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We believe that together we can improve

student outcomes and build strong,
resilient communities by making no-cost
school meals available to all students in
public schools. We all do better when all
children have access to healthy meals.



On the next few pages, you will find talking
points about why School Meals for All NC is

working to ensure that every student in
every public school in North Carolina has

access to breakfast and lunch at school at
no cost to their families and how school

meals for all will help.
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What We Are Asking of
NC Legislators

Please include funding
 for school meals for all

in the budget
 this legislative session.

http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


Why

Private donations to cover meal debt are incredible gestures, but they are a
temporary fix to a recurring problem. Providing school meals at no cost to families
would wipe away issues of meal debt, lunch shame, and hunger during the school
day.

Meal debt and lunch shame are real and are hurting children, families, and
schools. When a child arrives at school without money to pay for their meal the
school may allow them to charge their meal against their account, meaning the
child accrues meal debt. 

In early November 2022, school meal debt in North Carolina had reached $1.3
million. By the end of December, school meal debt had reached $3.1 million. This is
especially alarming because the copays for reduced-price meals are covered by
the State this year. This means that the school meal debt is from students who do
not qualify for free or reduced-price meals.

The debt left with school nutrition programs at the end of the year must be
absorbed by the district, preventing funding from being used for other educational
needs. School meals for all will put school districts and school nutrition programs in
a stronger financial position, reducing the need for programs to make a choice
between fiscal responsibility and providing students with nutritious meals.

Right now, children in North Carolina are held back by hunger. 
One in six kids goes hungry in North Carolina on a daily basis.
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Many districts have policies to provide students who have exceeded their charge
limit an alternative meal, which indicates to their peers that they have not been
able to pay for their meals. Meal charge policies also say schools can prevent
students from attending graduation due to unpaid meal charges, and schools
even are allowed to take measures as drastic as calling child protective services
and debt collectors to recoup meal debt. These actions, known as “lunch shaming”
are harmful to students, who will often go hungry rather than be embarrassed and
shamed in front of their peers - one in three students eligible for free or reduced-
price meals skip their meals due to stigma and shame. 3

About 60% of North Carolina’s 1.5 million public school children are eligible for free
or reduced-price meals in a typical school year. Yet, there is a “missing middle” - 
 for example, a hard-working NC family of 4 who makes $51,339 a year struggles to
put food on the table, but their children don't qualify for reduced-price meals. In
fact, nearly 20% of children in North Carolina who don’t have enough to eat likely
don’t qualify.

1

2

http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


How It Will Help
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School meals for all would ensure that every child in every
public school in North Carolina has access to breakfast 

and lunch at school at no cost to their families.



Providing school meals to all children at no cost to families is an investment in
academic performance. Kids who eat school meals do better in school. Studies
show that providing students with healthy meals at school makes them more
attentive and engaged in the classroom, leading to better grades, higher
attendance rates, and higher graduation rates. 

Schools that offer no-cost breakfast and lunch are more likely to have high
performance grades and meet growth targets.

4

A dietary trends study conducted by Tufts University between 2003 and 2018
found that "schools are now the single healthiest place Americans are eating." 6

Research shows that students who participate in school meal programs
consume more whole grains, milk, fruits, and vegetables during meal times and
have better overall diet quality than nonparticipants. 

7

Receiving free or reduced-price school lunches reduces poor health by at least
29% based on estimates using national data.8

School meals are nutritious. 
9

One North Carolina study showed that out-of-school suspensions dropped by
1.4% and 2.3% in middle and high schools respectively in Community Eligibility
Provision (CEP) participating schools (which make meals available to all
students at no cost to families) compared to non-participating schools.

4

Studies conducted in North Carolina have found that schools that make
breakfast and lunch available to all students at no cost had higher academic
performance on average compared to schools with similar incomes that did
not; had students who were less likely to be absent, especially in elementary
school and middle school; and had students who were significantly less likely to
receive an out-of-school suspension in middle school and high school. 4 5

http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


Have questions? 
Join the Day of Action Zoom Event

 or contact Alecia directly at
alecia@ncallianceforhealth.org

Advocacy is the art of getting
someone with power to do

something they would otherwise not
do. Sometimes advocacy can feel

overwhelming.  We get it! This guide
will help walk you through how to
advocate for school meals for all

with confidence. 
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Story Telling Tips

Who are you?

How have school meals impacted you, someone you
know, or the children you serve?

How would school meals for all improve your
community? 

