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Abstract: School-based nutrition programs are crucial to reducing food insecurity. The COVID-19
pandemic adversely impacted students” school meal participation. This study seeks to understand
parent views of school meals during COVID-19 to inform efforts to improve participation in school
meal programs. Photovoice methodology was used to explore parental perception of school meals in
San Joaquin Valley, California, a region of predominately Latino farmworker communities. Parents in
seven school districts photographed school meals for a one-week period during the pandemic and
then participated in focus group discussions and small group interviews. Focus group discussions
and small group interviews were transcribed, and data were analyzed using a team-based, theme-
analysis approach. Three primary domains emerged: benefits of school meal distribution, meal
quality and appeal, and perceived healthfulness. Parents perceived school meals as beneficial to
addressing food insecurity. However, they noted that meals were unappealing, high in added
sugar, and unhealthy, which led to discarded meals and decreased participation in the school meal
program. The transition to grab-and-go style meals was an effective strategy for providing food
to families during pandemic school closures, and school meals remain an important resource for
families experiencing food insecurity. However, negative parental perceptions of the appeal and
nutritional content of school meals may have decreased school meal participation and increased food
waste that could persist beyond the pandemic.

Keywords: food insecurity; school meals; photovoice

1. Introduction

Food insecurity (FI), defined as reduced access to affordable and nutritious food, had
been decreasing in U.S. households with 14.9% of households experiencing FI in 2011
to 10.5% reporting FI in 2020 [1]. Overall, during 2020, the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic, prevalence of FI was 14.8% among U.S. households with children [1]. Due to the
social and economic disruption from the pandemic, by some estimates FI in households
with children climbed upwards of 27.5% at one point during the pandemic [2,3]. FI has
many adverse consequences for children’s physical and mental health, with increased risk
for obesity [4], diabetes [5,6], and depression [7]. It has also been shown to be associated
with poor maternal health, increased parental depressive symptoms, and increased conflict
between parents [8], all of which affect the social and emotional development of children. FI
disproportionately affects families of color [1], and thus addressing childhood FI is crucial
to achieving health equity.
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The National School Lunch Program was established in 1946 to address food insecurity
and continues to do so, serving ~30 million US children daily. The 2010 Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act aligned nutrition standards for school meals with the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans, increasing whole grains, eliminating trans fats, establishing appropriate
calories by age, increasing required servings of fruits and vegetables, and reducing sodium.
Thus, school meal programs not only reduce FI, but also promote higher overall diet quality,
may decrease obesity and related health consequences, and have the potential to reduce
learning losses stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic [9-11].

Despite the numerous benefits of school meals, there was a decrease in participation
in school meal programs early in the pandemic [12]. During the COVID-19 pandemic
when schools closed and switched to remote learning, the USDA granted waivers that
allowed for flexibilities both in the logistics of distributing school meals as well as existing
nutritional standards so schools could more easily distribute food to children given local
COVID-19 safety protocols and remote schooling during the pandemic [13-15]. School
districts developed creative solutions in their distribution of school meals for consumption
at home, some delivering meals via school buses while others provided “grab-and-go”
meals which parents picked up at designated schools [16,17].

For many parents, this was the first glimpse of what their children eat at school.
Parental perceptions of school meals affect whether students participate in school meal
programs [18]. Conducting this study during the period of the pandemic when schools
were closed for in-person instruction, and meals were consumed at home allowed unprece-
dented insight into parent experience of school meals, which could persist beyond the
pandemic period.

This study was conducted in California’s San Joaquin Valley (SJV), which is a pre-
dominately rural area home to a majority Latino population including many agricultural
workers [19] among the hardest hit economically by the COVID pandemic [20-22]. Rural
areas produce most of the nation’s food, yet 9 of 10 counties with the highest rates of food
insecurity are rural. Families who are of Latino background are also most affected; 1 in
6 Latinos experience food insecurity, a rate 2.5 times that of Whites [23,24]. One study of
accessibility to produce in the SJV found that while most participants reported physical
access to produce was not a problem in their communities, 65% reported concerns about
affordability of fruits and vegetables in grocery stores and other retail locations [25]. The
pandemic only further limited access to affordable healthy produce, making school meal
programs an especially important source of nutrition for children in SJV [26].

The goal of this study was to explore parent perspectives of the school meal programs
and to empower parent participants to use study findings to influence local school meal
programs and enhance participation in the program. To our knowledge, the current study,
which stems from concerns about meal quality and appeal mentioned in earlier parent focus
group discussions conducted by our community-academic partnership [17], is one of the
first U.S. studies to examine parents’ concerns regarding school meals provided during the
COVID-19 pandemic and thus offers important insight that may inform efforts to address
decreased school meal participation [27]. Moreover, this study provides perspectives of
Latino families from rural communities who face unique challenges that are rarely explored.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Community-Academic-Policy Partnership

This study was conceptualized and conducted by a community-academic-policy
partnership. The partnerships included two community-based non-profit organizations,
Dolores Huerta Foundation and Cultiva la Salud, that work to advance health equity
and social justice for predominately Latino farmworker communities in SJV, academic
research partners at Stanford University, and policy partners at the University of California’s
Nutrition Policy Institute (NPI). The study was conducted in the SJV where the two
community partners are based.
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Community and policy partners collaborated with the academic partners on the entire
research study. They identified the study objectives, recruited participants, and helped
shape focus group discussion guides. All community, academic, and policy partners met
regularly to inform the study design, data collection, and analysis processes and to review
updates and provide feedback.

