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Introduction 
In the United States, only half the students who eat school lunch also start their day with a healthy school breakfast.1  This 
“school breakfast gap” is a missed opportunity for low-income school students to start their day with a healthy meal, which 
is proven to improve academic success and health outcomes.2  One in five American children struggle with hunger and 
three of four teachers say they teach kids who regularly come to school hungry.3  The fact that low-income students are 
not eating breakfast worsens food insecurity, which has been shown to impair the mental and emotional development of 
children, make it harder for children to learn, and lead to a host of chronic health conditions.4  This issue brief examines 
the framework of the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs, the school breakfast gap and its subsequent 
public health impacts, and the most prevalent state interventions to bridge the breakfast gap.  

 

I. Framework of National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs 
In order to appreciate the impact of the school breakfast gap, it is important to understand the structure and function of the 
major federal school nutrition programs.  The National School Lunch Program (“NSLP”)5 and the School Breakfast 
Program (“SBP”)6 are child nutrition programs administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition 
Service (“USDA-FNS”) to provide food in school or institutional settings.7  These programs are operated by public and 
private schools throughout the country that opt to enroll in the programs and guarantee to offer free or reduced-price 
meals to eligible low-income children.8  While federal law does not mandate school participation, some states mandate 
that their schools provide lunch and/or breakfast.9  The USDA-FNS administers school meal programs at the federal level, 
providing federal funds to serve meals and setting program standards for participation and qualifying meals.10  State 
agencies like departments of education receive these federal funds to distribute to local school districts that serve the 
meals.11  The state agencies also generally oversee school nutrition programs and create additional standards for the 
school nutrition programs operated in their jurisdiction.12 

Federal funding for the NSLP and SBP is referred to as an appropriated entitlement, meaning that federal money is 
provided to the programs through the annual federal appropriations process.13  The level of spending is determined by 
benefit and eligibility criteria under federal law.14  Generally, some subsidy (reimbursement) is provided to schools for all 
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meals served under three meal categories: free, reduced price, and full price.15  Eligibility for these three distinct meal 
categories is determined by the household income of the child’s family.  Children receive free meals if they have 
household income at or below 130% of the federal poverty guidelines.16  Children receive reduced-price meals if their 
household income is above 130% and less than or equal to 185% of the federal poverty guidelines.17  Children who do not 
qualify for free or reduced-price meals pay full price for meals at a price set by the school in compliance with federal 
regulations.18  Both lunch and breakfast meal categories are determined by the same measure of financial need, so 
anyone who is eligible for a free or reduced-price lunch is automatically also eligible for free or reduced-price breakfast.19  
Notably, “[t]he majority of meals served through SBP are free or reduced-price . . . 79.1% (11.6 million) received free 
meals and 5.7% (835,000) purchased reduced-price meals.”20  Since federal funding does not cover the full cost of meals 
offered by NSLP and SBP providers, the remaining cost for meals and snacks is paid for by children’s families or states or 
localities that choose to supplement federal funding with additional funding or per-meal reimbursement.21 

Federal assistance provided to schools includes cash funding, USDA commodity food, and administrative support, 
distributed based on the number of reimbursable meals served to children in both public and private schools.22  To be 
reimbursable, a meal served by the school must comply with federal school nutrition standards.23  The federal 
reimbursement rate is greater for meals served to qualifying low-income individuals who may receive free or reduced-
price meals, but full price meals are still reimbursed at a lower rate.24  For example, in 2018, the federal reimbursement 
for schools not in severe need was $1.79 for each free breakfast, $1.49 for each reduced-price breakfast, and $0.31 for 
each full price breakfast.25  Schools that qualify for severe need assistance are those that served 40% or more lunches at 
a free or reduced price during the second most recent school year.26  The federal reimbursement for schools in severe 
need was $2.14 for each free breakfast, $1.84 for each reduced-price breakfast, and $0.31 for each full price breakfast.27   

 

