
 
 
 
 

School Meal Charge Policies in North Carolina 
 
This report discusses school meal charge policies in North Carolina. School meal charge policies from 103 of the 115 
public school districts in North Carolina were reviewed. Key points from this report: 
 

• Schools participating in the National School Lunch and/or School Breakfast Programs are required to have 
written meal charge policies, however there are no national standards for what to include. 
 

• Student meal debt in North Carolina had reached $1.3 million within the first few months of the 2022-23 school 
year making school meal charge policies particularly relevant. 

 
• School meal charge policies included limited details, which makes it challenging for families to fully understand 

how unpaid student meal debt will be handled. 
 

• Many policies allowed students who were unable to pay for their meal to be served an alternative meal or 
included other concerning consequences. Notifying the department of social services of suspected child neglect 
and taking legal steps/working with collection agencies to recover unpaid meal charges were the most 
commonly mentioned consequences. 

 
• Providing school meals at no cost to families for all students can prevent student meal debt.  

 
 
Introduction 
 
The National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program are federally assisted nutrition programs 
administered by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) that provide healthy meals to students. 
Children from families with household incomes at or below 130% of the federal poverty level or participate in 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families are eligible to 
receive free meals. Children may receive meals at a reduced price if they are from households with incomes 
between 130% and 185% of the federal poverty level. Children who do not meet those criteria may purchase 
meals at the full price charged by the school.  
 
State legislation passed in 2011 in North Carolina that covers the reduced-price copay for school breakfast, 
allowing students eligible for reduced-price meals to receive free breakfast.1 Legislation has also passed that 
provides state funding to cover the reduced-price copay for lunch for the 2022-23 school year.2 This means 
that students in North Carolina with family incomes at or below 185% of the federal poverty level can receive 
meals at no cost to their families. Some schools provide meals at no cost to all students through the 
Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), which allows schools where at least 40% of students are certified for 
free meals to serve meals to all students at no cost. The program is optional, however, and not all schools that 
are eligible choose to participate.  
 

https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14115556&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14115547&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
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There are many families that do not qualify for free meals. During the 2019-2020 school year prior to the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 600,000 of the 1.4 million students attending schools within North 
Carolina’s 115 traditional public school districts were ineligible for free and reduced-price school meals.3 A 
variety of factors influence a family’s ability to afford school meals. The criteria used to determine eligibility 
for free and reduced-price meals leaves out many who may need these programs. Feeding America estimates 
that 19% of children who are food insecure in North Carolina are likely ineligible for free and reduced-price 
school meals.4 This is nearly 75,000 children.  
 
When children are unable to pay for school meals they accumulate student meal debt, which can negatively 
impact both students and schools. The USDA requires schools that operate the National School Lunch and/or 
School Breakfast Programs to have written meal charge policies for how they will handle unpaid meal charges 
that are clearly communicated to families, however, there are no national standards for what these policies 
include.5 Schools are unable to use federal child nutrition funds for paying off student meal debt, so they must 
find other funding sources to cover any student meal debt that accumulates.6  
 
School meals were able to be served at no cost to all students through USDA waivers related to the COVID-19 
pandemic, which helped to prevent student meal debt from accumulating. These waivers expired and were no 
longer applicable for the 2022-23 school year, which increased the relevance of school meal charge policies. 
Student meal debt had already reached $1.3 million within the first few months of the 2022-23 school year.7 
Understanding what is included in school meal charge policies and potential consequences families who are 
unable to pay for meals may face is particularly important given these circumstances.  
 
Study Overview  
 
The purpose of this study was to determine the type of information included in school meal charge policies 
from North Carolina Public School Districts. Online school board policy manuals and websites for the 115 
public school districts in North Carolina were searched between November 2021 and March 2022 to gather 
school meal charge policies. A total of 103 meal charge policies were identified and included in this study. A 
list of school district policies included in this study can be found in the appendix at the end of this report. 
Information on policy components including whether students were allowed to charge meals, maximum 
charges allowed, whether students who could not pay for meals were served alternative meals, and 
consequences of unpaid meal debt. The responses were analyzed, and results are summarized below.   
 
