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School lunch is more than a meal. The lunch period is time spent with friends, discussing pop
culture, trading gossip, and yes, eating what is on the daily menu. If you are one of the hundreds
of millions who attended K-12 in this country, you have likely eaten a school meal. School lunch is
a quintessential American experience — and one of the larger investments the United States has
made in our children. But this cafeteria commitment still comes with cumbersome strings
attached. Millions of families are charged a daily fee for their children to receive a school meal.

Introduction

The lunch payment process is different from other key school services like bus routes. Children
do not need to present payment each time they hop on the yellow bus taking them to school, and
they shouldn’t have to for lunch either. It is time to make school meals free for all children.

Born as part of an agricultural surplus program during the Great Depression, the United States
school lunch system has become something far greater than a means for farmers to sell excess
food. The program is capable of supplying every child in the country a guaranteed meal at
school. For decades, though, states and the federal government have failed to convert that
capability into reality. This changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Temporary program waivers
guaranteed meals to every student, no matter their income or ability to pay. With sufficient
political will, bureaucratic barriers keeping kids from eating lunch were eliminated. Although
those waivers expired, Congress can accomplish the same feat again in the aggregate.

This paper details a path forward, building off permanent components of the school lunch
system, namely the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP). Established through the Healthy,
Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, the CEP has allowed schools in high-poverty districts to serve all
students free meals without requiring parents to submit individual applications. The CEP has
eliminated cumbersome paperwork, reduced the stigma of receiving free meals, and reached
millions of children who would have fallen through the cracks of the old system. Today, more than
54,000 schools participate, serving over 27 million children.! But the CEP was designed as a
targeted intervention. The reimbursement formula, certification process, and scope of eligibility
all limit how many schools participate.

Reforming and expanding the CEP — as has already been done in recent years — will allow
Congress to establish a permanent, universal free school meals program with distinct
flexibility in the overall cost to the federal government. Every school would be extended CEP
eligibility alongside more generous meal reimbursement rates to make the policy possible.

Food for thought: the effect of school meals

' Erin Kennedy Hysom and Alexis Bylander, Community Eligibility: The Key to Hunger-Free Schools, School Year
2024-2025 (Washington, DC: Food Research & Action Center, June 2025).



https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/CEP-Report-2025.pdf
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/CEP-Report-2025.pdf
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Government programs focused on children tend to have a high return on investment.? School
meal investments, in particular, can return more than $2 in economic and health benefits for
every dollar spent.?

In addition to the benefit of keeping students from going hungry during the day, there are
downstream effects associated with school meals. For example, students with access to school
breakfast score higher on cognitive achievement tests, with effects concentrated among
low-income students.* Kindergartners with access to universal meals have higher attendance and
less chronic absenteeism than those who do not.> A reduction in suspensions has also been
found at elementary and middle schools that adopted universal free meals, with the largest
effects in areas with higher food insecurity.®

Universal free school meals could extend these effects. A national analysis has shown that the
localized adoption of free meals for all students increased breakfast and lunch participation, with
math scores improving in districts that previously had low free meal eligibility.” Studies have also
found benefits at the state and local levels. A study in South Carolina demonstrated greater
improvements in scores among young students in particular.® Meanwhile, an analysis of New York
City middle schools found test improvements across a wide range of income levels.®

The benefits of universal school meals go beyond the academic setting: These reforms can lead
to improved food prices for entire communities.”® Local implementation of a free school meals
program allowed households with school-age children to reduce their purchases at the grocery

2 Nathan Hendren and Ben Sprung-Keyser, A _Unified Welfare Analysis_of Government Policies (Cambridge, MA:
Opportunity Insights, 2019).

® Noah Cohen-Cline, Increasing Investment in_School Meals Pays for ltself._and Then Some (New York, NY: The
Rockefeller Foundation, November 17, 2021).

4 David E. Frisvold, Nutrition and Cognitive Achievement: An Evaluation of the School Breakfast Program (Journal of
Public Economics 124, April 2015): 91-104.

® Anna Merod, Universal School Meals Improve Attendance for Youngest Students (K-12 Dive, February 17, 2023).

% Nora E. Gordon and Krista J. Ruffini, School Nutrition _and Student Discipline: Effects of Schoolwide Free Meals
(Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, NBER Working Paper No. 24986, September 2018).; Andres
Cuadros-Mefiaca, Di Fang, Rodolfo M. Nayga Jr, and Michael R. Thomsen, Universal Free Meals and School
Suspensions, Economlc Inqurry (2026)

7 Krista Ruffini, A J :

Eligibility Provision (Berkeley, CA: Goldman School of Publlc Pollcy, UnlverS|ty of California, Berkeley, February 17,
2020).

8 John Gordanier, Orgul Ozturk, Briggs Williams, and Chao Zhan, Free Lunch for Alll The Effect of the Community
Eligibility Provision on Academic Qutcomes, Economics of Education Review 77 (2020).

° Amy Ellen Schwartz and Michah W. Rothbart, Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of Universal Free Meals on Student
Performance, Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 39, no. 2 (2020): 376-410.