 

When telling your story you can think about these questions: 

Example:
My name is Mary and I am an elementary 

school teacher in Lee County. As a teacher, 
I see many of my students come to school 

hungry. I keep snacks in my classroom because
many of them cannot afford meals at school 
and do not qualify for free or reduced-price 
meals. School meals for all would mean that 
my children could focus on their schoolwork 

and being kids at school instead of wondering 
where their next meal will come from 

and whether they will get lunch that day. School
meals for all would guarantee that the children 

I teach would be fed every school day.
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Phone Call Tips

Be polite.
Say "please" and
"thank you."
Be kind to staff
members.
Build a relationship.

2

Be consistent.
Stay on message.
Leave contact
information.
Follow up.

4
3

Be honest.
If you aren't sure,
say so.
Offer to find an
answer and make
sure you do.

Be prepared.
Practice your
message.
Be able to
summarize your
request in a few
words.

1
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School Meals for All NC Important Links

Join the Day of Action Zoom Event

Find Your Legislators

Letter of Support, Listserv, Coalition Meetings
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Call Script

My name is [name] and I am a constituent of [legislator]. I am calling to
ask [representative/senator] to support school meals for all in North
Carolina. Right now, children in North Carolina are held back by hunger.
One in six kids goes hungry in North Carolina on a daily basis. 

About 60% of North Carolina’s 1.5 million public school children are eligible
for free or reduced-price meals in a typical school year. Yet, nearly 20% of
children in North Carolina who don’t have enough to eat likely don’t qualify.

At the end of December, the school meal debt accrued in North Carolina
totaled $3.1 million. This is especially alarming because the copays for
reduced-price meals are covered by the State this year. This means that
the school meal debt is from students who do not qualify for free or
reduced-price meals.

This is especially important to me because [personal experience]. 

Will [representative/senator] support funding for school meals for all this
legislative session?

Thank you for your time. 

Please email Morgan at morgan@ncallianceforhealth.org with a report.
Let her know which legislators you called, whom you spoke to, their

response, any questions they had, and whether any follow-up is needed.

Find Your Legislators

Click to contact your legislator via email
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Letter to the Editor (LTE)

Your letter is most likely to get printed if it is
written in response to articles about issues
that pertain to your organization and is the

appropriate length. Read other letters before
writing yours. The shorter and more to the

point your letter is, the better. Typically LTEs
are around 200-250 words. Each news source
will have its own requirements and protocol

for submission. Make sure to review the news
source website before writing and submitting.

You will need to provide your name and
contact information when you submit your

letter and the editor may contact you to
confirm your submission.

http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


Letter to the Editor Template 

If your letter is published, please let Alecia know at
alecia@ncallianceforhealth.org so that we can share it!

I am saddened to see that school meal debt in North Carolina
continues to climb. This is especially concerning because
copays for reduced-price school meals are being covered by
the State this school year.

Hungry kids can't learn, but children who have access to no-
cost school meals are more likely to succeed academically,
less likely to be absent, and less likely to engage in disruptive
behavior.

Tell your personal experience (about 120 words)

Families across the state are struggling with hunger. Together
we can improve student outcomes and build strong, resilient
communities by making school meals available at no cost to
all students. It is time for North Carolina to take the lead on
addressing child hunger. Dollar for dollar it is one of the best
investments we can make in their success. 

[The letter should be around 250 words total] 
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Sample Letter to the Editor 

All teachers know that hungry kids can’t learn. We also know
that kids who eat healthy school meals do better in school. In
Swain County, a staggering 94% of students are eligible for
federal nutrition assistance programs. That’s a lot of kids
experiencing hunger in our community.
 
As a teacher at East Elementary, before there were no-cost
school meals for all I kept food in my classroom for students
who didn’t have lunch and could not pay for one. I challenge
anyone who knows a teacher to ask if they keep food for kids
who need it; too many need to because Swain County isn’t the
only county with hungry children. Feeding America data tells
us that one in six kids is experiencing food insecurity statewide,
and no-cost school meals can help. 

No-cost school meals are an investment in academic
performance. Every child in Swain County, our neighboring
counties, and our state deserves equal access to nutritious
school meals at no cost. Dollar for dollar it is one of the best
investments we can make in their success. Let’s ensure every
child in every public school in North Carolina has access to
breakfast and lunch at school at no cost to their families.
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Opinion Editorial (Op-Ed)

Op-eds are longer versions of letters to
the editor that focus on a broad topic. It is

again important to read op-eds in your
local paper before writing your own and to

stay on message. Look for writing style,
length, and tone, and write your op-ed

accordingly. You will need to provide your
name and contact information when you

submit your op-ed and the editor may
contact you to confirm your submission.
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Opinion Editorial Template 

If your op-ed is published, please let Alecia know at
alecia@ncallianceforhealth.org so that we can share it!

1. Introduction in your own words.
State the problem: Right now, children in North Carolina are
held back by hunger. 

2. Choose a message and 1-2 data points that connect to your
story. Use your own words! You can utilize the talking points at
the beginning of the guide. 