Findings  
 
Only 10 Policies Mentioned Participation in the Community Eligibility Provision 
 
Data released by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction in the Spring of 2021 as part of the 2022 
Annual CEP Notification indicated that at least some schools in 76 of the 115 public school districts in North 
Carolina participated in CEP.3 Sixty-five of the school districts whose policies were included in this study had at 
least some schools participating in CEP.3 Of the 103 policies assessed, only 10 mentioned that schools in the 
district participated in CEP and students attending CEP schools would not be required to pay for meals. Five of 
those policies included a meal charge policy for students attending schools not participating in CEP. The other 
5 indicated that all schools in the district participated in CEP. These 5 schools were excluded from the 
remaining analyses reported as the other components reported were not relevant to them.  

https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14013449&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14165645&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14165647&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=13268041&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14115316&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14013449&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
https://sciwheel.com/work/citation?ids=14013449&pre=&suf=&sa=0&dbf=0
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The Majority of Policies Allowed Students to Charge Meals 
 
Among the 98 districts whose meal charge policies were further examined, approximately 97% allowed 
students to charge meals. Some districts indicated restrictions related to the type of students who were able 
to charge meals. Figure 1 shows the percentage of policies allowing or not allowing students to charge meals 
and indicates if grade-level restrictions on who could charge meals was specified. The elementary and middle 
schools participated in CEP in the district where only high school students were mentioned as being able to 
charge meals.  
 

 
 
Many policies included limits (either in terms of a monetary value or number of meals) that students were 
able to charge. Of the 35 policies that indicated a monetary limit, the average amount able to be charged was 
$12.22 and ranged from $5-$25. Ninety percent of the 62 policies that discussed outstanding meal debt from 
prior school year indicated that meal debt would follow students into the next school year. The other 33 
policies that allowed students to charge meals did not address whether meal debt was carried into the 
following school year.  
 
Many Policies Allowed Alternative Meals to be Served or Contained Other Concerning 
Consequences for Unpaid Student Meal Debt  
 
While some districts allowed students unable to pay for meals to receive the standard meal options, others 
provided students with an alternative meal. Forty policies mentioned serving alternative meals to students 
who were unable to pay for meals. In some districts, this began after the limit on meal charges was reached. 
Only 18% of those policies provided information on what the alternative meal may include. Examples of 
alternative meals included a peanut butter or cheese sandwich with milk or cheese and crackers with fruit, 
vegetable, and milk.  
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Seventy percent of policies indicated consequences of or actions that would be taken for unpaid meal charges. 
The two most common consequences mentioned were notifying the department of social services of 
suspected child neglect (59 policies) and taking legal steps/working with collection agencies to recover unpaid 
meal charges (62 policies). Figure 2 shows the number of policies indicating certain consequences or actions 
that would be taken if students had unpaid meal charges. Some policies mentioned multiple consequences or 
actions. 
 

 
 
Only 62 policies mentioned maintaining confidentiality and not calling attention to a student’s inability to pay 
for a meal.  
 
Many Policies Included Limited Detail, Making it Challenging for Families to Understand How 
Unpaid Meal Charges Will be Handled 
 
Meal charge policies from 17 districts indicated the superintendent would determine the procedure for 
students who were unable to pay for meals but did not provide any information on what those procedures 
were. Policies that included additional information were generally vague. This makes it challenging for families 
to fully understand how unpaid student meal debt will be handled. 
 
The North Carolina School Boards Association has example policies for a variety of areas, including school meal 
charges. It appears that most districts used this template for their meal charge policy with policy language 
being very similar and over 80% of policies examined having the policy number and name 6220 Operation of 
School Nutrition Services. It could be beneficial for the policy template to be carefully reviewed and updated 
to minimize the potential negative impact that these policies may have on children and their families as well 
as provide additional guidance to school districts on handling unpaid student meal debt. Three policies were 
published without being fully completed and still contained fill-in-the-blank lines from the template, which 
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makes it unclear how much attention and thought went into developing and passing each these policies. It is 
important for school boards to carefully consider what is included in these policies and how they may impact 
families.   
  