10 Jessie Handbury and Sarah Moshary, School Food Policy Affects Everyone: Retail Responses to the National School
Lunch Program (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, NBER Working Paper No. 29384, October
2021).



https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29384/w29384.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29384/w29384.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.22175
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.22175
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775719307605
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775719307605
https://edopportunity.org/papers/Ruffini_CEP_achievement_JHR.pdf
https://edopportunity.org/papers/Ruffini_CEP_achievement_JHR.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w24986/w24986.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ecin.70066
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ecin.70066
https://www.k12dive.com/news/universal-school-meals-reduce-chronic-absenteeism/643015/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4408552/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/grantee-impact-stories/increasing-investment-in-school-meals-pays-for-itself-and-then-some/
https://www.policyinsights.org/
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store." This decline in sales at large retail grocery stores then led to retailers lowering their prices
in the local area.” In short, free school meals for all children can benefit the entire community.

Historical background

School meal programs in the United States trace back to the late 1800s, when charitable
organizations and women's civic groups began providing meals to malnourished children in
urban schools.® These patchwork programs were locally funded and were almost entirely
concentrated in urban centers.

Early in the 20th century, malnourishment and hunger became a severe national security
problem. One-third of Americans drafted were rejected due to being underweight or having poor
nutrition.” These issues were exacerbated due to mass unemployment and low wages during the
Great Depression. Hunger was particularly apparent in American schools, with significant portions
of the school-age population facing malnutrition-related health complications.” Before the 1930s,
states had mostly stayed out of directly feeding children in schools; state funding for meals in
schools was typically only for the operational costs, and lunch programs often depended on
donated goods.

The situation started to shift because of the New Deal. In 1935, federally run school lunch began
under the Works Progress Administration.” These new operations helped solve a critical problem
plaguing a large sector of the U.S. economy at the time: agricultural surplus. The Great
Depression brought a collapse in the agricultural market, leading to low prices and large
surpluses.” The Roosevelt administration and Congress, in an effort to stabilize commodity
prices, authorized the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to purchase surplus
commodities and donate them to, among other places, school lunch programs. By 1940, almost
every state supplemented federal funds for school lunches.®

" Michelle Marcus and Katherine G. Yewell, The Effect of Free School Meals on Household Food Purchases: Evidence

from the Community Eligibility Provision, Journal of Health Economics (2022).

2 Jessie Handbury and Sarah Moshary, School Food Policy Affects Everyone: Retail Responses to the National School
Lunch_Program (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, NBER Working Paper No. 29384, October
2021).

3 Susan Levine, School Lunch Politics: The Surprising History of America's Favorite Welfare Program (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2008), Page 33.

% Susan Levine, School Lunch Politics: The Surprising History of America's Favorite Welfare Program, Page 23.

'S |bid. Page 41.

16 Kara Clifford Billings, School Meals and Other Child Nutrition Programs: Background and Funding (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, R46234, updated July 16, 2025).

7 Between 1929 and 1930 alone, CPI-deflated farm income fell 251 percent, compared to a 6.3 percent decline in
non-farm personal income over the same period. See: Joshua K. Hausman, Paul W. Rhode, and Johannes F. Wieland,
Farm Product Prices, Redistribution, and the Early U.S. Great Depression (University of Michigan and UC San Diego,
April 15, 2021).

'8 Susan Levine, School Lunch Politics: The Surprising History of America's Favorite Welfare Program (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2008), Page 49.



https://johanneswieland.github.io/Papers/Hausman_Rhode_Wieland_Farm.pdf
https://johanneswieland.github.io/Papers/Hausman_Rhode_Wieland_Farm.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46234
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29384/w29384.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29384/w29384.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167629622000650
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167629622000650
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Child welfare and the agricultural economy became intimately tied when Congress passed the
National School Lunch Act in 1946, supporting the health of children, protecting national security,
and encouraging domestic crop consumption. The resulting National School Lunch Program was
built on a political coalition united by overlapping interests rather than shared values. Farmers
and their Southern Democrat allies sought a federal mechanism to absorb agricultural surpluses
and stabilize commodity prices.” Military officials and public health advocates, alarmed by
malnutrition rates documented among children and draftees, saw school meals as an investment
in national fitness.

In the decades after the NSLP's creation, though, access remained deeply uneven. Steps were
taken to guarantee school meals for all low-income children. Congress expanded eligibility by
guaranteeing free meals for all students under the federal poverty line (FPL) in the 1970s, and
then subsequently raising the eligibility threshold to receive free school meals to 130% of the FPL
in the 1980s.2% But not all of the reforms improved access. First, eligibility for reduced-price
lunches was tightened.”’ Second, Congress cut per-meal reimbursement rates to schools,
resulting in around 2,000 schools ending program participation altogether and 3 million students
subsequently losing out.?? Lastly, income verification requirements — while intended to be a spot
check on income eligibility — presented an administrative burden that limited program adoption
and resulted in eligible children losing free or reduced-price school meals.®

To alleviate the paperwork burden for eligible families, Congress established a certification
method in the early 1980s where households on SNAP (formerly known as “food stamps”) could
be approved for free school meals by submitting their SNAP enrollment documents to their
respective school food authorities.?* Reforms in 1989 further reduced the paperwork burden for
families on SNAP by allowing schools — in conjunction with state benefit agencies — to “directly
certify” students for free meals with program enroliment data.?® Over time, direct certification was
automated and expanded to include families enrolled in Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) and, later, Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR).2

'9 Susan Levine, School Lunch Politics: The Surprising History of America's Favorite Welfare Program, 78-79

2% Provisions were also implemented that provided additional flexibility around when schools and districts certified
children for eligibility. See also: Kara Clifford Billings, Amending Eligibility Rules for Free and Reduced-Price School
Meals: Background and Policy Options (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46888, August 25, 2021).
21 Kara Clifford Billings, Amending Eligibility Rules for Free and Reduced-Price School Meals: Background and Policy
Options

22 Robert Pear, 3.2 Million Students and 2,700 Schools Drop Qut of National Lunch Program in Year (New York, NY: The
New York Times, November 1, 1982).