2.2. Study Design

Photovoice is a community-based participatory research method through which pho-
tographs are used to promote dialogue and give voice to community members’ lived
experiences [28]. This methodology was selected for the current study as it was identified
as an effective way to engage meaningfully with community members and to amplify their
voices to advocate for changes in practices and policies. This study received approval from
the Stanford University IRB.

2.3. Data Collection

Participants were recruited by community partners. Inclusion criteria included (1) be-
ing a parent or caregiver of a child enrolled in a public elementary, middle, or high school
in SJV, (2) speaking either English or Spanish, and (3) participating in the school meals
program during the COVID-19 related school closures. The convenience sample consisted
of parents of children enrolled in eight school districts across the SJV region. Parents
attended a training webinar (Spanish/English) hosted via Zoom by the research team to
receive instructions for photographing school meals and to review the project. Interested
parents then signed up to take photographs and participate in the subsequent focus group
discussions or interviews. Parents were asked to take photographs of all food provided by
the school during the week of 11/2/20 to 11/6/20 and were instructed to have any food
labels with nutrition information visible in the photographs. Parents were provided with
cards to include in the photos on which they filled out the date, number of meals displayed
in photographs, type of meals (breakfast, lunch, or snack), school where they picked up
the meal, and any other comments for the photos. Photos taken by participants were sent
to the study team by email or text message and then uploaded to a centralized database
for the research team to organize and label. Thirty-seven participants from eight school
districts provided photographs.

Six focus group discussions and two small group interviews [29] were then conducted
virtually over video conference. Each discussion was led by a member of the Stanford
research team with a community partner representative present in each group. Each focus
group and small group interview began with the virtual sharing of one photograph selected
by each parent and the open-ended question, “Please tell us about the photo you selected
and what it means to you.” The facilitator then moved on to questions about school meals
during the pandemic following a focus group guide, which was developed in collaboration
with community partners and was informed by prior discussions with community members
about their experiences with school meals. Each focus group and small group interview
consisted of parents from one school district and was conducted in English or Spanish. The
groups were divided in this manner to accommodate language preference and encourage
discussion among parents in the same districts. This allowed for in-depth conversation
about parent experiences [30] within a district for eventual action to influence policy and
practice, which is a key component of photovoice methodology [28,31]. The small and large
group discussions achieved thematic saturation, so no additional groups were conducted.
Themes addressed in the discussions included child opinions of meals, parent opinions
about quality of food, food waste, packaging and presentation of meals, and ideas for
improvements. All participants received a $50 gift card.

2.4. Analysis

Focus group discussions and small group interviews were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed. Transcripts in Spanish were translated into English. All transcripts were uploaded
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into Dedoose, a qualitative software used to share transcripts, code data, and test interrater
reliability [32]. Thematic analysis was conducted using an iterative approach. Initially, two
coders developed a draft codebook, which was edited with input from team members and
community partners. The two researchers then independently coded the transcripts using
the code book. Discussions regarding discrepancies in coding were held until a final code
book was agreed upon. The pooled Cohen’s k score on the final code book was 0.89.

3. Results

A total of 27 parents, all female, from seven school districts in the SJV participated in
six focus group discussions and two small group interviews to converse about their pho-
tographs and school meals during the pandemic. Five group discussions were conducted
in Spanish, and one was in English. One small group interview was in Spanish, and one
was in English. Focus group size ranged from four to seven participants. The small group
interviews had two to three participants each. Participants were parents of elementary,
middle, and high school children with ages ranging from 5 to 17 years old.

Three primary themes emerged from analysis of the discussions: (1) benefits of meal
distribution during school closure, (2) meal quality and appeal, and (3) perceived health-
fulness of meals. Representative quotes and photographs for each theme are presented in
Table 1 (Theme 1), Table 2 (Theme 2), and Table 3 (Theme 3).

Theme 1: Parent Descriptions of the Benefits of School Meal Distribution during
COVID-19 Pandemic School Closures

Parents described several benefits of the transition to grab-and-go meal distribution
including schools’ efforts to ensure that the logistics of picking up meals were streamlined,
financial impact of schools providing meals for the family, and COVID-19 safety protocols
enforced by schools providing meals. Parents appreciated that they could pick up meals at
any nearby local school. Many parents mentioned the convenience of being able to pick up
batched meals, meaning they could pick up several days’ meals at the same time, which
meant fewer trips to the pick-up sites. They also valued efforts by schools to communicate
about their meal distribution through multiple platforms including phone, email, banners,
and flyers.

Parents reported that the school meals saved them money on groceries during the
pandemic, and they specifically valued receiving bulk items such as cartons of milk, dried
beans, and rice (Table 1b). Parents appreciated the reliable supply of milk that they received
with batched meals as they perceived it as a healthy, yet costly, food staple. One parent even
stated that the milk was the main reason they continued to pick up meals for their family.
Parents described bulk dried items, primarily beans and rice, such as those in Table 1b(ii),
as enabling them to cook culturally preferred foods at home. One parent noted that she was
experiencing unemployment during the pandemic and that she felt relief that the school
meal program provided her children with consistent access to food.

Parents also reported feeling safe collecting meals from the school sites during the pan-
demic. The photo in Table 1c shows meals picked up in plastic bags, which parents equated
to schools’ strong safety and cleanliness standards when packaging and distributing foods.
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Table 1. Theme 1: Parent Descriptions of the Benefits of School Meal Distribution during COVID-19
Pandemic School Closures.

