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Without much fanfare, last fall, Detroit Public Schools implemented an entirely new 
regime of federally funded school meals for students. Called the Community Eligibility Option 
(CEO), this regime allows school districts in which at least 40 percent of students are directly 
certified for free meals to offer meals at no charge to all students. The community eligibility 
option was part of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, signed into law by President Obama in 
December 2010.  

In one stroke, the CEO eliminated one of the biggest challenge to federal school lunch 
and breakfast programs: the bureaucratic burden to families and cafeteria staff first of 
documenting eligibility of students to participate in the program, and then on a daily basis 
tracking each participating student in the cafeteria.     

Before the CEO, three types of meals were served in DPS: free, reduced, and full-price. 
The vast majority—nearly 9 out of 10 lunches served in the 2010-11 year were free and reduced 
price. (The full price meal also receives a federal subsidy in cash and commodity foods.) 
Nonetheless, the Detroit Food Policy Council’s 2011 report indicated that, on any given day in 
the previous school year, only one out of two eligible students actually asked for and received a 
free or reduced price lunch.  

According to Betti Wiggins, Director of School Nutrition Services at DPS, between 
October and December 2011, after the CEO went into effect, more than 2.22 million breakfasts 
and 2.27 lunches were served in schools, constituting a dramatic increase of 11 percent for 
breakfast and 14 percent for lunches over the previous year. 61,619 students were enrolled in the 
DPS in fall 2011, a 14 percent decline from the previous year.  

Under the community eligibility option, 55 percent of students enrolled in the DPS 
system participated in breakfast and 63 percent participated in lunch.  Despite the remarkable 
increases in participation rates from the previous year, these numbers are far from the full or 
close to full participation that one would expect for Detroit, given the city’s continuing economic 
distress and the availability of federal food dollars to feed every child in the system. It is possible 
that these rates will steadily grow in coming years.  

Still, what explains the less-than-full participation in universal school breakfast and 
lunch? One reason may be less-than-full participation in school itself, due to high rates of 
absenteeism among students. While we don’t have the full picture yet, some students may miss 
school breakfast because they have to travel further to get to a new school after their 
neighborhood school closed. Yet other reasons may have to do class and meal-time schedule 
mismatches especially for high school students. Finally, the real or perceived unattractiveness of 
the meal options served in school cafeterias or the cafeteria environment may also be a factor.  

We need to know more about how students decide whether or not to eat a free meal at 
school, and how their meal decision relates to their participation in school in general. We also 



need to know how students’ choices are influenced by family members, peers, and teachers. 
While less than full participation in federal meals invariably means leaving dollars on the table, 
how much should we worry about children shunning a free meal at school? 

For example what portion of non-participating students packs lunches from home? Might 
a fraction of non-participation rate be explained by special dietary needs or cultural preferences? 
Could it be that students are unaware of efforts by DPS to improve the quality of the meals? Or 
is it that they don’t like the healthier options?  

As for the menu on offer in DPS during the first part of week of April 2, 2012: Monday, 
one turkey burger in a whole-wheat hamburger bun, one-half baked potato, fresh red apple, two 
kinds of one-serving dressings, and a serving of milk and an 8-oz size bottled water. Tuesday, 
toasted cheese sandwich, one-half cup romaine-spinach salad, a 2-oz bag of fresh sliced apples, 
and milk and bottled water. Wednesday, two slices of turkey steak with chicken gravy, one-
quarter cup of macaroni and cheese, one-half cup of collard greens, one-half cup of canned sliced 
peaches, one corn muffin, and milk and bottled water.  

Additionally, elementary schools offer a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a combination 
salad, or a baked cheese sandwich. Middle and high schools offer two additional items from the 
following: a pizza slice, deli sandwich, combination salad, hamburger/cheeseburger or nacho 
cheese and tortilla pieces.  

I’d like to know what Detroit students think of the above menu and their ideas for 
increasing participation in universal, free school meals by all students.  
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