2 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Study of Income Verification in the National School
Lunch Program (Washington, DC: USDA FNS).

2% Kara Clifford Billings, Amending Eligibility Rules for Free and Reduced-Price School Meals: Background and Policy
Options (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46888, August 25, 2021).

25 Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 1989, H.R. 24, 101st Cong. (1989) (enacted as Public Law 101-147).

26 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Direct Certification and Certification of Homeless

Migrant and Runaway Children for Free School Meals, 76 Fed. Reg. 22785 (April 25, 2011).



https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2011/04/25/2011-9457/direct-certification-and-certification-of-homeless-migrant-and-runaway-children-for-free-school
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2011/04/25/2011-9457/direct-certification-and-certification-of-homeless-migrant-and-runaway-children-for-free-school
https://www.congress.gov/bill/101st-congress/house-bill/24/text
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research/nslp/study-income-verification
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research/nslp/study-income-verification
https://www.nytimes.com/1982/11/01/us/3.2-million-students-and-2700-schools-drop-out-of-national-lunch-program-in-year.html
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46888
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Direct certification helped ensure that low-income children receive free meals at school, although
states use this mechanism at a varying rate. Nearly two decades after direct certification was
established, the best-performing states certified nearly all eligible children directly, while the
worst states certified roughly 35%.%” Two-thirds of SNAP households in states with the worst
direct certification rates were unnecessarily forced to navigate the paper application process for
their children.?® According to a 2010 analysis by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, there
were significant gaps in certification.?® An estimated 2.5 million SNAP-eligible children went
uncertified. When factoring in the children who could have been certified through TANF or FDPIR,
this number expands to 3.5 million. About 40% of this population did not end up receiving free
meals.’® The remainder who did were eventually enrolled, but had to submit duplicative paper
applications.

The chronic inability to supply free school meals to all eligible children came to a head in the late
2000s. Policymakers remained interested in growing the number of students guaranteed meals
at school, but the status quo approach was not cutting it. In response, Congress passed the
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, which created the CEP.? It established universal free
meals in schools and districts with a sizable proportion of students from low-income households,
thereby eliminating the need to certify individual children in low-income school districts.

In each of these districts, all students receive free school meals; paperwork is no longer
necessary. Families are relieved of completing school meal applications and worrying about meal
fees. But schools are not necessarily reimbursed for all meals at the highest federal rate, known
as the “free” rate. Instead, school districts are reimbursed on a sliding scale based on the share
of students who are directly certified, a proxy for the extent of poverty within the student body.
Other factors are at play, but implementation of the CEP has corresponded with a higher rate of

27 Dennis Ranalli, Edward Harper, Rosemary O'Connell, and Jay Hirschman, Direct Certification in the National School
Lunch_Program: State Implementation Progress, Report CN-08-DC (Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of Agriculture,
Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Research and Analysis, December 2008).

28 The 2008 USDA Direct Certification report identifies two structural causes for this gap: the local education district
size, as schools enrolling fewer than 10,000 students were not yet subject to the direct certification mandate previously
established, and certification method, as states relying on letter-based systems rather than computer matching
consistently underperformed. See: Dennis Ranalli, Edward Harper, Rosemary O'Connell, and Jay Hirschman, Direct
Certification in the National School Lunch Program: State Implementation Progress, Report CN-08-DC (Alexandria, VA:
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Research and Analysis, December 2008).

2 708 Neuberger, Jestimony on the Hunger Fr hools Act, Before the House Appropriations Subcommittee on
Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Administration and Related Agencies (Washington, DC: Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, March 4, 2010).

30 A 2009 USDA-sponsored study of participation patterns during the 2005-06 school year found that older students
were substantially less likely to participate in school meal programs than their elementary counterparts, a gap
researchers attributed in part to the heightened social visibility of the cafeteria line in middle and high school settings.
The same study found that price itself functioned as a participation barrier: students eligible for reduced-price meals
participated at lower rates than those receiving free meals, suggesting that even a nominal copay was enough to deter
some families from enrolling. See: Quinn Moore, Lara Hulsey, and Michael Ponza, Factors Associated with School Meal
Participation and the Relationship Between Different Participation Measures, Contractor and Cooperator Report No. 53
(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, June 2009).

%" Kara Clifford Billings, Serving Free School Meals through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP): Background and
Participation (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46371, May 20, 2020).



https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46371
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46371
https://www.ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/84513/CCR-53.pdf?v=66788
https://www.ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/84513/CCR-53.pdf?v=66788
https://www.cbpp.org/testimony-zoe-neuberger-on-the-hunger-free-schools-act
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/DirectCert08.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/DirectCert08.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/DirectCert08.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/DirectCert08.pdf
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increase in the provision of free and reduced-price meals.*? Critically, the CEP can be expanded
to establish universal free school meals.

