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I. Introduction

The national School Breakfast Program provided 
nearly 12.5 million low-income students on an 
average day in the 2017–2018 school year with 

the nutrition they needed to start the school day ready 
to learn. That participation number was 1.2 percent 
higher than in the prior school year, even as an improving 
economy reduced the number of low-income students. A 
higher proportion of low-income children received school 
breakfast in the 2017–2018 school year, albeit the growth 
was at a slower rate than in previous school years.

The increase in participation, as in previous years, was 
driven substantially by more schools moving breakfast 
out of the cafeteria and into the classroom, thus making 
breakfast part of the school day. In addition, increased 
school breakfast participation was due to more schools 
o�ering breakfast (and lunch) at no charge to all students, 
primarily through the Community Eligibility Provision, along 
with improvements in identifying low-income children who 
are eligible for free school meals. These proven strategies 
overcome the timing and stigma barriers common to a 
traditional school breakfast program that is served in the 
cafeteria before the school day starts, and have driven 
substantial growth over the past decade. In the 2017–2018 
school year, 4 million more low-income children received 
school breakfast on an average day than in the 2007–
2008 school year. 

School breakfast participation is linked to numerous health 
and educational bene�ts. Participation leads to improved 
dietary intake, reduced food insecurity, better test scores,1 
improved student health,2 and fewer distractions3 in the 
classroom throughout the morning. Recognizing these 
connections, a growing number of school administrators, 

school nutrition directors, and educators have been 
working with their state child nutrition agencies, anti-
hunger and community advocates, and other stakeholders 
to increase school breakfast participation in their school 
districts. 

Even as many schools and school districts are moving in 
the right direction, many still continue to o�er breakfast in 
the cafeteria before the start of the school day, resulting in 
too many low-income students missing out on a nutritious 
and healthy start to their school day. Just 57 low-income 
students participated in school breakfast for every 100 
who participated in school lunch in the 2017–2018 school 
year. The Food Research & Action Center’s ambitious but 
attainable goal of every state serving school breakfast 
to 70 low-income students for every 100 who eat school 
lunch would result in more than 2.8 million additional 
children a year participating in school breakfast. 

The continued increase in school breakfast participation 
among low-income children each year moves the nation 
closer to the goal of serving school breakfast to 70 low-
income students for every 100 who eat school lunch. This 
should be celebrated, but the slowing rate of growth may 
increase the amount of time it takes to reach the goal, 
signaling the need for more aggressive action to move 
more schools in the right direction. The U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, state child nutrition agencies, policymakers, 
educators, anti-hunger advocates, and other stakeholders 
can work together to foster the broadened implementation 
of strong policies that will increase school breakfast 
participation. 

1 Food Research & Action Center. (2016). Breakfast for Learning. Available at: http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/breakfastforlearning-1.pdf. Accessed on 
November 30, 2018. 

2 Food Research & Action Center. (2016). Breakfast for Health. Available at: http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/breakfastforhealth-1.pdf. Accessed on 
November 30, 2018. 

3 Food Research & Action Center. (2018). The Connections Between Food Insecurity, the Federal Nutrition Programs, and Student Behavior. Available at: 
http://www.frac.org/wp-content/uploads/breakfast-for-behavior.pdf. Accessed on November 30, 2018. 
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The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 required 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to examine 
schools’ policies related to unpaid school meal fees and 
determine the feasibility of national standards for such 
policies. In 2016, USDA published guidance requiring 
all school districts participating in the School Breakfast 
Program and National School Lunch Program to 
establish and clearly communicate a local meal charge 
policy for the 2017–2018 school year by July 1, 2017. A 
school district’s policy guides schools on how to handle 
situations when students who are not certi�ed for free 
school meals arrive in the cafeteria without cash in hand 
or in their school meals account. The policy impacts two 
categories of students: those who are not certi�ed for 
free or reduced-price school meals and are charged 
the meal price set by the school district; and those who 
are certi�ed for reduced-price school meals and are 
charged 30 cents per day for breakfast and 40 cents for 
lunch. 

USDA did not establish national standards for these 
policies, nor set any baseline of protections for school 
districts or states to provide students and their families. 
All policies, however, should prohibit students from 
being singled out or embarrassed if they are unable 
to pay for their school meal; require schools to directly 
communicate with the parent or guardian — not the 
students — about unpaid school meal debt; take steps 
to qualify students for free or reduced-price school 
meals, when they are eligible, if they have unpaid 

school meal debt; and support a positive school 
environment. Two best practices — o�ering free 
breakfast to all students and eliminating the reduced-
price copayment — can help reduce dramatically 
unpaid school meal debt, while increasing school 
breakfast participation. 

States can develop a policy to be implemented by all 
participating school districts or provide guidelines for 
school districts to create a policy that complies with the 
state requirement. Since 2017, 14 states — including 
California, New Mexico, New York, and Oregon — 
have passed legislation requiring school districts in 
their respective states to create policies that protect 
children from stigma, and ensure that eligible families 
are certi�ed for school meal bene�ts. A number of 
additional states are considering setting policy through 
legislation. Some states, such as West Virginia, have 
established guidelines to protect students from stigma 
(through administrative action, without passing state 
legislation) that all school districts must follow when 
creating their policy. 

For more information on this issue, including model 
policies, see the Food Research & Action Center’s 
resources: Establishing Unpaid Meal Fee Policies: 
Best Practices to Ensure Access and Prevent Stigma; 
Unpaid School Meal Fees: A Review of 50 Large 
Districts; and Best Practices for Engaging Households 
About School Meal Debt. 

Unpaid School Meal Fee Policies
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V. Conclusion

The School Breakfast Program served nearly 12.5 
million low-income students in the 2017–2018 
school year, an increase of 1.2 percent from 

the previous year. This growth occurred even as the 
improving economy reduced the number of low-income 
students. The best practices that are driving increased 
participation — o�ering free breakfast to all students 
through community eligibility, and serving meals through 
breakfast after the bell service models — continue to help 
schools overcome the common barriers associated with 
the program, such as timing, convenience, and stigma, all 
of which lead to decreased participation. 

Even as national participation increased, and a handful of 
states dramatically grew participation, a majority of states’ 

participation rates remained �at or slightly decreased 
in the 2017–2018 school year. These states, as well as 
those that have not met the Food Research & Action 
Center’s national benchmark of serving school breakfast 
to 70 low-income students for every 100 who participate 
in school lunch, should redouble their e�orts to increase 
participation and promote best practices. Many more 
states should pass school breakfast legislation as a 
vehicle for increasing school breakfast participation, just 
as a growing number of states have done. Collaboration 
among the U.S. Department of Agriculture, state child 
nutrition agencies, policymakers, educators, and anti-
hunger advocates is necessary to ensure all students start 
the day with a healthy school breakfast. 

The best practices that are driving increased participation —  
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