
 Access to nutritious school meals is a
foundational component of a child’s
well-being. School meals contribute
significantly to physical health, academic
performance, and the overall economic
stability of families. School nutrition
programs serve as a lifeline to families in
North Carolina where nearly 1 in 5
children go hungry (Feeding America,
2025). Children who participate in school
meal programs consume more whole
grains, fruits, vegetables, and dairy while
also reducing their intake of added
sugars and fat (Cullen & Chen., 2016).
These dietary improvements are
connected to higher attendance and
better concentration in the classroom
(Andreyeva & Sun, 2021). When looking
beyond the positive classroom impact,
school meals alleviate the weight of
grocery costs and reduce financial stress
for families, making them an essential
tool in addressing childhood poverty. 

Introduction and Background

North Carolina’s children continue to face high levels of food insecurity, especially in rural
and historically marginalized communities. While the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) and Medicaid currently support free school meal access via Direct
Certification, the newly enacted One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) threatens these
advancements. With sweeping cuts and new restrictions to both programs, thousands of
North Carolina children are at risk of losing access to nutrition or healthcare, or both. This
document outlines current synergies between federal assistance programs, the risks of the
One Big Beautiful Bill to the food security of North Carolina’s children, and policy solutions to
protect students from hunger.
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School Meal Programs

 Schools in North Carolina participate in
the National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
and the National School Breakfast
Program (SBP), two federal school
nutrition initiatives. These two programs
are administered by the U.S Department
of Agriculture (USDA) and managed at
the state level by the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction (DPI),
lead by the Senior Director of Office of
School Nutrition and Auxiliary Services.
Both the NSLP and SBP provide free or
reduced-priced meals to eligible students
based on their household income. 

Students can be eligible for free and
reduced-priced meals depending on their
family's income. Eligibility for free and
reduced price meals is based on
household income relative to the federal
poverty level (FPL). To have qualified for
free meals, household income must have
been at or below 130% of the FPL and for
reduced-priced meals, income must have
been between 130% and 185% of the FPL
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2024).
Many families fall within these thresholds,
yet some students do not receive free or
reduced-price meals due to
administrative barriers, lack of awareness,
shame, and stigma. 
 

 In an attempt to address these barriers
to school meal enrollment and
participation, the USDA requires states to
utilize direct certification, which directly
certifies students to receive free meals if
they are beneficiaries of programs like
SNAP and Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF). North Carolina is
also participating in a Medicaid Direct
Certification Demonstration Project that
allows students to be directly certified
using Medicaid data. Income eligibility
thresholds of SNAP and Medicaid overlap
with school meals programs, making
students whose families receive SNAP or
Medicaid benefits automatically eligible
for free school meals. 

By using direct certification, eligible
students are able to eat school meals
and the paperwork burden is removed for
families and schools (Food Research &
Action Center [FRAC], 2022). Direct
certification eliminates the need for
families to fill out application forms and
ensures that low-income children are
able to access meals in school for free or
reduced price.



 The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP)
is another vital tool for expanding school
meal access. CEP allows schools serving
large numbers of children from low-
income families to offer school meals at
no cost to all students in the school by
using existing information about
participation in SNAP, TANF, Medicaid,
foster care, or migrant labor programs to
calculate the rate of eligibility in a school
or district without burdensome
paperwork. If a quarter or more of
students in a school are eligible based
on their participation in those key
programs (“identified students”, the
school or district can receive federal
funding to provide meals to all students
at no cost, proportionally to how many of
their students qualify.
 
Participation in CEP eliminates the
administrative burden and stigma
associated with school meal
applications, eliminates student meal
debt, and increases school meal
program participation helping school
nutrition departments become more
efficient and effective. Additionally, the
North Carolina General Assembly has
appropriated funds to incentivize eligible
schools to participate in CEP through the
Meal Incentive Program.

School Meal Programs 
in North Carolina

According to the National Center for
Education Statistics, 1.4 million students
participated in school meal programs.
According to the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI),
in the 2022-2023 school year, over
900,000 students participated in school
meals programs. In the 2023-2024 school
year, 1,625 schools in North Carolina, or
64% of schools that participate in the
school lunch program, adopted CEP,
allowing 803,238 children to eat meals
every school day (FRAC, 2023). 

 Although there is infrastructure in place
to ensure access to school meals,
thousands of students in North Carolina
are not enrolled due to administrative
barriers, stigma, or lack of awareness.
School meal programs in North Carolina
use both SNAP and Medicaid participation
as a tool to ensure that eligible children
receive the meals that they need through
direct certification. 

“Everything around here is
getting so expensive, and

families can’t afford to buy
food.” – Social Worker,

Johnston Co. Schools



SNAP & Medicaid
in North Carolina

To address these barriers and as an
attempt to close enrollment gaps, school
lunch programs utilize SNAP and
Medicaid. SNAP, also known as Food and
Nutrition Services (FNS) in North Carolina,
provides essential food benefits to assist
more than 1.4 million low-income
residents in affording nutritious food
(North Carolina Department of Health and
Human Services [NCDHHS], 2025). More
than 66% of families participating in SNAP
have at least one child in the home. 

Medicaid helps cover the cost of medical
care for low or limited-income individuals
and is run jointly by both the Federal and
State governments (U.S. Department of
Health & Human Services [HHS], n.d.).
Over 3 million people are enrolled in
Medicaid in North Carolina, 43% of
enrollees being children (Kaiser Family
Foundation [KFF], 2025). 