How the federal government supports free school meals today

To be considered for the CEP, schools must be enrolled in the School Breakfast Program and
National School Lunch Program.®® There are then two prominent components of the CEP that
impact eligibility and the recipiency rate of free school meals. First, CEP eligibility depends on the
percentage of students who are already on means-tested assistance programs — known as the
Identified Student Percentage (ISP). Second, the meal reimbursement rates that schools, local
education agencies, and districts receive depend on the proportion of students on means-tested
assistance, the ISP metric that CEP eligibility depends on.

Both of these policy levers play a critical role in just how many students benefit from free school
meals, and can be adjusted to expand eligibility and meal consumption. Reforms will be
suggested on ways to deliver free school meals to all children — and at a manageable cost to
schools — after detailing how these CEP provisions function.

Qualifying for the Community Eligibility Provision

The CEP allows for high-poverty schools, groups of schools, and entire local education agencies
or districts to serve free breakfast and lunch to all enrolled students without collecting household
income applications. In place of the individual eligibility determinations that come with traditional
free or reduced-cost lunch programs, participating schools and districts qualify for the CEP based
on a set percentage of enrolled students already receiving means-tested assistance: the ISP3*

Specifically, the ISP represents the share of enrolled students who are determined to be eligible
for free meals due to participation in programs like SNAP, TANF, FDPIR, and in most states

32 Jessica E. Todd, National School Lunch Program Lunches Served and Percent Free or Reduced-Price, Fiscal Years
1969-2024 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, August 5, 2025).

3 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Child Nutrition Programs: Community Eligibility
Provision—Increasing Options for Schools, 88 Fed. Reg. 65778 (September 26, 2023).

3 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 7 CFR Part 245—Determining_Eligibility for Free and
Reduced Price Meals and Free Milk in Schools (Washington, DC: Electronic Code of Federal Regulations, current as of
August 25, 2026).



https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-II/subchapter-A/part-245
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-II/subchapter-A/part-245
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/09/26/2023-20294/child-nutrition-programs-community-eligibility-provision-increasing-options-for-schools
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/09/26/2023-20294/child-nutrition-programs-community-eligibility-provision-increasing-options-for-schools
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/54595
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/54595
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Medicaid.*® This certification is largely done by matching state benefit records to school
enrollment.® To be eligible for the CEP presently, a school must have a minimum ISP of 25%.

Since the passage of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act in 2010, school enroliment in the CEP
and free meal uptake have grown immensely. The share of average daily lunches that are
reimbursed at the “free” rate has risen almost 16% since 2010, from 55.3% to 71% in 2025 (Figure
1).*” Greater use of the CEP has also contributed to the decline of reduced-price meals, which
have gone from 9.4% to 2.7% of meals provided during that span. Critically, the percentage of
students receiving free lunches was nearly 100% during the COVID-19 pandemic — but just for
that limited period — and will be discussed later.

% States must be participating in the Medicaid Direct Certification program. The participant tally from Medicaid only
includes students receiving free meals, not reduced-price ones. See: Heather Hopwood, Community Eligibility
Provision: State Agency Procedures to Ensure Identified Student Percentage Accuracy, Memo Code SP 11-2024
(Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, February 6, 2024).; U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Direct Certification with Medicaid Demonstration Projects: January 6, 2022
Webinar Follow Up (Alexandria, VA: USDA FNS, 2022).

%6 Maria Islam and Erin Hysom, Celebrating Progress: Five More States Implement Medicaid Direct Certification
(Washington, DC: Food Research & Action Center, July 10, 2024).

% The figure presents the type of meal reimbursement rate. As a result, the percentage of free meals provided to
students could be a bit higher than reflected. See: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, National/
School Lunch Program: Participation and Lunches Served (Alexandria, VA: USDA FNS, data as of July 10, 2026).


https://fna-bwbufwdzbabpezgc.z01.azurefd.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/slsummar-7.pdf
https://fna-bwbufwdzbabpezgc.z01.azurefd.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/slsummar-7.pdf
https://frac.org/blog/medicaid-direct-certification-2024
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/guidance-documents/fns.SP11-2024CEPstateProceduresEnsureISP.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/guidance-documents/fns.SP11-2024CEPstateProceduresEnsureISP.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/SY22-23_DCM_Kick_Off_Webinar_QAs.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/SY22-23_DCM_Kick_Off_Webinar_QAs.pdf
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Lunches served to students through the National
School Lunch Program

Proportion of meals reimbursed at each rate
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CEP enrollment has played a major role in increasing meal consumption at participating schools.
According to USDA analysis, the CEP increased average daily lunch participation by 6.8% and
breakfast participation by 12.1% among adopting schools and districts, compared to non-adopting
schools with similar characteristics. These gains persisted and modestly grew in the second year
of implementation.®® Likewise, state-level studies in Texas, Pennsylvania, and Maryland found that
opting into the CEP could increase meal participation between 4%-8%.%°

However, adoption has not been uniform across or even within states. CEP adoption is voluntary
and the decision to do so is made at the district or school level. Whether a school adopts the
CEP, as demonstrated in the following section, is largely a financial decision. Reimbursement
rates and revenue streams are important to consider when schools adopt the CEP. Schools may

% U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Community Eligibility Provision Characteristics Study. SY
2016-17 (Washington, DC: USDA FNS).