Description Quotes Photos
“I like the locations because the schools

a. Convenience of pick-up and are so close to where I live.”

communication “I like that they call us for updates that

makes me remember.”

“A positive aspect is knowing that we

have food, that, if in this pandemic we Bulk foods that support families financially

really run Ol,lt .Of food, there is milk for by decreasing grocery needs for: (i) cartons
example. If it is a great help and I have of milk

four children, it is good to know that
there is food for them there.”

'y

b. Financial benefit from school meals

“Well for me in particular a benefit right
now as things are, which will lower
employment, it is helping me financially.”

(ii) bulk staple items like a bag of dried beans

“Yes, I can easily access it and I enjoy that
c. Pandemic safety the staff are being safe for COVID-19 by
wearing masks and things like that.”

Meals in plastic bags that were perceived as
improving pandemic safety.

Theme 2: Parents Perceptions of the Quality and Appeal of School Meals during the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Issues of meal quality and appeal were prominent during the photovoice discussion
sessions. Parents reported throwing away meals because their children refused to eat the
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food. Even when children were hungry, parents said they declined to eat much of the food
provided by school because it did not look appetizing or appealing. Parents described food
as soggy, bruised, squished, greasy, or frozen. The photo in Table 2d depicts a pizza roll that
was squished by the time it made it home. Pizza was one of the most common food items
reported to be discarded and was described as greasy, rubbery, and tasteless. Both photos
in row a of Table 2 demonstrate slices of pizza that were unappealing for different reasons.
Photo (i) reveals grease pooled beneath the slice while photo (ii) shows a shrink-wrapped
slice that is squished and misshapen. Several parents also described produce as inedible
due to being bruised, discolored, or even moldy. Many parents reported that children did
not like the taste of the food, and several parents described tasting the food themselves and
agreeing with their children. Parents consistently reported guilt about the amount of food
thrown away. Multiple parents stopped picking up meals because of the waste.

Other concerns about school meals included lack of variety in foods. Parents perceived
that repetitive meals each week made their children less likely to eat the food. Parents
described putting in additional preparation to improve variety and appeal of meals. Food
often required defrosting, cooking, or adding extra ingredients. Parents repeatedly ex-
pressed concern about safety of children needing to microwave food, especially with some
foods being packaged in non-microwave safe packaging. The sandwich pictured in Table 2c
has frozen filling that required disassembling the sandwich to defrost. These added steps
to prepare meals were barriers to student consumption of school-provided meals.

Table 2. Theme 2: Parents’ Perceptions of the Quality and Appeal of School Meals during the
COVID-19 Pandemic.

Description

Quotes Photos

a. Wasted food due to unappealing meals

“They tell me they want to eat, but not
the food here because it is bad quality.
The meat has no flavor, and I even have
to use the napkin to remove grease from
the chicken nuggets.”

(i) Slice of pizza sitting in a pool of grease
was unappealing to kids
: my 1

“T went several times, and the fruit was
bruised. I did not want them to eat it, so
we threw it away and I would prefer not

to throw away things.”

“There is too much waste, so I decided
not to go.”

7 d
3 Wu o ‘w B
J ? O

(ii) Shrink wrapped pizza slice that is
squished and misshaped.
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Table 2. Cont.

Description Quotes Photos
“I would like more options and less
b. Lack of variety in meals repetition. Then the kids get very tired

and they just don't eat it.”

c. Meals required additional preparation “I will prepare it for my son. But I add the

prior to consumption

“You cannot eat it right away. You need
to fix it to be edible to eat it.”

lettuce, I add the tomato, the onion so
that he can eat it. But they don’t give it
that way at school. The school gives it to
him plain.”

d. Flimsy packaging led to damaged food  in the handle part and I feel bad because

“The bags for me always break especially

the food might be damaged.”

“Squished” pizza roll

Theme 3: Parents’ Perceptions of the Healthfulness of School Meals Provided during
the COVID-19 Pandemic

Nearly every parent expressed concern about unhealthy food provided in school
meals. Parents believed the food was “too sweet” and unhealthy. Table 3b(i) shows waffles
and pop-tarts provided for breakfast that were perceived as too sugary. Pop-tarts and
breakfast cereals were common items about which parents expressed concern. Parents
also noted that many of the snack foods received as a part of lunch were unhealthy (e.g.,
Cheetos, chips, cookies). Several parents went as far as to describe the food their child
received as “junk”. A few parents also described the cheese in several foods, specifically in
macaroni and cheese, cheese sandwiches, and pizza, as greasy and fatty.

Parents reported that their children preferred the fresher, healthier components of
the meals such as whole fruits and vegetables. Children reportedly preferred whole
produce over packaged sliced produce; they often described the pre-sliced and prepackaged
vegetables as slimy. The photo in Table 3a contrasts sliced packaged cucumbers and carrots
that children perceive as slimy or spoiled next to whole apples that were more appealing.
Many school districts did provide whole apples and oranges; however, these did not make
up the majority of fruit and vegetable servings.

