
ADDRESS UNPAID MEAL DEBT BY 

STRENGTHENING SCHOOL MEALS 

Eating healthy school 

meals is associated 

with higher academic 

performance, better be-

havior, and improved 

cognitive skills, while 

hunger has been asso-

ciated with absentee-

ism and repeating 

years of school.3 

30 million 
children receive a low-cost  

or free lunch daily1 

 
 

100,000  

schools participate in the  

National School Lunch  

Program1 

 
 

75% 

of schools report unpaid  

meal debt4  

Widespread Unpaid Meal Debt 
Unpaid meal debt is a widespread issue that affects 75% of school districts, resulting 

in a meal debt balance as large as $800,000 for some districts.4 This not only causes 

financial strain to school districts, but also to students and families that experience 

hunger and were missed in the certification process to participate in free or reduced 

meal prices through the National School Lunch and School Breakfast programs.  

 

To accurately and systematically address this issue, we 

ask that the USDA adopt two recommendations: 

 1. Collect national data to establish foundation for data-driven 

     solutions. Expand the USDA’s role in understanding unpaid meal debt by 

  directing the agency to compile and analyze national data on unpaid meal  

  debt through an urgent request resolution. 

 2. Strengthen Community Eligibility through comprehensive 

  technical assistance. 

by Kristine Creveling, Jamie Cooley, Rachel Koay, and Sarah Young 



School lunch brings all children to the table 

The school cafeteria is built to be a welcoming, inclusive place for all 

children to share a meal and fuel their bodies to be effective learners. 

School lunch participation reduces food insecurity, positively impacts 

health, and improves diet quality.2  

 

What happens when a child can’t afford 

school meals? 

Unpaid meal debt occurs when a child at either the “reduced” or “paid” 

level of the USDA program does not provide full payment for all meals 

received.  

 

School districts utilize technology to update families on school meal 

accounts and encourage non-participating families to apply for free and 

reduced school meals. However, these measures have not been com-

pletely effective in combating the growing problem.  

 

Unpaid meal debt can unfairly single out the children by: 

 Receiving a hand stamp to inform parents of meal debt and/or 

 Exclusion from celebrations until meal debt has been paid. 

 

Awareness of this issue has sparked individual fundraisers and other 

measures to pay for the meal debt in the school districts, however, 

these efforts are unsustainable and necessitate leadership and exper-

tise from the USDA. 

Cost of Unpaid 

Meal Debt 

■  As of 2017, 75% of school 

districts had unpaid meal debt 

with the median amount of 

debt rising by 70% since 

2012. Some school districts 

report debt as high as 

$800,000. This amount has 

increased substantially in re-

cent years.4 

■ Schools are required to 

make efforts to collect debt 

and are disallowed from using 

federal funds to cover unpaid 

meal debt.5  

■  When families are unable 

to pay for meals, schools 

must use educational funds to 

cover losses.5 

 

Source of Unpaid 

Meal Debt 

Many children who need ac-

cess to free school meals fall 

through the cracks. 

■ They qualify for free school 

meals but were missed in cer-

tification process. 

■ They are not quite eligible 

for free meals but the family 

is still food insecure. 

 

 

 



 

Why do schools 
and districts not 
participate in 
CEP?

 

 

 Unawareness of 

CEP  

 Unawareness/

confusion of     

eligibility 

 Reliance on 

school meal appli-

cation data to 

measure poverty 

in schools to be 

used for funding 

opportunities 

 More data is 

needed to deter-

mine additional 

barriers to enroll-

ment 

 

The Missed Opportunity of the Community            

Eligibility Provision to Address Unpaid Meal Debt 

The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) is a non-pricing meal ser-

vice option for schools in low-income areas. CEP allows schools and 

districts to serve breakfast and lunch at no cost to all enrolled 

students, without the collection of household applications.  

To qualify for CEP, at least 40 percent of enrolled students must be 

eligible for free meals. The school is then reimbursed for school meals 

from the USDA based on a set 1.6 multiplier of the percent of enrolled 

students eligible for free meals.  

Participation is a voluntary decision made by local school districts and 

has no cost to the child or the school. Yet, as of 2019, only 65 percent 

of eligible schools have implemented CEP.7 

 
 

20% 
 Approximately one out of five schools        

eligible for full meal reimbursements in     

2017-2018 did not participate in CEP
2 



Policy Recommendations  

1. Collect national data to establish foundation for data-driven solutions 

 Expand the USDA’s role in understanding unpaid meal debt by directing the agency to compile and 

analyze national data on unpaid meal debt through an urgent request resolution.  

 Establish national standards for the state policies on unpaid meal debt or include basic protections 

for students and their families.
6
 

 Little to no data is collected on the nature of unpaid meal debt, weakening the agency’s ability to 

provide solutions. Percentages of unpaid meal debt from “full-price” and “reduced-price” program 

participants are not known, nor do we know the income levels that families incur meal debt.  

2. Strengthen community eligibility through comprehensive technical                             
assistance 

 Provide technical assistance at both the state and national levels. 

 Special attention needs to be provided to schools and districts with at least 62.5% of eligible stu-

dents that do not currently participate in CEP, as these schools, districts, and all children enrolled 

have the greatest to gain.  

 Create policies that support the implementation of CEP without the perceived risks, such as loss of 

funding. 

 Make best practices that stem from state-level policies, including the incorporation of income ques-

tions into other existing school forms and allowing an extended time period to collect the forms 

throughout the school year. 
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