3 Kate R. Schneider, Jennifer Oslund, and Tiffany Liu, Impact of the Community Eligibility Provision Program on School
Meal Participation in _Texas, Public Health Nutrition 24, no. 18 (2021): 6534—6544; Paige E. Pokorney, Avinash

Chandran, and Michael W. Long, Impact of the Community Eligibility Provision on Meal Counts and Participation in
Pennsylvania and Maryland National School Lunch Programs, Public Health Nutrition 22, no. 17 (2019): 3281-3287.


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11148575/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11148575/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10260558/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10260558/
https://www.fna.usda.gov/research/cn/cep-characteristics-study-sy-2016-17
https://www.fna.usda.gov/research/cn/cep-characteristics-study-sy-2016-17
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participate individually, as a subgroup of schools within a district, or altogether across a district or
region. Schools may strategically form a collective applicant group to maximize the collective
reimbursement amount received. Meanwhile, other schools and districts may opt not to
participate altogether.

Nationally, just 74% of eligible schools decided to utilize the CEP.*° The three states closest to
100% CEP-eligible participation are New Mexico, Vermont, and West Virginia — all between 99.2%
and 99.8%. Fifteen states currently have less than 50% of their CEP-eligible schools participating,
with New Hampshire being the lowest at 2.8% (Figure 2). Uptake in the program is influenced by
a variety of factors: outreach by state and advocacy groups, direct certification systems, state
laws, when the program was adopted in the state, and the meal reimbursement rates provided by
the federal government.”

0 Food Research & Action Center, Community Eligibility (Washington, DC: FRAC).
4 Kara Clifford Billings, Serving Free School Meals through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP): Background and
Participation (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46371, May 20, 2020).



https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46371
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R46371
https://frac.org/community-eligibility
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School uptake varies across regions and states

Percentage of eligible schools adopting community eligibility in the
2024-25 school year
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Because the CEP operates downstream of means-tested benefits like SNAP, Medicaid, and TANF,
schools can be significantly impacted by changes made to eligibility to those programs. For
example, six states (Alaska, Hawaii, Mississippi, Missouri, New Hampshire, and South Dakota) and
the District of Columbia do not participate in direct certification through Medicaid.*?> While
Medicaid and SNAP participation is the most common benefit combination, almost 30% of
Medicaid participants do not participate in any other benefit program. In these states,
dependents of Medicaid-only recipients would not be counted as part of their school’s ISP figure.

42 Arkansas recently announced direct certification through Medicaid. See: Krista Jackson, Direct Certification with
Medicaid for Free and Reduced-Price Meals, Memo COM-25-055 (Little Rock, AR: Arkansas Department of Education,
Division of Elementary and Secondary Education, February 27, 2025); Maria Islam and Erin Hysom, Celebrating
Progress: Five More States Implement Medicaid Direct Certification (Washington, DC: Food Research & Action Center,
July 10, 2024).
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Recent reforms to SNAP and Medicaid, enacted as part of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA),
pose the most urgent threat to schools’ CEP eligibility and the financial viability of CEP in schools
that continue to qualify. The new cost-sharing effort mandates that most states will heed to cover
a portion of SNAP costs — for the first time ever — and states with higher error rates will shoulder
a greater percentage of their program costs. States could be on the hook for hundreds of millions
of dollars in SNAP expenses, forcing state lawmakers either to cut overall state spending, levy
higher taxes, or tighten eligibility for SNAP — with direct implications for the CEP. Already
between July 2025 and March 2026, 4 million people have fallen off the rolls of SNAP, including
over 800,000 children.”® Shifts in the ISP should be expected and could be the difference
between a school or district qualifying for the CEP or not.

How reimbursement rates are determined

In addition to whether a school or district qualifies for the CEP, the ISP metric is used to calculate
the meal reimbursement rate(s) received. A minimum ISP of 25% determines whether a school
qualifies for CEP. When determining the share of meals that are reimbursed at the highest rate by
the federal government (the “free” rate), CEP applies a multiplier of 1.6 to the ISP number to
account for students in poverty who may fall through the cracks in the direct certification process.
For example, if 30% of students have been explicitly identified as receiving assistance, that figure
is multiplied by 1.6 to determine the percentage of meals reimbursed at the free rate.

Schools with an ISP of 62.5% or higher are fully reimbursed for every meal served because the
multiplier brings the fully reimbursed share to 100% (62.5% x 1.6 = 100%).** If a school or district
has an ISP below 62.5%, their multiplier-adjusted ISP figure is the percentage of served meals
that are reimbursed at the free rate — the remaining percentage receive a smaller “paid meal”
rate. All students eat at no charge regardless of which reimbursement category their meal falls
into for schools enrolled in the CEP.

Reimbursement rate amounts are adjusted annually using the Consumer Price Index for All Urban
Consumers (CPI-U) focused on food away from home.*® For SY 2026-27, the lunch
reimbursement rates are around $4.78 for free meals, $4.38 for reduced-price meals, and $0.47

4 Katie Bergh and Joseph Llobrera, States' First-Ever Bill for SNAP Benefits Could Cost Billions (Washington, DC:
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, June 24, 2026).