Overall, parents expressed concern that school meals set a poor example of a healthy
lifestyle for children. Parents felt that the school was missing an opportunity to teach
children healthy habits through the school meals program. Several parents expressed
concern that children were not getting appropriate nutrients, and those unhealthy meals
would affect children’s ability to learn in school. Multiple parents also worried that
children would not develop healthy habits since they lacked access to nutritious food at
school. Parents were hopeful about bringing change to the food provided by their school
districts. One parent stated that the district leadership is likely unaware of the poor quality
and nutritional content of food being sent home, and parents expressed that they felt
photographs from this study would be effective to inform school district leadership of their
concerns, as was intended from the outset of this photovoice project.
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Table 3. Theme 3: Parents’ Perceptions of the Healthfulness of School Meals Provided during the
COVID-19 Pandemic.

Description Quotes Photos

“One good thing is that they had fresh
food, but when they come as packaged,
they kind of spoil faster because they are
a. Kids prefer fresh foods sealed up.
“They [children] say they want the whole
fruit, banana, apple, and they don’t want
it packaged.” (i) Whole apple and pear were preferred
to packaged and sliced cucumbers and
carrots, which were perceived as slimy.

“The cereal is too sweet, everything is not
healthy in this bunch of food.”

“I think the only thing there that I don’t
like being given so much is Pop-tarts,
because it has a lot of sugar”

b. Food was perceived as too sweet and

100 greasy It’s [school meals] crap crap food. It’s

junk. Why are you going to put chips and
fritos in front of the kids?”

“Children cannot sustain themselves on

treats that give pure sugar. They [schools]

give for the morning bars and cereal that
are full of sugar.”

(ii) Chips (Cheetos) and sugary cereal
(Cinnamon Toast Crunch) were offered in
the meals.

FARM

“I like the milk because it helps lessen
how much I have to buy from the store in
addition to the fruit. This is helpful to
c. Milk as a healthy staple food me.
“I also like the milk because it lowers the
cost of my monthly grocery bill. It can be

used for cereal and things like that”.

Y gallon milk carton described as helping
lower grocery bill.
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Table 3. Cont.

Description

Quotes Photos

d. School meals set a poor example for a

healthy lifestyle

“I think there needs to be more education
and healthier choices ... The school
needs to be responsible for showing

meals that are healthy, but also that the
kids would actually enjoy. That is my
point of view.”

“My child commented to me, how do you
expect me to eat healthy and good if I
only like the milk out of the lunches we
get? That is concerning to me because I
want them [children] to be able to get the
nutrients they need to do well in school

and be healthy.”
“If the district wants children to eat .
healthy, but they are giving fatty food, The food above was described as
they are giving a lot of cheese and it has a including an unhealthy breakfast of a
lot of fat, cholesterol rises and that “high-calorie bar” and lunch of bread
children are consuming this at an early with no vegetables.

age also affects them.”

4. Discussion

Grab n’ go school meals provided during pandemic-related school closures provided
a rare opportunity for parents to see the types of foods and beverages provided in school
meals. We found that parent perceptions of quality, appeal, and healthfulness of meals
may have contributed to the lower participation in school meals observed during the
pandemic. Our findings are particularly salient given that effective this school year, Cal-
ifornia provides all public-school children with school breakfast and lunch daily, at no
charge, regardless of family income [33]. While it is important to acknowledge that school
meals may have changed during the pandemic due to supply chain disruptions and USDA
waivers for school meal nutrition standards, parents’ perspectives of school meals during
the pandemic could persist even after school meals return to normal, thereby limiting
the participation in California’s universal school meals program unless action is taken to
address parent concerns.

In our study, parents perceived meals provided during the pandemic as unhealthy,
and specifically voiced that meals were too sugary. Parents in one other U.S. study with
101 parents of children (78.2% were non-Hispanic Black or Latino/Hispanic) receiving
meals from New York City public schools during the pandemic expressed some similar
concerns to those raised in our SJV focus group discussions about healthfulness of meals,
noting foods that were more snacks than meals and often included ultraprocessed items [27].
However, in contrast to our study, parents in this New York City sample identified Nu-
tritional Quality as a positive facilitator of participation in school meals [27]. Another
study of parent perspectives of school meals conducted in a majority Non-Hispanic Black
population (51.6%) found that, after the implementation of HHFKA, nearly 20% of parents
perceived school meals as unhealthy while 80% viewed the meals as healthy [34]. The study
populations and locations are very different among these two studies and our study, with
the two existing studies examining urban populations, which may contribute to differences
in food provided or affect parental perceptions of food provided by school meal programs.

Federal nutrition guidelines for school meals, according to the HHFKA, include limi-
tations on overall calories, sodium, added trans fats, and saturated fats. They also require
meals to be whole grain-rich, offer one cup of low fat or fat-free milk, and include fruit and
vegetable servings. Despite the fact that HHFKA requires meal program nutrition standards
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to align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA), there are no existing limitations
or guidelines regarding sugar content of school meals [35]. The DGA recommend that sugar
should account for less than 10% of total daily calories [36]. According to the American
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), all children should consume less than 6 teaspoons of added
sugar per day, and younger children should consume even less with 3-8-year-olds being
limited to 3 teaspoons of sugar per day [35]. While a complete nutrient analysis was beyond
the scope of this initial project, the photographs did demonstrate that many of the school
meals served during our study period were not meeting this daily sugar recommenda-
tion. According to the photographed nutrition labels, one pop-tart pastry, a common item
provided in school breakfasts in the study, contains 15 g or nearly 4 teaspoons of added
sugar—60% of the AAP’s daily recommendation. One previous study conducted before
the pandemic found that 92% of U.S. schools exceeded the DGA for sugar in breakfast, and
69% of schools exceeded it for lunches [37]. A report published in November 2021 states
that most companies supplying school food had about 75% compliance to DGA for added
sugars in their foods [38]. However, parents in our study school districts perceived that
school meals contain too much sugar and are unhealthy. Similarly, in a study of elementary
school parents in Oregon, improving nutrition standards for school meals was noted as the
top priority for supporting children’s healthy eating [39], so this concern is not unique to
our study population. School districts must seize the opportunity to model healthy habits
by providing meals that are healthy and in accordance with nutritional guidelines. Parent
perceptions in this study strongly support the inclusion of a standard for added sugars in
Child Nutrition Reauthorization, which is expected to be considered by Congress in the
coming year.