II. The School Breakfast Gap and its Public Health Impacts 
The school breakfast gap refers to the “large gap [or difference] between the number of children who are eligible for free 
or reduced-price meals at school and those who are actually accessing these meals.”28  The number of low-income 
students who eat breakfast is half the number of students who eat school lunch.29  While 22 million low-income students 
eat school lunch, only about 12 million eat school breakfast (these numbers only reflect children who qualify for free and 
reduced priced meals).30  Also, “[s]ignificantly fewer schools and students participate in SBP than in NSLP.”31  This is 
reflected in the programs’ expenditures, which are much lower for SBP.32  The federal expenditures on the NSLP totaled 
$13.6 billion in fiscal year 2017 with 30 million children on average participating daily, accounting for 58% of children 
enrolled in participating schools (these numbers include students who qualify for free, reduced, and full price meals).33  In 
contrast, SBP federal expenditure was only $4.3 billion with an average of 14.7 million children participating daily, 
accounting for 30.1% of the students enrolled in participating schools (these numbers include students who qualify for 
free, reduced, and full price meals).34  It is possible that some children eat breakfast before coming to school, but data 
suggests that at least 10 million children who need a healthy school breakfast do not get one.35   

 

A. Barriers to Accessing School Breakfast 
While evidence demonstrates that school breakfast can positively impact a child’s life in many ways, there are barriers 
that prevent students from accessing school breakfast.36  These barriers include inability to arrive at school early to eat 
breakfast and fear of stigma among peers.  Since breakfast has typically been served before the school day starts, it is 
difficult for parents to get their kids to school early enough.37  Children who do not get to school in time will be hungry until 
lunch and likely less focused on learning.  Further, school-aged children tend to be conscious of what their peers think of 
them, so even if kids qualify for free or reduced-price breakfast and are hungry, they may skip school breakfast so that 
classmates do not think they are “one of ‘the poor kids.’”38  Students who are only eligible for reduced-price breakfast also 
may face a financial barrier and skip school breakfast because their family cannot afford to pay.  There are additional 
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obstacles to schools implementing changes that could decrease the school breakfast gap including opposition from 
teachers and principals, increasing food waste, logistical limitations, and financial limitations.39   

 

B. Academic Impact 
School breakfast benefits kids in many ways, resulting in higher test scores, calmer classrooms, fewer trips to the nurse, 
stronger attendance, higher graduation rates, and benefits to our country’s future.40  Specifically, students who eat school 
breakfast have been shown to achieve 17.5% higher scores on standardized math tests and attend 1.5 more days of 
school per year.41  Additionally, these academic impacts influence a child’s future since students who attend class more 
regularly are 20% more likely to graduate from high school, and high school graduates typically earn $10,090 more per 
year than non-graduates.42  Although school breakfast has all of these various benefits, “just over half of the low-income 
students who eat school lunch are also eating school breakfast.”43  Research indicates that if the percent of elementary 
and middle school kids eating both free or reduced-price lunch and school breakfast was increased from about 50% to 
70%, 3.2 million students could achieve better standardized test scores, school absences would decrease by 4.8 million 
per year, and 807,000 more students would graduate from high school.44 

 

C. Health Impact on Children 
School breakfast programs help to alleviate many of the devastating physical, emotional, and cognitive impairments 
caused by food insecurity.  Food insecurity is heavily linked to higher rates of obesity in children and adolescents.  Food 
insecure children are 27 times more likely to be overweight or obese by age 4 than their food secure peers.45  Further, 
obesity is highly correlated with a number of other chronic health issues, including cardiovascular disease, hypertension, 
diabetes, and joint degeneration.46  Studies have shown that overweight adolescents are far more likely to require medical 
treatment for asthma, diabetes, and respiratory problems than average weight adolescents.47  In addition to the physical 
health conditions, obesity is associated with a myriad of negative emotional and cognitive impacts.  Research indicates 
that among children 12 to 14 years-old, those who were overweight or obese were significantly more likely to be 
depressed, report low self-esteem, and have poor social functioning compared to children with average weight.48  Studies 
have shown that obesity amongst adolescents is also linked to increased rates of sadness, loneliness, nervousness, 
smoking, and alcohol consumption, and higher rates of suicide amongst girls.49  There a few key state policy fixes that 
could help break down barriers causing the school breakfast gap, to make breakfast more accessible to hungry children. 