4 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Administration, Community Eligibility Provision Slider Tool
(Washington, DC: USDA FNA, updated April 1, 2024).

% Cynthia Long, National School Lunch, Special Milk, and School Breakfast Programs, National Average
Payments/Maximum Reimbursement Rates, 89 Fed. Reg. 56720 (July 10, 2024).
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for paid meals (Figure 3).*° The breakfast reimbursement rates are around $3.05, $2.75 and
$0.42 for free, reduced-price, and paid meals, respectively.¥ Reimbursement rates are crucial to
school cafeteria operations because the food services rely heavily on federal program revenue.
When reimbursement revenue fails to keep pace with operating costs, school cafeterias must
reduce costs, which can reduce meal quality, or generate additional revenue to break even.*®

Reimbursement rates are adjusted annually
Example reimbursement rates

Catagory Fraa Reduced-Price Pald
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SFA =50% raalraduced |piorf 24 78 54 30 &0.47
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;‘.rnr + fi¢ parformance £4 05 84 A7 £ 45 (64 4T 80 54 / $0.58
filEs 5

5BF Breaklast, 3Y 2025-27, Conbiguous LS. [Sevend nead)

Cmaann nined 2308 £2.7s 20,42

Reimbursement amounts often do not cover the materials, labor, and operating costs necessary
to produce a meal.* In fact, around one-third of total program revenue for school meals typically
comes from charging students for meals (paid or reduced-price) and is critical to operations.*®
While most school food authorities are able to break even, nearly one-third have been unable to

% The reimbursement rate calculations are more nuanced than reflected in the chart. Individual schools'
reimbursement rates can be increased by other criteria like school poverty composition or meal quality. These rates
are also for the contiguous U.S. States and territories like Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico receive a higher
reimbursement rate. See: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Payment Chart, National School
Lunch ial Milk. an hool Breakfast Programs. National Aver Payments/Maximum Reimbursement R , 91
Fed. Reg. 43597 (July 16, 2026).

4 These reimbursement rates can vary based on school poverty composition. These rates are also for the contiguous
U.S. States and territories like Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico receive a higher reimbursement rate.

8 Any revenue from school meals goes toward cafeteria operations and cannot be used for the general school fund.
See: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 7 CER 210.14—Resource Management (Washington,
DC: Electronic Code of Federal Regulations, current as of August 20, 2026).

9 Many school nutrition directors believe the federal reimbursement rates offered are insufficient to cover the cost of
making these meals. See: School Nutrition Association, SNA Survey Shows Mounting Costs for School Meal Programs
(Arlington, VA: SNA, January 14, 2025).

%0 Kara Clifford Billings, School Meals and Other Child Nutrition Programs: Background and Funding (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, R46234, updated July 16, 2025).
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cover the costs of running their programs.® This share dropped significantly during the pandemic
when federal funding levels increased — albeit only for a short period of time.

For this reason, federal reimbursement rates can dictate whether it is financially feasible for
eligible schools to participate in the CEP. Schools with the highest poverty concentrations find the
CEP financially beneficial — by offsetting costs they would otherwise need to cover — while
eligible schools with lower ISPs may face a fiscal dilemma. For them, opting into the CEP can
bring additional cost burden.> Many of those lower-ISP schools do not participate in the CEP
because they would need to shoulder much of the cost of forgoing meal fees from families.>
Among LEA-wide eligible districts with ISPs between 40% and 45%, only 33.4% participated at all,
compared to 78% of districts with ISPs above 62.5%.>* Each 10-percentage-point increase in ISP
was associated with a 17-percentage-point increase in the likelihood of adoption when other
factors were held constant.

Schools do have ways to limit their cost exposure at the margins. The CEP allows for schools to
enter the program in a group and have their ISP calculated together.>® This enables schools to
maximize their ISP count and provide more meals that receive the highest possible
reimbursement rate.>® For example, a large school with an ISP of 80% could form a group with
two small schools with ISP rates of 60% to ensure that they receive the free meal reimbursement
rate for every meal provided to students. Certification for the CEP also allows schools to lock in
their reimbursement rate for a four-year period. Schools may update their ISP at the start of each
four-year period or within the four-year cycle under certain conditions, if doing so would increase
their reimbursement.”” More than half of participating LEAs reported recalculating their ISP before
the cycle's end.*®

