
   

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

June marks the end of the school year for most students 
in kindergarten through 12th grade and the beginning of 
summer break. Unfortunately, summer break often 
means children aren’t receiving important nutrition 
assistance normally found in free and reduced price 
school meals, and many children don’t have the same 
summer opportunities for enrichment as their peers.  

 

With over 50 percent of students across the country 
eligible for free or reduced price school meals,1 it is unsurprising that summer, when students are not in 
school to receive their meals, often leads to increased levels of hunger for students. The federal Summer 
Food Service Program (SFSP) attempts to fill the summer meals gap by providing funding to nonprofit 
entities to serve meals in congregate settings to low-income children during summer breaks.  

Making sure that all children get access to food in the summer is important to their health and well being. In 
addition, most summer child nutrition programs occur in tandem with educational and enrichment programs 
that keep children learning, engaged, and safe during the summer months.  

Though the SFSP served nearly 3.2 million children in 2014, a 7.3 percent increase over 2013, only about 16 
percent of students who receive free or reduced price school meals also receives summer meals.2 Many 
barriers to participation in the program remain, including lack of sufficient funding, families’ unfamiliarity 
with the program or sites, lack of transportation, and limited food distribution hours.  

 

Luckily for many, summer nutrition programs can help ensure that low-income children have access to 
healthy food and don’t fall behind in health and development throughout the summer.  

Currently, communities that have 50 percent of their children in the area eligible for free or reduced-price 
school meals can participate in Summer Food Service Programs. This means that communities with 
significant numbers of low-income, hungry children are able to help children receive meals and continue 
learning throughout the summer. Many public agencies and private nonprofit organizations that operate 
summer programs also provide high-quality afterschool programming and afterschool nutrition during the 
school year.  

Recognizing the importance of ensuring all children have access to food in the summer, many local and 
federal officials are currently working towards improving access to the summer meal programs. For example, 
a bill co-sponsored by representatives Don Young and Rick Wilson and senators Lisa Murkowski and Kirsten 
Gillibrand would better help summer food service sites serve children through transportation assistance, 
changing the area of eligibility from 50 percent low income to 40 percent, and reducing the paperwork barrier 
that some public and private organizations face in needing to fill out multiple applications in order for them 
to provide children meals after school, on weekends, and during school holidays.  

In addition, legislation introduced by Senator Patty Murray and Representative Susan Davis would allow 
families to receive an electronic benefits transfer card in the summer months for their children that are 
eligible for SFSP. All communities and their challenges in serving children meals in the summer are different, 
but it is important to explore various options so that our country reaches more children in the summer 
months and no child faces hunger when school is out. 



 
 
 
 

On average, students lose about a month of skills and knowledge from the end of one school year in the 
spring to the beginning of the next in the autumn. This is not particularly surprising, as students are often not 
practicing the skills or using the knowledge gained throughout the school year during the summer as often as 
when they are in class. This type of break can also be important for overall child development, but disparities 
between students in families with different incomes often means some children do not benefit from summer 
months. On average, students from low-income families show substantially more skills and knowledge loss 
than students in higher-income families; while both low- and high-income students lose ground in math, 
high-income students stay the same or even gain in reading while low-income students typically lose ground 
in reading as well as math.3   

Unfortunately, due to the lack of access to resources that children from low-income families have, such as a 
collection of books to read at home or easy access to libraries and other community resources, the summer 
learning gap is not surprising. Considering that the academic achievement gap begins before children enter 
kindergarten and grows during summer months, it is clear that lack of opportunities during the summer is 
negatively impacting children from low-income families.4  

 

There is an excellent opportunity to turn summer recess into an asset for students from low-income families. 
Summer learning programs with diverse characteristics, such as voluntary programs and initiatives that 
encouraged reading at home, have all shown positive impact on academic achievement.5 Certain 
characteristics also lead to more successful programs, such as engaging community-based organizations. 
Paramount among characteristics of successful summer programs is that they complement the school year 
rather than act as an extension. Summer learning is an excellent opportunity for students to have a diverse set 
of experiences different from what they get during the school year, and increased access to subjects and 
activities that may be unavailable during the school year, such as music and art. 

Unfortunately, state and district budget cuts often result in the elimination of summer learning initiatives. 
Federal initiatives such as 21st Century Community Learning Centers provide important resources for 
summer and afterschool programs. Expanding these initiatives in tandem with increased access to summer 
meals can increase access to summer programs for students from low-income families and ultimately improve 
academic outcomes.  

Summer should not be a time of worry for children and youth. Though school is out, learning can continue 
and no child should go hungry. The country can and should do more to ensure that all children can have a 
safe, healthy, and productive summer recess. 
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