 

III. State Legal Interventions 
In order to bridge the breakfast gap and reduce food insecurity among children, states have enacted a number of policies 
to increase participation in school breakfast programs. These laws are best categorized as (1) requiring schools to offer 
breakfast; (2) requiring schools to provide innovative breakfast models; (3) providing funds for new breakfast model start-
up/expansion costs; (4) providing universally free breakfast; (5) eliminating the reduced-price category; and (6) providing 
additional per-meal reimbursements. 

 

1. Schools Required to Offer Breakfast 
Twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia mandate that their schools offer breakfast to students.50  Although federal 
law governing the SBP does not require all schools to adopt the program and offer breakfast, a majority of states have 
adopted a policy that requires schools within the state to offer breakfast to feed hungry children.51  However, many states 
that mandate school breakfast have a threshold that activates the requirement or allow for exemptions or waivers.52   
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State thresholds are based on the financial need of the population served by the school or school district.53  Universally, 
this need is measured by the number of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals.54  Eight states do not have a 
threshold and always require schools to offer breakfast.55  Other states require breakfast based on the percent of students 
eligible for free or reduced-price meals with the threshold percentage ranging from 10% to 80%.56  For example, Texas 
requires schools to offer breakfast if 10% or more of the students at a public school are eligible for free or reduced-price 
breakfast,57 but Connecticut has a much higher threshold, only requiring schools to offer breakfast if 80% of school 
lunches served are free or reduced-price meals.58 Other common thresholds require schools to offer breakfast if they 
have between 20% to 40% of students eligible to receive free or reduced-price meals.59  

In addition to thresholds, states also provide exemptions or time limited waivers to the requirement that schools offer 
breakfast, usually based on financial difficulties, extreme hardship, good cause, or low participation in the previous year.60  
Generally, even though there are thresholds and exemptions, several states that have passed laws to make breakfast 
more widely available have seen increases in breakfast participation rates.61 

 

2. Innovative Breakfast Models Required 
Another prominent policy aimed at combating food insecurity is requiring schools to provide innovative breakfast models 
for students.  Innovative breakfast model refers to the broad spectrum of policies states and local governments have 
adopted to address the logistical, social, and financial barriers to participation in the School Breakfast Program.  However, 
the most prevalent form of innovative breakfast model is the breakfast after the bell program.  This program can take 
shape in a myriad of ways, but is tailored to increasing access to and convenience of a nutritious breakfast by providing 
breakfast during the school day.62  However, innovative breakfast policies are not confined to breakfast after the bell and 
may include innovative ways of serving breakfast before the school day begins.   

Currently, ten jurisdictions require schools to provide innovative breakfast models to students.63  A number of states only 
require innovative breakfast models in schools with high numbers of students eligible for free and reduced-price meals.  
For example, Illinois, New Jersey, and New York only require innovative breakfast models in schools where 70% or more 
of students are eligible for free and reduced-price meals.64  Similarly, New Mexico only requires innovative breakfast 
models in schools where 85% or more of students are eligible for free and reduced-price meals.65  Connecticut is unique 
in that it only requires schools to provide innovative breakfast models if the school is awarded a grant to do so.66  Unlike 
other jurisdictions, the District of Columbia only requires innovative breakfast models for middle and high schools.67  
Although Delaware and Ohio do not require breakfast programs, they have adopted aspirational policies that encourage 
schools to provide innovative breakfast models.68 