Our findings also indicated that meal appeal and quality were major concerns of
parents. While some concerns raised in focus group discussions were specific to the
pandemic constraints (e.g., need for individual packaging, transportation of meals from
school to home), other concerns apply to school meals served during more routine school
periods. Parents said that a lack of variety in food led to children refusing to eat the meals,
which was remedied at home by introducing additional fresh ingredients that improved
taste, presentation, and nutrition. For example, one parent added tomatoes, lettuce, and
peppers to sandwiches provided by the school. In the New York City study cited earlier,
parents expressed similar concerns to those identified in our study about meal appeal,
noting repetitive and limited food options and unappealing presentation and texture of
foods [27]. Similarly, in a prior study of parents of students in rural Midwestern middle
schools, parents stated that the top reason why their child did not participate in school
meals was because they did not like what was being served [40]. In contrast to other
studies that describe advantages to serving pre-sliced fruit [41], parents in our study stated
that their children desired more whole fresh produce as packaged, pre-sliced fruits and
vegetables were often slimy, moldy, or otherwise unappealing. One innovative way to
increase the variety of healthy, fresh foods is to source locally grown produce rather than
mass-produced, packaged sliced fruits and vegetables. Research demonstrates that student
and teacher school meal participation increased from 1.3 percent to 16 percent in school
districts that implemented farm to school programs that increased local produce in the
school meals [42].

Prior studies demonstrate that parents’ perception of school meals directly affects their
child’s meal participation [43]. This was also reflected in our findings, as in discussion
of wasted food, multiple parents stated they had either already stopped or planned to
stop picking up school meals. Limited research suggests that parents may not know that
meals must meet federal nutrition standards; they misperceive home meals as healthier
than school meals, have concerns about the appeal and taste of food, or do not trust school
meal quality [18,34,40,44]. While these findings are useful, generalizability is limited, as
most studies do not capture rural areas like SJV, which face unique challenges. Though
one in four US children are Latino, few studies explore such perspectives, and those that
do note concerns about the cultural mismatch between Western foods offered at school
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and more traditional foods at home [45]. Our study adds the unique perspective of rural,
mostly Spanish-speaking, Latino parents to the existing literature about parent perceptions
of school meals, which is critically important to understand given this population’s high
risk of food insecurity.

Given the unprecedented policy window with California’s new universal school meals
policy and its capacity to reduce persistently high rates of FI and obesity stemming from the
pandemic [34], the community-academic-policy team has worked to develop policy briefs
based on study findings that recommend (1) including guidelines limiting added sugars in
school meals in the upcoming Child Nutrition Reauthorization and (2) supporting programs
that incentivize use of local fresh produce in school meals. The briefs were circulated
among community members and nutrition policy advocates to support these efforts [46].
Additionally, our research and community partners are working to present photographs
and findings to school districts and other stakeholders to advocate for improvements in
school meals locally.

Limitations of our study include the fact that, due to safety constraints during the
COVID-19 pandemic, focus group discussions were conducted virtually and required
access to phone or computer and Wi-Fi. While this had the potential to bias our sample
towards those with internet access, our community partners worked to help those with
limited technology skills participate. The sample size of some of the small group interviews,
which were as small as two participants, is a limitation for traditional focus group type
discussions. Despite this, our facilitators encouraged highly interactive discussions of
the designated photos. We believe that, in some cases, the smaller group discussions
further accommodated language of choice and the ability to organize groups by school
district. This facilitated presentation of focus group findings at the district level, which was
important for advocacy at the local-district level in keeping with the priorities of photovoice
methodology [28]. When reviewed separately from aggregate data, themes from the two to
three person small group interviews were consistent with overall findings, and all major
themes discussed in the group were also discussed in other larger focus groups. Lastly
due to pandemic USDA school meal program waivers that facilitated meal distribution
in different formats (e.g., grab-and-go) and provided more flexibility around nutrition
standards, parents’ perceptions of foods as being unhealthy may not be representative of
typical school meals served in a non-pandemic time period. However, these findings will
be important to consider for future school closures due to COVID-19 surges, as well as in
response to other disasters such as wildfires and hurricanes or during winter, spring, and
summer instructional breaks.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, TM.S., and A.LP; methodology, TM.S., EC.H., AD.LR,
GIL,C.C,CEH, KH,]SB., and AILP; formal analysis, TM.S., E.C.H., and VM.O.; investigation,
VM.O., G.VE, ADLR, TMS., ECH.,, G.I, C.C,KH., C.EH.JSB., and A.LP; resources, A.LP,
G.I, C.C,CEH, and K.H.; data curation, T.M.S., and E.C.H.; writing—original draft preparation,
T.M.S.; writing—review and editing, A.LP., EC.H., ].5.B., CE.H., and K.H.; supervision, A.LP., and
J.5.B.; project administration, A.LP., G.I,, C.C., C.E.H., and K.H,; funding acquisition, ALP, G.I, C.C,,
C.E.H., K.H.,, and T.M.S. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This study was supported by funding from No Kid Hungry, Stanford Pediatrics Residency,
and Stanford Children’s Health Community Benefits Grant.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Stanford University (eProtocol # 56369,
approval date 18 November 2020).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to protections for privacy of community
members and participants as this is a qualitative study and identifiers are present throughout
the transcripts.



