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Increasing Access to Free School Meals to Address  
Food Insecurity and Improve Diet Quality  
What children eat today affects their future cancer risks. Poor diet, including the consumption of high-
calorie foods and beverages, is a major contributor to excess weight. And there is increasing evidence that 

excess body fat over the course of a lifetime, beginning in childhood, has adverse health consequences,i 

including cancer. In fact, approximately 4%–5% of all adult cancer cases are attributed to poor diet.ii  

 
Children with access to nutritious food are more likely to develop healthy eating habits they can continue to 

use into adulthood. In addition, research suggests that dietary patterns during adolescence may influence 

cancer risk in adulthood.iii,iv A healthy eating pattern is associated with a reduced risk of cancer in adults.v,vi 

 

In 2021, 33.8 million people lived in food-insecure households and 5 million of them were children.vii 

National child nutrition programs can prevent the negative health effects of food insecurity, improve food 
security and provide children with a regular source of nutritious meals.viii Having to pay and qualify for free 

or reduced-price school meals can create barriers for many students to access these healthy meals. Offering 

nutritious free school meals and snacks, before, during, and after school to all students is an effective policy 

intervention to address food insecurity and improve diet quality. 

 

Federal Child Nutrition School Meal Programs and Eligibility  
The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (S.3307) was passed in 2010 to reduce childhood hunger and obesity by 

improving the quality of foods offered in school meals. The legislation required stronger school and early 

childcare nutrition standards and established the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), a national school 

meal option to expand access to free school meals to students living in limited-income communities 

beginning in 2014.  
 

School meal programs are funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition 

Service (FNS) and are administered in states and territories by state agencies through agreements with 

local school food authorities. The school breakfast and school lunch programs are the two largest child 

nutrition programs. For students to participate in the program, families must meet the following income 

requirements:ix,x 

• Students in households at or below 130 percent of the Federal poverty line can receive a free 

breakfast and lunch. 

• Students in households between 130 and 185 percent of the Federal poverty line can receive a 

reduced-price breakfast and lunch, which is price-capped by USDA.  

Access to quality nutritious food is a social determinant of health (SDOH). Food insecurity is defined 

as a lack of consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life, due to a lack of financial 
resources for food at home.v,vi  Whereas, having consistent access to affordable quality nutritious 

food that promotes healthfulness and prevents diet related disease is known as nutrition security. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/111th-congress/senate-bill/3307
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• Students in households above 185 percent of the Federal poverty line can receive a low-cost, full-

price breakfast and lunch, which is price-capped by local school districts.  

These financial barriers and meal application requirements create obstacles for many students needing to 
access free and reduced-priced school meals. To eliminate some of those barriers, individual schools may 

elect to participate in one of two existing federal alternative options to provide free school meals to their 

students, either the CEP or Provision 2, but those options are still limited on who they serve and for how 

long.  
 

The CEP option is only available to high-poverty 

schools or school districts with at least 40% or more of 
their students identified as participating in federal 

nutrition assistance programs, such as the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 

and/or Food Distribution Program on Indian 

Reservations (FDPIR), are homeless, migrants, in foster 

care, or enrolled in Head Start (and Medicaid, in some 
states). The percentage of students participating in 

federal nutrition assistance programs is known as the “identified student percentage” or ISP. Alternatively, 

any school can elect to participate in the Provision 2 option requiring the collection and certification of 
school meal applications the first year of participation. That data is then used to calculate the 

reimbursement to provide free school meals for all their students for a period of 4 years. While there are 

many benefits of offering free school meals to all students through both the CEP and Provision 2 options, 
the application processes – even for one year – can be burdensome to schools. In addition, the decision for 

schools to voluntarily choose to participate in either CEP or Provision 2 is decided by the local education 

authority (LEA) and can pose challenges for schools. 

 

The Benefits of Increasing Access to Free School Meals 

School meals offer students a variety of fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and age-appropriate portion 

sizes and may be the only nutritious meals many children eat during the day. In fact, a 2021 study 

evaluating the quality of meals consumed by both children and adults over a 16-year period found that 
school meals provided the highest quality food source for Americans, without population disparities — 

more so than grocery stores, restaurants, worksites, and food trucks. xi A policy of offering all students free 

school meals, otherwise referred to as “universal free school meals” or “healthy school meals for all” is a 
way to increase access and eliminate barriers to students’ participation in school meals programs. 

