Policy Brief:
Family Literacy and Federal Child Nutrition Programs
Introduction
Family literacy program administrators often have questions about how their family literacy
programs and the Federal nutrition programs relate. Low-income participants served by family
literacy programs may be eligible for the Federal child nutrition programs that provide participants
with nutritious meals and snacks at free or reduced prices under the National School Lunch
Program, the School Breakfast Program, the Child and Adult Care Food Program and the Summer
Food Service Program. Additionally, in some cases, family literacy programs may be eligible
sponsors of these programs. The Food and Nutrition Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) is responsible for administering the Federal nutrition programs, including the child
nutrition programs. In most States, the State education agency or State health department is
responsible for administering the programs in their State. The programs operate locally through
agreements with the State agency.
Federal Child Nutrition Programs
• The National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program are authorized by
the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act and the Child Nutrition Act of 1966,
respectively. The programs offer free and low cost lunches and breakfasts to schoolchildren
who are enrolled in an educational unit of high school grade and under in participating
schools. Children of families whose incomes are between 130 percent and 185 percent of
the Federal poverty line are eligible for reduced priced meals. Children of families whose
incomes are at or less than 130 percent of the Federal poverty line are eligible for free
meals. Children of families receiving food stamps or Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) are automatically eligible for free meals. All public and non-profit private
schools of high school grade and under, recognized as part of the education system in the
State, are eligible program sponsors. The programs may also operate in residential child
care institutions. The National School Lunch Program also offers snacks to children through
age 18 in after school educational or enrichment programs at sites that meet eligibility
requirements.
•

•

The Summer Food Service Program authorized by the Richard B. Russell National School
Lunch Act was created in 1968 to serve meals and snacks to children 18 years and younger
in low-income areas when school is not in session. Public and non-profit private schools, as
well as units of local, State, or tribal governments, and other public or non-profit private
organizations are eligible program sponsors. States designate feeding sites as either "open"
or "enrolled" sites. Open sites operate in low-income areas where at least 50 percent of the
children in the program’s area qualify for free or reduced price school meals. All meals are
served free to any child at the open site. Enrolled sites provide free meals to children
enrolled in an activity program at the site where at least half the children are eligible for free
and reduced price meals.

The Child and Adult Care Food Program authorized by the Richard B. Russell National
School Lunch Act was created in 1968 to provide meals and snacks in child and adult day
centers, family and group day care homes, and after school programs. Public and nonprofit
organizations and some for-profit centers may be eligible sponsors. Day care homes must
always participate through a sponsoring organization. Meals served to children 12 and under
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may be claimed for reimbursement in day care centers and homes. Meals served to older
children may be eligible for reimbursement if participants are children of migrant workers, or if
they are participating in an after school care program.
Sponsor Eligibility
The challenge to family literacy programs is meeting the program sponsorship requirements and
being recognized as meeting those requirements. Family literacy programs should contact the State
Child Nutrition Director for sponsorship information. However, in most cases, the family literacy
program will be operating in a school, institution, or child care center that is already a sponsor of
one or more of the Child nutrition programs and the children in the family literacy program will
receive the benefits of the Child nutrition programs through that sponsoring organization.
Participant Eligibility
Children enrolled in a family literacy program attending a school, institution or child care center
that participates in one or more of the child nutrition programs are eligible for meals and snacks
under the same criteria as other children. Additionally, children who have not entered kindergarten
and are enrolled as participants in the Even Start program are automatically eligible for benefits
under the National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program, Child and Adult Care Food
Program and enrolled sites in the Summer Food Service Program when (1) the school or institution
is participating in the National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program, Child and Adult
Care Food Program or Summer Food Service Program, (2) the children are enrolled as participants
in a federally funded Even Start Family Literacy Program, and (3) the children are at the prekindergarten level. Automatically eligibility does not extend to other family members. The FNS has
issued instructions on adult participants.
Individuals in GED programs or regular high school completion programs which operate
during regular school hours in an eligible school may participate in the meal service.
Reimbursement may be claimed for meals served to the students attending such programs in
accordance with program regulations. (FNS Instruction 776-7)
Conclusion
The child nutrition programs are administered at the local level through State governments. Family
literacy program administrators are encouraged to contact the State agency that administers the
child nutrition programs for sponsorship and general information. These contacts can be found at
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Contacts/StateDirectory.htm.
For more information on Federal nutrition programs, visit the USDA's Food and Nutrition Service
Web site at www.fns.usda.gov/fns.
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