Again, there is variation in how schools are required to implement innovative breakfast models.  Many states require 
schools to utilize a breakfast after the bell program.  These programs vary, but generally allow students to eat breakfast 
after the school day has begun.  A number of states including Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, and 
Washington all require schools to implement some form of a breakfast after the bell program.69  Conversely, Colorado, the 
District of Columbia, Illinois, and Minnesota all allow schools to determine and implement their own innovative breakfast 
models.70  

 

3. Funds Provided for New Breakfast Model Start-Up/Expansion Costs 
Eleven states provide funding to implement new breakfast models and/or expand existing breakfast programs.  California, 
Connecticut, Illinois, New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, and Washington all operate grant systems to help expand 
school breakfast programs.71  Colorado, Kansas, Maryland (only for middle and high schools), and Nevada appropriate 
money to select schools or school districts every year to support breakfast programs.72  

Five of these states ensure that priority is given to schools with the greatest need for supplemental funding.73  This 
funding is typically given to schools with higher rates of free and reduced-price meals served.  For example, Connecticut 
gives funding priority to school districts with at least one severe need school.74  Connecticut defines a severe need school 
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as any school that is participating or about to participate in a breakfast program, and 20% or more of the lunches served 
in the past 2 fiscal years were served for a free or reduced price.75  Illinois and Nevada prioritize funding based on the 
percentage of students at a school who are eligible for free and reduced-price meals.76  Illinois gives priority to school 
districts where 40% or more of students are eligible for free and reduced-price meals, and Nevada gives priority to 
schools where 70% or more of students are eligible for free and reduced-price meals.77  Similarly, New Jersey awards 
priority to schools with the highest percentage of students eligible for free and reduced-price meals and the lowest 
participation in the school breakfast program.78  Kansas also prioritizes the funding of breakfast programs to especially 
needy schools, but provides no definition as to what constitutes an especially needy school.79    

 

4. Universally Free Breakfast 
Eight states and the District of Columbia have laws implementing universally free breakfast at schools, meaning that all 
students are eligible to receive a free school breakfast regardless of their family’s income status.80  This policy 
intervention reduces stigma and financial barriers for children receiving reduced-price or free meals, but there are still 
thresholds to activate the requirement as well as opt-out provisions.81  Most of these jurisdictions have a high threshold, 
requiring schools to offer universally free breakfast only if there is a large population of low-income students at the 
school.82  For example, Colorado requires universally free breakfast in schools where over 70% of students are eligible for 
free and reduced-price meals,83 Florida requires universally free breakfast in schools where over 80% of students are 
eligible for free and reduced-price meals,84 and New Mexico requires universally free breakfast after the bell programs if 
85% or more of the enrolled students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals.85  Sometimes states also reimburse 
schools for the additional cost of providing universally free meals.86 

 

5. Eliminated Reduced-Price Category 
Eight states and the District of Columbia have laws that eliminate the reduced-price category of meals by merging it with 
the free meal category.87  Eliminating the reduced-price category effectively makes free breakfast available to those 
students who are eligible for either free or reduced-price meals under federal guidelines.  Few states have specific 
thresholds to activate this intervention, but at minimum schools that are required to offer breakfast and eliminate the 
reduced-price category will be subject to the same threshold stipulated for mandating offering breakfast in the first place.88  
For example, in Ohio, schools are required to offer breakfast if 20% or more students are eligible to receive free or 
reduced-price meals, and then all schools required to offer breakfast are also required to provide free breakfast to 
students who are eligible for reduced-price breakfast.89  Maine is another state that eliminated the reduced-price 
category.90  However, schools that only have grades nine through twelve are exempt.91  Also, Maine reimburses schools 
for the cost of providing free meals to students who normally qualify for reduced-price meals.92  Thresholds and 
exemptions vary under laws that eliminate the reduced-price category, and only some states reimburse the costs of 
eliminating the category.93  

 

6. Additional Per-Meal Reimbursement 
Fifteen states and the District of Columbia provide additional per-meal reimbursements to schools or school districts 
serving breakfast to help offset the programs’ cost.94  However, the meals that these jurisdictions reimburse, the amount 
of reimbursement, and the methods of reimbursement vary.  