Nutrients 2023, 15, 1087 12 of 14

Acknowledgments: Thank you to Lauren Blacker from Stanford Pediatrics for research design
expertise and data analysis feedback. Thank you to Brandon Cortes from Stanford Pediatrics for
assistance with transcription and translation of focus group discussions. Thank you, Danielle Claybon
with Cultiva la Salud for assistance with data collection.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Coleman-Jensen, A.; Rabbit, M.P,; Gregory, C.A.; Singh, A. Household Food Security in the United States in 2020; ERR-298; U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service: Washington, DC, USA, 2020.

Ahn, S.; Norwood, F.B. Measuring Food Insecurity during the COVID-19 Pandemic of Spring 2020. Appl Econ Perspect Policy.
2021, 43, 162-168. [CrossRef]

Bauer, L. About 14 Million Children in the US Are Not Getting Enough to Eat. Brookings, 9 July 2020. Available online: https://
www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/09/about-14-million-children-in-the-us-are-not-getting-enough-to-eat/ (accessed
on 15 November 2020).

Lee, A.M,; Scharf, R.J.; DeBoer, M.D. Association between kindergarten and first-grade food insecurity and weight status in U.S.
children. Nutrition 2018, 51-52, 1-5. [CrossRef]

Seligman, H.K.; Bindman, A.B.; Vittinghoff, E.; Kanaya, A.M.; Kushel, M.B. Food insecurity is associated with diabetes mellitus:
Results from the National Health Examination and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) 1999-2002. |. Gen. Intern. Med.
2007, 22, 1018-1023. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Seligman, H.K.; Laraia, B.A.; Kushel, M.B. Food insecurity is associated with chronic disease among low-income NHANES
participants. J. Nutr. 2010, 140, 304-310. [CrossRef]

Whitaker, R.C.; Phillips, S.M.; Orzol, S.M. Food insecurity and the risks of depression and anxiety in mothers and behavior
problems in their preschool-aged children. Pediatrics 2006, 118, e859—e868. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Johnson, A.D.; Markowitz, A.J. Food Insecurity and Family Well-Being Outcomes among Households with Young Children. J.
Pediatr. 2018, 196, 275-282. [CrossRef]

Dunn, C.G.; Kenney, E.; Fleischhacker, S.E.; Bleich, S.N. Feeding Low-Income Children during the Covid-19 Pandemic. N. Engl. J.
Med. 2020, 382, e40. [CrossRef]

Gundersen, C.; Kreider, B.; Pepper, J. The impact of the National School Lunch Program on child health: A nonparametric bounds
analysis. | Econ. 2012, 166, 79-91. [CrossRef]

Cohen, ] EW,; Hecht, A.A.; McLoughlin, G.M.; Turner, L.; Schwartz, M.B. Universal School Meals and Associations with Student
Participation, Attendance, Academic Performance, Diet Quality, Food Security, and Body Mass Index: A Systematic Review.
Nutrients 2021, 13, 911. [CrossRef]

New Data Shows How Participation in Nutrition Programs Has Changed During the Pandemic. No Kid Hungry. Available
online: https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/new-data-shows-how-participation-nutrition-programs-has-changed-during-
pandemic-0 (accessed on 4 November 2021).

Child Nutrition COVID-19 Waivers. Child Nutrition COVID-19 Waivers | Food and Nutrition Service. (n.d.). Available online:
https:/ /www.fns.usda.gov/fns-disaster-assistance/ fns-responds-covid-19/child-nutrition-covid-19-waivers (accessed on 20
September 2022).

Cohen, J.LEW.,; Polacsek, M.; Hecht, C.E.; Hecht, K.; Read, M.; Olarte, D.A.; Patel, A.Il.; Schwartz, M.B.; Turner, L.; Zuercher,
M.; et al. Implementation of Universal School Meals during COVID-19 and beyond: Challenges and Benefits for School Meals
Programs in Maine. Nutrients 2022, 14, 4031. [CrossRef]

Zuercher, M.D.; Cohen, ]. EW.; Hecht, C.E.; Hecht, K,; Ritchie, L.D.; Gosliner, W. Providing School Meals to All Students Free of
Charge during the COVID-19 Pandemic and Beyond: Challenges and Benefits Reported by School Foodservice Professionals in
California. Nutrients 2022, 14, 3855. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

McLoughlin, G.M.; Fleischhacker, S.; Hecht, A.A.; McGuirt, J.; Vega, C.; Read, M.; Colén-Ramos, U.; Dunn, C.G. Feeding Students
During COVID-19-Related School Closures: A Nationwide Assessment of Initial Responses. J. Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2020, 52,
1120-1130. [CrossRef]

