1991 and 1994 is an income validation component.

In this study, households with reported incomes below
250% of poverty were encouraged to provide interviewers
documentation to support their reported income. They were
offered an incentive to participate and told that interviewers
would meet with them at any convenient location. The
purpose of this effort was to understand the extent to which
the telephone survey gives answers that are representative of
those that would be derived through this alternative method
of data collection. The results obtained from both samples
were remarkably similar.

About TRF

Outreach

Because the integrity of our analysis depended on the
participation of as many students in our sample as possible,
we made a great effort to reach out to the community to
encourage participation. A letter from the CEO of the
School District of Philadelphia preceded any contact with
households; so too did a variety of public education and
outreach efforts designed to raise the level of comfort and
voluntary cooperation. Taken together, we believe these
efforts maximized both overall participation and uniform
participation across racial, ethnic and demographic groups.

Efficiency and Access

The universal feeding program in Philadelphia is receiving
national attention. The approach is saving the city’s school
district time and money, while maximizing the number of
students benefiting from the National School Lunch Program.
All students in schools with universal feeding are benefiting,
including students whose family incomes may have been just
above the qualification level. TRF’s analysis in Philadelphia
provides the foundation to realize these benefits.

Established in 1985, The Reinvestment Fund’s mission is to build wealth and opportunity for low-wealth people and
places through the promotion of socially and environmentally responsible development. TRE achieves its mission by
making loans and equity investments; by applying high quality market analysis to distressed areas, and by providing
development services to nonprofit, government, and for-profit partners. TRF manages $400 million in assets from
over 850 investors and is recognized as a national leader and innovator in neighborhood and economic development.
We have invested over $600 million in the mid-Atlantic region.

To learn mote about TRF’s analysis, contact:
Cathy Califano
The Reinvestment Fund
718 Arch Street, Suite 300N
Philadelphia, PA 19106
Tel: 215.574.5831

Email: cathy.califano@trfund.com