 

Research and evaluation have proven that participation in school meal programs reduces food insecurity 

and improves the diet quality and academic performance of children.xii,xiii,xiv In adopting this policy, schools 
would be reimbursed for the nutritious school meals and snacks they provide to all their students at no 

charge instead of being reimbursed to provide free or reduced-price meals to only qualifying students.xv The 

benefits to students and their families as well as to schools when universal free school meals are offered 
include:xvi,xvii,xviii 
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Students and Families: 

• Addressing food insecurity and improving diet quality, which may reduce the risk of diet-related 

cancer in adulthood; 

• Reducing the number of food-insecure households with children;xix 

• Improving student diet quality, academic performance, and overall well-being; 

• Eliminating the barrier of limited-income households having to annually complete school meal 

applications;  

• Eliminating the stigma and shame experienced by kids from households with limited incomes who 

receive or are reluctant to receive free or reduced priced meals; and 

• Eliminating unpaid school meal debt from families with students receiving reduced-price or paid 

meals. xx,xxi,xxii   xxiii,xxiv,xxv,xxvi  

Universal Free School Meals Policy in Action 

Various studies have evaluated the effectiveness of universal free school meals being offered 
through the CEP at high-poverty schools and found notable improvements in student nutrition 

intake, attendance, academic performance — including higher reading and science test scores, 

and schools benefit from increased school meal participation, elimination of school meal debt, 
and reduced administrative burdens.xviii, xix, xx 

 

At the beginning of the COVID-19 public health emergency, there were serious concerns that 

children would lose access to nutritious school meals and lead to more children becoming food 
insecure. To prevent that from occurring, the USDA issued a temporary waiver in March 2020 that 

allowed all schools to implement a universal free school meals policy providing free healthy 

school meals to all students regardless of their household size or income.xxi During the 2020–2021 
school year 99.2% of breakfasts xxii and 99.3% of lunchesxxiii were provided to students for free. The 

temporary waivers expired June 30, 2022. As a result, the standard federal school meal program 

requirements to provide free or reduced-price school breakfast and lunch programs only to 
qualifying students from households that meet the income eligibility requirements resumed.   

 

Several states have implemented universal free school meals for all students through a variety of 

different policy options. California, Colorado, Maine, Minnesota, New Mexico and Vermont have 
enacted state legislation and secured funding to permanently pay for universal free school meals 

to their students. Whereas Connecticut and Massachusetts enacted state legislation to fund 

universal free school meals for only the 2022–2023 school year and are working to pass universal 

free school meals for additional school years.  

 

In addition, some states have chosen to enact laws to increase participation in the CEP option. 
The states of Maryland, Oregon, Virginia, and Washington have enacted laws to require their 

schools to participate in the CEP, lowering the identified student percentage threshold to expand 

existing CEP participation within their state, and increasing access to free school meals to 

students from household incomes above 199% or 300% of the Federal poverty line. 
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Schools: 

• Increasing participation in school meal programs can reduce administrative costs by streamlining 

operations; 

• Eliminating the requirement to annually collect, process, and verify the school meal applications; 

• Eliminating the administrative process of tracking the types of meals served by fee category (i.e., 

free, reduced-price, and paid);  

• Streamlining the school meal delivery process by providing the school meals to all students instead 

of only qualifying students; and 

• Eliminating the need for school staff to reconcile school meal payments and collect unpaid school 

meal debt. 

ACS CAN’s Position 
The school breakfast and school lunch programs may be the only nutritious meals many children, especially 

those from families with limited incomes, eat during the day. ACS CAN advocates for policies that support 
increasing access to free school meals at both the federal and state level aimed to reduce food insecurity 

and improve diet quality. Again, children with access to quality nutritious food are more likely to develop 

healthy eating habits, which may influence their cancer risk in adulthood. A healthy eating pattern is 

associated with a reduced risk of cancer in adults. ASC CAN advocates for both universal free school meal 
policies and expanding access to the Community Eligibility Provision that also allows high-poverty schools 

to offer all students free school meals at no charge to all students. In addition, ACS CAN will continue to 

support efforts to improve the quality of school meals and snacks through the implementation of evidence-
based national school nutrition standards.  
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