Jowell, A.H.; Bruce, ].S.; Escobar, G.V.; Ordonez, V.M.; Hecht, C.A.; Patel, A.I. Mitigating childhood food insecurity during
COVID-19: A qualitative study of how school districts in California’s San Joaquin Valley responded to growing needs. Public
Health Nutr. 2021, 1-11. [CrossRef]

Ohri-Vachaspati, P. Parental perception of the nutritional quality of school meals and its association with students’ school lunch
participation. Appetite 2014, 74, 44-47. [CrossRef]

Hartzog, C.; Abrams, C.; Erbstein, N.; London, ].K.; Watterson, S. California’s San Joaquin Valley: A Region and Its Children Under
Stress; UC Davis Center for Regional Change: Davis, CA, USA, 2016. Available online: https:/ /regionalchange.ucdavis.edu/sites/
g/files/dgvnsk986/files/inline-files /CA%20San%20Joaquin%?20Valley%20Jan%202017%20-1_0.pdf (accessed on 15 January
2022).


http://doi.org/10.1002/aepp.13069
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/09/about-14-million-children-in-the-us-are-not-getting-enough-to-eat/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/09/about-14-million-children-in-the-us-are-not-getting-enough-to-eat/
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.nut.2017.12.008
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-007-0192-6
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17436030
http://doi.org/10.3945/jn.109.112573
http://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-0239
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16950971
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpeds.2018.01.026
http://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2005638
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2011.06.007
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu13030911
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/new-data-shows-how-participation-nutrition-programs-has-changed-during-pandemic-0
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/new-data-shows-how-participation-nutrition-programs-has-changed-during-pandemic-0
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fns-disaster-assistance/fns-responds-covid-19/child-nutrition-covid-19-waivers
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu14194031
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu14183855
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36145229
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2020.09.018
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021003141
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2013.10.024
https://regionalchange.ucdavis.edu/sites/g/files/dgvnsk986/files/inline-files/CA%20San%20Joaquin%20Valley%20Jan%202017%20-1_0.pdf
https://regionalchange.ucdavis.edu/sites/g/files/dgvnsk986/files/inline-files/CA%20San%20Joaquin%20Valley%20Jan%202017%20-1_0.pdf

Nutrients 2023, 15, 1087 13 of 14

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

Kochhar, R. Hispanic Women, Immigrants, Young Adults, Those with Less Education Hit Hardest by COVID-19 Job Losses. Pew
Research Center. Available online: https:/ /www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/09/hispanic-women-immigrants-young-
adults-those-with-less-education-hit-hardest-by-covid-19-job-losses/ (accessed on 5 November 2021).

Parker, K.; Minkin, R.; Bennett, J. Economic Fallout From COVID-19 Continues To Hit Lower-Income Americans the Hardest.
Pew Research Center’s Social & Demographic Trends Project. 2020. Available online: https://www.pewresearch.org/social-
trends/2020/09 /24 /economic-fallout-from-covid-19-continues-to-hit-lower-income-americans-the-hardest/ (accessed on 5
November 2021).

Fielding-Miller, R.K.; Sundaram, M.E.; Brouwer, K. Social determinants of COVID-19 mortality at the county level. PLoS ONE
2020, 15, €0240151. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Curti, D. Food Insecurity and Rural America. Available online: https://ruralhealthquarterly.com/home/2020/01/28/food-
insecurity-and-rural-america/ (accessed on 8 January 2023).

Hake, M.; Engelhard, E.; Dewey, A. Map the Meal Gap 2022: A Report on County and Congressional District Food Insecurity and
County Food Cost in the United States in 2020. Feeding America. 2022. Available online: https://www.feedingamerica.org/
sites/default/files /2022-07 /Map%20the%20Meal %20Gap%202022%20Report.pdf (accessed on 8 January 2023).

Valdez, Z. Community Perspectives on Access to and Availability of Healthy Food in Rural, Low-Resource, Latino Communities.
Prev. Chronic Dis. 2016, 13, E170. [CrossRef]

Payan, D.D.; Perez-Lua, F.; Goldman-Mellor, S.; Young, M.E.D.T. Rural Household Food Insecurity among Latino Immigrants
during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Nutrients 2022, 14, 2772. [CrossRef]

Cadenhead, ].W.; McCarthy, ].E.; Nguyen, T.T.T.; Rodriguez, M.; Koch, P.A. Qualitative Study of Participation Facilitators and
Barriers for Emergency School Meals and Pandemic Electronic Benefits (P-EBT) in an Urban Setting during COVID-19. Nutrients
2022, 14, 3358. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Wang, C.; Burris, M.A. Photovoice: Concept, Methodology, and Use for Participatory Needs Assessment. Health Educ Behav. 1997,
24,369-387. [CrossRef]

Tuckerman, J.; Kaufman, J.; Danchin, M. How to use qualitative methods for health and health services research. J. Paediatr. Child
Health 2020, 56, 818-820. [CrossRef]

Krueger, R.A.; Casey, M.A. A Practical Guide for Applied Research, 4th ed; Sage Publications Ltd.: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2008.
Catalani, C.; Minkler, M. Photovoice: A review of the literature in health and public health. Health Educ. Behav. 2010, 37, 424-451.
[CrossRef]

Dedoose, version 9.0.17; Web Application for Managing, Analyzing and Presenting Qualitative and Mixed Method Research Data;
SocioCultural Research Consultants: Los Angeles, CA, USA, 2021.

California Universal Meals. 2021. Available online: https://www.cde.ca.gov/Is/nu/sn/cauniversalmeals.asp (accessed on 31
December 2022).