3. Tell your experience in your own words! How have you
experienced hunger? How have school meals impacted you or
someone you know? How would school meals for all improve
your community? How would you be affected if no-cost school
meals were not an option? How would you be affected if no-
cost school meals were available to everyone? 

 4. Wrap it up. What should be done to improve the situation? 
Call to action: Legislators should include funding for school
meals for all in the budget this legislative session.
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Sample Op-Ed 
Across North Carolina, children and families are being held back by hunger. 

This reality may be hard to swallow, but it’s a fact. Thousands of children live in families
that don’t qualify for free or reduced-price meals at school because their hard-working
parents earn more than the eligibility requirements but don’t have enough money to
pay full price for school meals. 

Feeding America estimates that 19% of children in North Carolina who don’t have
enough to eat on a regular basis are likely ineligible for free and reduced-price school
meals. 

And what happens when the students can’t pay? In 40% of North Carolina school
districts, the policy mentions serving alternative meals to students who can not pay for
their meals. Some of the most frequently mentioned consequences for student meal
debt included “notifying the department of Social Services of suspected child neglect”
and "taking legal steps to recover unpaid meal charges.” School nutrition programs
and staff want to help, but too often their hands are tied. 

At the same time, school districts in all corners of the state are racking up school meal
debt. When a child arrives at school without money to pay for their meal, the school
may allow them to charge their meal against their account, meaning the child accrues
meal debt. It is estimated that districts have already incurred $3.1 million of school
lunch debt in the first few months of this school year alone. What is even more sobering
is the fact that the debt climbed from $1.3 million to $3.1 million between the beginning
of November and the end of December 2022.

The solution is clear to those on the front lines of hunger among our children. 

Fortunately, our legislative leadership has shown an appetite to deal smartly and
prudently with such serious issues. With that in mind, we can chalkboard a proper
solution to the issue of school lunch debt and food insecurity. No-cost school meals for
all are the answer. 

Every child in every public school should have school meals available to them at no
cost to their families. Hungry kids can’t learn! With school meals for all, students will be
able to thrive in and out of the classroom, creating strong and resilient communities.
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Social Media

Social Media Toolkit

Zoom Backgrounds

Social Media Frames
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Resolution in Support of School Meals for All
in North Carolina 

Whereas, right now children in North Carolina are held back by hunger; and

Whereas, we can improve student outcomes and strengthen our communities by making
breakfast and lunch available in North Carolina public schools at no cost to families; and

Whereas, one in six children in North Carolina experiences hunger on a daily basis and, in
our most rural counties, as many as one in three children experience hunger; and

Whereas, providing no-cost school meals to all students in North Carolina public schools
will ensure every child has access to healthy, nutritious breakfast and lunch; promote
student academic achievement; and eliminate meal debt and “lunch shaming;” and

Whereas, no child should go hungry, yet, every day in North Carolina almost 400,000 kids
don’t have enough to eat; and

Whereas, studies show that providing students with healthy meals at school makes them
more attentive and engaged in the classroom, leading to better grades, higher attendance
rates, and higher graduation rates; and

Whereas, nearly 20% of children in North Carolina who lack access to regular, nutritious
meals likely do not qualify for free- or reduced-price meals at school; and

Whereas, school meals are healthy and meet strict national nutrition guidelines; and

Whereas, no-cost school meals would reduce the stigma associated with free and
reduced-price meals and end “lunch shaming” in North Carolina; and

Whereas, no-cost school meals would ensure every child has the opportunity to access
nutritious meals at school; and

Whereas, school meals are an investment in our economy; and

Whereas, we all do better when all children have healthy meals.

Now, therefore, be it resolved that the North Carolina General Assembly should include
recurring funding for no-cost school meals in the state budget.

Call Script

Letter to the
Editor

Opinion
Editorial

Social Media

Resolution

Zoom Event

Talking Points

Tips

Important Links

http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


Call Script

Letter to the
Editor

Opinion
Editorial

Social Media

Resolution

Zoom Event

Talking Points

Tips

Important Links

Zoom Event
March 9, 2023

Join the Day of Action Zoom Event

9:00 am

9:30 am

10:30 am

11:00 am

12:00 pm

1:00 pm

2:00 pm

3:00 pm

4:00 pm

5:00 pm

Welcome and Introductions

Coalition Introduction

Leadership Team Introductions

Partner Sharing



Lunch and Learn



Networking and Office Hours



School Nutrition Appreciation

Story Sharing

Networking and Office Hours

Youth Power Hour

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86990899786
http://www.schoolmealsforallnc.org/


Thank you for your dedicated
work for school meals for all in

North Carolina. This work
would not be possible without
each person advocating for

this policy change and
sharing their personal

experiences. 
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