 

A. Qualifying Meals 

i. All Meals 
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Most jurisdictions simply provide additional reimbursement for every breakfast served - full price, reduced-price, and free 
meals.  Jurisdictions that reimburse all breakfasts served include the District of Columbia, Illinois, Massachusetts, 
Minnesota, New Hampshire, and Pennsylvania.95 

ii. Free and Reduced-Price Meals Only 

Conversely, California, Maine, Maryland, New Mexico, Oregon, and Vermont will only reimburse schools or school 
districts for each free and reduced-price breakfast served.96   Connecticut also provides additional reimbursement for free 
and reduced-price breakfasts.97 However, Connecticut only provides this supplement to designated “severe need” 
schools, which are schools that have served over 20% free and reduced-price lunches in the last two fiscal years.98 

 

B. Method of Reimbursement 

i. Automatic 

Just as there are a number of manners in which schools and school districts qualify for supplemental per-meal 
reimbursements, there are a number of different ways in which schools and school districts receive these 
reimbursements.  The vast majority of states provide for reimbursements to be disbursed directly to the eligible schools.99  
This funding is generally provided by a statutorily mandated appropriation in the state budget.100  New Mexico and Rhode 
Island are unique in that the reimbursement first goes to the applicable school districts, who then divide the funds 
amongst their schools.101 

ii. Grants 

Some states do not provide an annual appropriation for reimbursement, but allow schools or school districts to apply for 
grants for supplemental funding.  For example, California does not automatically reimburse schools on a per-meal basis.  
In order for an eligible school in California to be reimbursed, it must apply for a grant that would reimburse the school ten 
cents for every breakfast served at the school.102  Similarly, Missouri allows for “hardship grants” to schools with high 
percentages of students eligible for free and reduced-price meals.103 

 

C. Amount of Reimbursement 

Ten cents is the most common reimbursement value and is currently used in Connecticut, Illinois, Massachusetts, 
Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia.104  Additionally, California allows schools to apply for a grant that would 
reimburse the recipient schools with ten cents per breakfast served.105  Other states refund at various amounts per 
breakfast served.106  While New Hampshire refunds three cents per breakfast served, Nebraska refunds five cents per 
breakfast served, and Wisconsin refunds fifteen cents per breakfast served.107  Minnesota staggers the refund by grade 
and whether the breakfast was purchased for a free or reduced-price or full price.108  Minnesota refunds thirty cents for 
every free or reduced-price meal served and fifty-five cents for each fully paid meal in grades 1 to 12 and refunds $1.30 
for all fully paid meals in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten.109  Breakfast must be made available at no cost to all 
prekindergarten and kindergarten students in Minnesota.110  This is why Minnesota provides a higher reimbursement to 
schools for fully paid meals in this age group. Minnesota is offsetting the loss of funds that normally comes from these 
students. 

Some states reimburse schools to completely cover the costs of free and reduced-price meals.  California subsidizes all 
free and reduced-price breakfasts served to bring those costs to the average statewide cost of breakfasts paid for in the 
state.111  Maryland covers the student share of reduced-price meals for school breakfast programs in eligible middle and 
high schools.112 
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Conclusion  
The school breakfast gap presents a significant public health challenge. Low-income school students are missing the 
opportunity to start their day with a healthy breakfast.  This negatively impacts their academic outcomes, mental and 
emotional development, and health status. The school breakfast gap causes these short-term harms, but it also has long-
term repercussions on children and their communities.  In order to address this challenge, states have enacted various 
laws to increase access to school breakfast.  These state interventions reduce the logistical, social, and financial barriers 
low-income children face in accessing school breakfast and help combat child hunger.  

If you would like to learn about the legal interventions implemented in your state, view our 50-State Survey.  
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