Martinelli, S.; Acciai, F; Au, L.E,; Yedidia, M.].; Ohri-Vachaspati, P. Parental Perceptions of the Nutritional Quality of School Meals
and Student Meal Participation: Before and After the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act. J. Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2020, 52, 1018-1025.
[CrossRef]

Korioth, T. Added sugar in kids’ diets: How much is too much? AAP News. Published online 29 October 2021. Available online:
https:/ /www.aappublications.org/news/2019/03/25/sugarpp032519 (accessed on 31 October 2021).

Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025; Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services:
Washington, DC, USA, 2020. Available online: DietaryGuidelines.gov (accessed on 31 October 2021).

Fox, M.K,; Gearan, E.C.; Schwartz, C. Added Sugars in School Meals and the Diets of School-Age Children. Nutrients 2021, 13,
471. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

School Meals Corporate Report Card 2021; Center for Science in the Public Interest: Washington, DC, USA, 2021. Available online:
https:/ /cspinet.org/school-meals-corporate-report-card-2021 (accessed on 6 December 2021).

Budd, E.L.; Franz, D.J.; Kelly, N.R.; Giuliani, N.R. Oregon Parents’ Perceptions of the Supportiveness of the School Environment
for Their Children’s Health Behaviors. J. Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2020, 52, 975-981. [CrossRef]

Meier, C.L.; Brady, P.; Askelson, N.; Ryan, G.; Delger, P; Scheidel, C. What Do Parents Think About School Meals? An Exploratory
Study of Rural Middle School Parents’ Perceptions. J. Sch. Nurs. 2020, 38, 226-232. [CrossRef]

Cohen, ] EW.; Hecht, A.A.; Hager, E.R.; Turner, L.; Burkholder, K.; Schwartz, M.B. Strategies to Improve School Meal Consumption:
A Systematic Review. Nutrients 2021, 13, 3520. [CrossRef]

Farm To School; National Farm to School Network: Chicago, IL, USA, 2020. Available online: https://www.farmtoschool.org/
resources-main/benefits-of-farm-to-school (accessed on 1 November 2021).

Scaglioni, S.; De Cosmi, V.; Ciappolino, V.; Parazzini, F.; Brambilla, P.; Agostoni, C. Factors Influencing Children’s Eating
Behaviours. Nutrients 2018, 10, 706. [CrossRef]

Askelson, N.M.; Golembiewski, E.H.; Ghattas, A.; Williams, S.; Delger, PJ.; Scheidel, C.A. Exploring the Parents” Attitudes and
Perceptions About School Breakfast to Understand Why Participation Is Low in a Rural Midwest State. J. Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2017,
49, 107-116. [CrossRef] [PubMed]


https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/09/hispanic-women-immigrants-young-adults-those-with-less-education-hit-hardest-by-covid-19-job-losses/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/09/hispanic-women-immigrants-young-adults-those-with-less-education-hit-hardest-by-covid-19-job-losses/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/09/24/economic-fallout-from-covid-19-continues-to-hit-lower-income-americans-the-hardest/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/09/24/economic-fallout-from-covid-19-continues-to-hit-lower-income-americans-the-hardest/
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240151
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33052932
https://ruralhealthquarterly.com/home/2020/01/28/food-insecurity-and-rural-america/
https://ruralhealthquarterly.com/home/2020/01/28/food-insecurity-and-rural-america/
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/Map%20the%20Meal%20Gap%202022%20Report.pdf
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/Map%20the%20Meal%20Gap%202022%20Report.pdf
http://doi.org/10.5888/pcd13.160250
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu14132772
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu14163358
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36014864
http://doi.org/10.1177/109019819702400309
http://doi.org/10.1111/jpc.14849
http://doi.org/10.1177/1090198109342084
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cauniversalmeals.asp
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2020.05.003
https://www.aappublications.org/news/2019/03/25/sugarpp032519
DietaryGuidelines.gov
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu13020471
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33573299
https://cspinet.org/school-meals-corporate-report-card-2021
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2020.02.004
http://doi.org/10.1177/1059840520924718
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu13103520
https://www.farmtoschool.org/resources-main/benefits-of-farm-to-school
https://www.farmtoschool.org/resources-main/benefits-of-farm-to-school
http://doi.org/10.3390/nu10060706
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2016.10.011
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27940261

Nutrients 2023, 15, 1087 14 of 14

45. Agaronov, A.; Entwistle, T.; Leung, M.M. From the Lunch Table, to the Family Table: A Grounded Theory Approach to
Understanding Urban Adolescents” Experiences of Food Culture Mismatch between School and Home Environments. Ecol. Food
Nutr. 2019, 58, 23—44. [CrossRef]

46. University of California Nutrition Policy Institute, Cultiva la Salud, Dolores Huerta Foundation, Stanford University Department
of Pediatrics. School Meals: Kids Are Sweeter with Less Sugar. Oakland, CA, USA. 2021. Available online: https://ucanr.edu/
sites/NewNutritionPolicyInstitute/files /348508.pdf (accessed on 1 November 2021).

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


http://doi.org/10.1080/03670244.2018.1554566
https://ucanr.edu/sites/NewNutritionPolicyInstitute/files/348508.pdf
https://ucanr.edu/sites/NewNutritionPolicyInstitute/files/348508.pdf

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Community-Academic-Policy Partnership 
	Study Design 
	Data Collection 
	Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	References