5 Saied Toossi and Jessica E. Todd, School Food Authorities Work With State and Federal Agencies To Implement the
National School Lunch Program, Amber Waves (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research
Service, June 12, 2025).
52 This dynamic can be particularly troublesome for rural areas. These rural areas can face higher per-meal costs than
urban areas in part due to transportation, limited access to suppliers, and smaller volume. These costs can also be
higher due to operational demands like staffing, putting them at a disadvantage when it comes to federal
reimbursement. See: Vanessa Hoffman, Mithuna Srinivasan, Madeleine Levin, and Stephanie Scarmo, Operating School
| Programs in Rural Districts: Challen n lutions, The Journal of Child Nutrition & Management 42, no. 1
(Spring 2018).
3 67 percent of non-participating LEAs cited financial impact on school meals as their primary reason for not adopting,
and half of all eligible non-participating LEAs said the program would be more appealing if the multiplier were
increased. See: Jim Murdoch, Hiren Nisar, Devin Wallace-Williams, Mallory Vachon, Ayesha Enver, Christopher W.
Logan, Azim Shivji, and Micah Villarreal, Community Eligibilitv Provision Characteristics Study (Alexandria, VA: U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, March 2022).
* U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Community Eligibility Provision Characteristics Study, SY
2016-17 (Washington, DC: USDA FNS).
%5 No Kid Hungry Center for Best Practices, Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) (Washington, DC: Share Our Strength).
% Furthermore, group determinations let schools that fall below the 25% ISP eligibility threshold individually still qualify
for the CEP by pooling their numbers with others.
5 No Kid Hungry Center for Best Practices, Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) (Washington, DC: Share Our Strength).
%8 Jim Murdoch, Hiren Nisar, Devin Wallace-Williams, Mallory Vachon, Ayesha Enver, Christopher W. Logan, Azim Shivji,
and Micah Villarreal, Community Eligibility Provision Characteristics Study (Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, March 2022).
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With that said, the most effective way to make the CEP financially viable for more schools is to
improve the federal reimbursements provided. The paid-meal rate, in particular, can make the
CEP enrollment prohibitive for eligible schools with modest ISPs.

Building off progress made under recent administrations

As we enter the 2026-27 academic year, universal free school meals remain a low-hanging and
feasible policy priority. The biggest reason: Virtually all children received free meals during the
pandemic, an unambiguous success of the Trump and Biden administrations. What was in place
for a brief period of time could be implemented again, permanently.

When Congress passed the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) in 2020, the USDA
received a host of temporary waiver authorities around school meals.*® In addition to helping
schools stay compliant with COVID-19 precautions, the USDA leveraged these new waivers to
allow all schools and districts to serve free meals.®® This was technically done through the
summer meal program, although the waivers were applied during the regular school year as well.
Starting in July 2021, the provision of free school meals was paired with another waiver letting
schools receive the higher summer meal reimbursement rate for each meal provided to
students.® In total, 98% of state agencies used waivers to allow school meal operations to claim
the more generous reimbursement rate for meals served.®? This expansion expired by the start of
the 2022-23 school year, but it provides a clear demonstration of how expanded eligibility and
larger reimbursement rates can be paired to achieve universality.

Progress has been made in meaningful increments since then. Rather than allowing the policy to
lapse, a number of state legislatures passed bills to fund universal free school meals. Entering the
2026-27 school year, nine states have taken this step on their own.®®* Meanwhile, executive
branch adjustments were made to the CEP in 2023 as congressional action stalled.

In particular, the Biden administration expanded the provision of free meals by reducing the ISP
eligibility threshold for the CEP. In October 2023, the USDA finalized a rule lowering the minimum

% Liana Washburn, Veronica Severn, Brett Eiffes, Myah Scott, Sophia Navarro, and Kevin Conway, Child Nutrition
Program Operations During the COVID-19 Pandemic, July 2021 through September 2022, School Meals Operations
Study, Year 3 Report (Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Policy
Support, March 2025).

8% Congressional Research Service, USDA Nutrition Assistance Programs: Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
(Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46681, updated January 24, 2023).

¢ Liana Washburn, Veronica Severn, Brett Eiffes, Myah Scott, Sophia Navarro, and Kevin Conway, Child Nutrition
Program Operations During the COVID-19 Pandemic, July 2021 through September 2022, School Meals Operations
Study, Year 3 Report (Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Policy
Support, March 2025).

%2Liana Washburn, Veronica Severn, Brett Eiffes, Myah Scott, Sophia Navarro, and Kevin Conway, Child Nutrition
Program Operations During the COVID-19 Pandemic, July 2021 through September 2022.

% Food Research & Action Center, Healthy School Meals for All (Washington, DC: FRAC).
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ISP from 40% to 25%.°* This expansion of CEP eligibility has played a role in additional school
districts qualifying, although newly eligible districts may face financial constraints that prohibit
participation. As discussed earlier, lower ISP levels can result in districts covering the cost of a
significant number of meals that would have largely been paid by families otherwise. But the
reimbursement multiplier cannot exceed 1.6 according to statute.®® Without improved
reimbursement rates, the cost of covering those meals could be difficult for districts. And only
Congress can make that a reality.

Securing universal free meals, permanently

USDA and individual state efforts are worthwhile investments, but legislative action at the federal
level is necessary to enact a permanent expansion to all children and reimburse schools enough
to cover the costs. Only then will free school meals become universal. Fortunately, a durable
solution can be delivered through reforms to the CEP that are more budget-friendly than the $11
billion annual cost of extending the pandemic meal waivers.®® This approach involves statutory
adjustments to the CEP’s eligibility threshold and the reimbursement rates provided to schools
and districts.

Bring the CEP eligibility threshold all the way down

The CEP should be reformed to maximize eligibility. While the Biden administration did move the
ISP eligibility level from 40% to the current 25%, this was done via agency regulation and
concerns were relayed that going further may have risked the legal viability of the adjustment.
Congress should take the next step and bring the threshold down to 0% in statute, opening up
CEP eligibility to all schools and districts on a permanent basis.