Conclusion 
 
The school meal charge policies examined in this study were found to be vague and had some variation in 
components included. Many policies included concerning consequences for unpaid meal charges. In addition 
to negatively impacting families, unpaid meal charges cause challenges for school districts as they must 
identify funding sources to cover that debt.  
 
School Meals for All Can Prevent Student Meal Debt 
 
Providing school meals at no cost to all students can prevent student meal debt. Additional benefits of 
providing school meals at no cost to all students include improved academic performance, attendance, diet 
quality and food security.8 While many schools in North Carolina participate in CEP, not all schools are eligible 
or choose to participate. This leaves numerous students across the state without access to school meals at no 
cost to their families. In past school years, schools in North Carolina served meals at no cost to all students 
under USDA waivers related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews with school nutrition directors in North 
Carolina during the COVID-19 pandemic found that many supported policy changes to permanently make 
school meals available to all students at no cost to families and mentioned that it could help reduce 
administrative burden and stigma related to participating in school meals.9 When the USDA waivers expired, 
other states including California, Maine, Massachusetts, Vermont and Colorado, passed statewide legislation 
that provided school meals at no cost to all students.10 These factors suggest that providing school meals at no 
cost to all students may be a feasible approach for addressing student meal debt in North Carolina.  

 

 This study was conducted by Albert Pan and Jessica Soldavini from the Carolina Hunger Initiative at the UNC 
Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention. It was funded by the North Carolina Alliance for Health. 
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Appendix: School District Meal Charge Policies Included in this Report 
 
Alamance-Burlington Schools 
Alexander County Schools 
Alleghany County Schools 
Anson County Schools 
Ashe County Schools  
Asheboro City Schools 
Asheville City Schools 
Avery County Schools 
Beaufort County Schools 
Bertie County Schools 
Bladen County Schools 
Brunswick County Schools 
Buncombe County Schools 
Burke County Schools 
Cabarrus County Schools 

Caldwell County Schools 
Camden County Schools 
Carteret County Schools 
Caswell County Schools 
Catawba County Schools 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools 
Chatham County Schools 
Cherokee County Schools 
Clay County Schools  
Cleveland County Schools 
Clinton City Schools 
Craven County Schools 
Cumberland County Schools 
Currituck County Schools 
Dare County Schools 
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Davidson County Schools 
Davie County Schools 
Duplin County Schools 
Durham Public Schools 
Edenton/Chowan Schools 
Edgecombe County Schools 
Elkin City Schools 
Forsyth County Schools 
Franklin County Schools 
Gaston County Schools 
Gates County Schools 
Graham County Schools 
Granville County Schools 
Greene County Schools 
Guilford County Schools 
Halifax County Schools 
Harnett County Schools 
Haywood County Schools 
Hertford County Schools 
Hickory County Schools 
Hoke County Schools 
Hyde County Schools 
Iredell-Statesville Schools 
Jackson County Schools 
Jones County Schools 
Lee County Schools 
Lenoir County Public Schools 
Lexington City Schools 
Macon County Schools 
Madison County Schools 
McDowell County Schools 
Mitchell County Schools 
Montgomery County Schools 
Moore County Schools 
Mooresville Graded School District 
Nash-Rocky Mount Schools 
New Hanover County Schools 
Newton Conover City Schools 
Northampton County Schools 
Orange County Schools 
Pamlico County Schools 
Pasquotank County Schools 
Pender County Schools 
Perquimans County Schools 
Person County Schools 
Pitt County Schools 

Polk County Schools 
Randolph County Schools 
Roanoke Rapids Graded School District 
Rockingham County Schools 
Rowan-Salisbury Schools 
Sampson County Schools 
Scotland County Schools 
Stanly County Schools 
Stokes County Schools 
Surry County Schools 
Swain County Schools 
Thomasville City Schools 
Transylvania County Schools 
Tyrrell County Schools 
Union County Public Schools 
Vance County Schools 
Wake County Schools 
Warren County Schools 
Washington County Schools 
Watauga County Schools 
Wayne County Public Schools 
Weldon City Schools 
Whiteville City Schools 
Wilkes County Schools 
Wilson County Schools 
Yadkin County Schools 
Yancey County Schools