Raise the multiplier used for determining reimbursement rates

Even if CEP eligibility becomes universal, schools with lower ISP levels may still be reluctant to
enroll for financial reasons.®’” The cost of a sizable number of meals paid by families would shift to
the schools. For this reason, expanding CEP eligibility is necessary yet likely insufficient to
achieve universality — so it should be paired with more generous reimbursements.

84 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Child Nutrition Programs: Community Eligibility
Provision—Increasing Options for Schools, 88 Fed. Reg. 65778 (September 26, 2023).

% U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 7 CFR 245.9—Special Assistance Certification and
Reimbursement Alternatives (Washington, DC: Electronic Code of Federal Regulations, current as of August 20, 2026);
Kara Clifford Billings, School Meals and Other Child Nutrition Programs: Background and Funding (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, R46234, updated July 16, 2025).

% Helena Bottemiller Evich, Free School Meals End Amid McConnell Opposition (Arlington, VA: Politico, March 9,
2022).

7 Kara Clifford Billings, Serving Free School Meals through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP): Background and
Participation (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, R46371, May 20, 2020).
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One way to offset schools’ cost burden is for Congress to increase the multiplier applied to
determine schools’ reimbursement rates. For instance, the multiplier could be raised from 1.6 to
2.5, allowing schools with a 40% ISP to be fully reimbursed. Schools with ISP levels below 40%
would have a larger share of their meals reimbursed at the free rate as well. There are existing
House and Senate bills that would implement this higher multiplier.°® Higher multipliers will make
it easier for schools to participate in the CEP, albeit at a higher price to the federal government.®®

Directly raising the reimbursement rates offered

Congress can further support schools by increasing the actual reimbursement rates offered for
each type of meal.”® Higher reimbursement rates for each free meal could help incentivize CEP
participation among schools with lower ISPs. The same could be true if the federal government
offset more of the cost of paid meals that schools would otherwise need to shoulder if enrolling in
the CEP. Alternatively, a larger free-meal reimbursement rate could be applied to all meals, as is
done in the proposed Universal School Meals Program Act of 2026, although this would be more
expensive for the federal government.”

Another route could be for Congress to set a reimbursement floor for schools using the CEP. If a
school's ISP is too low, the school may not administer universal school meals under the existing
reimbursement rates despite being made eligible. A reimbursement floor could guarantee that
40% of meals at each school would be reimbursed at the free-meal rate. The reimbursement
multiplier would still be applied — meaning schools in wealthier districts would still have some
meals reimbursed at the paid rate — but would pertain to fewer meals overall.

68 52664 - School Hunger Elimination Act of 2021 (Sponsor: Senator Robert P. Casey Jr.); H.R.8450 - Healthy Meals
Healthy Kids Act (Sponsor: Rep. Robert C. Scott).

% Zoe Neuberger and Katie Berg, Comment on FNS-2022-0044 (Washington, DC: Regulations.gov, Docket
FNS-2022-0044).

° This could include adjusting the cost adjustment index applied. Due to the reimbursement rate being indexed to the
Food Away From Home CPI series, rate changes may be unable to keep up with the cost changes that schools and
districts are facing over time. See: Koel Ghosh and Benjamin Senauer, Adeguacy of Federal School Lunch
Reimbursement Adjustments, Choices 24, no. 3 (3rd Quarter 20009).

" This proposed piece of legislation also would make dinner and snacks free for all students, among other changes.
See: U.S. Senate, Universal School Meals Program Act of 2026, S. 4518, 119th Cong. (2026) (introduced by Sen.
Sanders).
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More meals could be reimbursed at the free rate
with a higher multiplier

Current CEP eligibility vs proposed reforms
Inafigible g Mixed Reimbursement @ All Meals Reimbursed at Frea Rate

05 25% 205% B2.5% 100%:

Currant

Ini addition o a higher resmbursemant mulipler of 2.5, the maal reimbursamand rales could ba raisad m
Char: Searchlight InsiEube « Sounce: Food and Muirition Administration

Undoing OBBBA’s worst provisions to support CEP enrollment & reimbursements

While the CEP should remain the focal point for reform, there are other reforms that could
improve CEP enrollment and the reimbursement rates for schools. At the federal level, recent
changes made to Medicaid and SNAP under OBBBA are set to reduce — or already have
lowered — the number of program participants in states. This could consequently lower the
number of children who can be directly certified and incorporated in each school’s ISP figure.
Lawmakers should look to undo those reforms.”

Conclusion

Over the last two decades, significant progress has been made to alleviate administrative
burdens for American families and deliver free meals to their children while at school. But the job
is not done. Congress should statutorily expand CEP eligibility to all schools and improve the
reimbursement levels provided so every school can cover the cost.

In doing so, Congress can (re-)establish universal free school meals and make the lunch room
process as straightforward for children as getting on the bus: no direct payment required.

2 While the focus of this paper is primarily on federal reform levers, there are useful state-level reforms that can be
implemented. Most notably, states with the highest CEP participation often mandate that schools exhaust federal
resource options to fund their school lunch programs. Other states with low CEP participation should follow suit and
mandate that schools enroll. Separately, six states still do not participate in USDA's Medicaid Direct Certification
demonstration project authority. Those states should enroll in that program so that dependent children of Medicaid
recipients can be certified and count as part of the ISP total for their school or district.
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