The One Big Beautiful Bill:
How Will It Impact SNAP and
Medicaid?
Signed by President Trump on July 4,
2025, this nearly 900-page budget
reconciliation package includes stricter
eligibility requirements for SNAP and
Medicaid, broader work requirements for
SNAP and Medicaid, cost shifts to states,
and a reduction in provider taxes.
Because direct certification, and CEP, rely
on SNAP and Medicaid participation,
reductions in eligibility for those program
and burdensome administrative
processes directly impact eligibility for
school meals.

These changes will have the following
impacts on North Carolina’s safety net
programs:

The changes to SNAP could put the
food security of 1.4 million North
Carolinians, including 600,000
children, at risk.
Changes to SNAP could cost North
Carolina $420 million each year in
administrative expenses and
matching funds, and reduce the
state’s Gross Domestic Product by
$558 million.
State officials estimate that more than
255,000 North Carolinians will lose
coverage under new work
requirements for Medicaid recipients
aged 19-64.
The lowered provider tax will endanger
Medicaid expansion in North Carolina
and risks leaving 670,000 North
Carolinians without health insurance.KFF, 2025



Over 850,000 North Carolina students are
directly certified for free school meals
because their families receive SNAP or
Medicaid. If those benefits are lost,
households must apply individually—
creating barriers that many families can
not overcome. 
Lost Eligibility

Tighter eligibility and new work
mandates threaten to disqualify
millions from SNAP. According to the
Governor’s office, the changes to SNAP
could put the food security of 1.4
million North Carolinians, including
600,000 children, at risk.
State officials estimate that more than
255,000 North Carolinians will lose
coverage under new work
requirements for Medicaid recipients
aged 19-64
Higher redetermination frequency and
cost-sharing may further reduce
participation.

Administrative Strain on Schools
Increased paperwork and verification
tasks may exacerbate staff shortages
and divert resources away from
nutrition delivery
Food Research & Action Center warns
this “double whammy” could increase
classroom hunger and reduce CEP
participation as fewer children qualify
automatically.

The One Big Beautiful Bill’s
Impact on Direct Certification

“A lot of times it’s
students coming in and
they feel dizzy. But you

know, it can be like a
stomach ache, a

headache. Not able to
stay awake in class. Just
kind of not being able to
function. Sometimes we

have students that
actually pass out in class.
Or even if they’re able to
be in the classroom, they
can’t function to learn.” 

– School Nurse,
Alamance-Burlington Co

Schools

With fewer students enrolled in Medicaid,
districts lose a powerful pathway for
qualifying students via Direct
Certification, reducing eligibility rates.
Additionally, Medicaid funds support
school health personnel such as school
nurses. Cuts could lead to layoffs—
especially in rural and high-need districts.



North Carolina’s Children
Will Be Hungrier

 North Carolina remains one of the most
food insecure states in the country for
children, consistently ranking among the
hungriest states in the union. In 2023, there
were 22 counties in North Carolina where
one in every four children were food
insecure and in some of NC’s most rural
areas, one in three children face food
insecurity (Feeding America, 2023). Black,
Latino, Indigenous, and rural families in
North Carolina face even higher rates of
food insecurity. While the state’s overall
food insecurity rate is around 15%, Black
households face rates of 28% and Latino
households over 23% (Feeding America,
2025).

SNAP and Medicaid are vital pathways to
school meals access. In North Carolina,
over one-third of SNAP participating
households include children, and Black
and Latino families are disproportionately
represented among Medicaid enrollees
(Urban Institute, 2024). When these
programs are used to directly certify
children for school meals, families and
schools are spared the burden of stigma,
paperwork, and administrative error. By
streamlining access to meals with SNAP
and Medicaid, children who are already
enrolled in one safety net program are
ensured access to others. 

Recommended Policy Responses
for North Carolina

Now, North Carolina should:
Protect and Strengthen Federal and State
Nutrition Program Infrastructure

Oppose efforts to restrict access to
SNAP and Medicaid.
Advocate for investment in school
nutrition staff and systems.
Lobby for targeted relief of burdensome
changes to SNAP and Medicaid 

Increase state revenue to fully fund North
Carolina’s portion of SNAP at
implementation of the provisions of OBBA

Consider value-aligned tax increases to
increase state revenue by $420 million
annually.
Explore other sources of revenue to
ensure the security of SNAP in North
Carolina.

This system is especially critical in low-
income and rural communities, where
complex applications and lack of support
often lead to under-enrollment in school
nutrition programs. Direct certification
improves access and increases participation
(Fleischhacker & Campbell, 2023).



The enactment of the One Big Beautiful
Bill Act threatens to reverse hard-fought
progress in fighting child hunger and
improving health outcomes. Drastic cuts
to SNAP and Medicaid, along with new
eligibility barriers, put the well-being of
North Carolina children at risk. Without
swift state-level action, more students
will arrive at school hungry, uninsured, or
both. By strengthening and leveraging
existing systems, North Carolina can
protect access to school meals. Direct
certification through Medicaid and SNAP
has proven to be a powerful tool to
ensure students from low-income, rural,
and marginalized communities have
access to what they need to thrive in
school. The reduction of administrative
burdens and stigma provided by direct
certification lifts the burden off of North
Carolina families in need to help schools
operate more effectively and efficiently.
Expanding Medicaid-based Direct
Certification and expanding access to
CEP are essential strategies to support
North Carolina communities. Child
hunger is not a budget line item. By
safeguarding access to nutrition and
healthcare, North Carolina can continue
building a foundation where every child
arrives at school nourished and ready to
learn.

Conclusion

In the future, North Carolina should:

Adopt and Expand Community
Eligibility Provision
Provide technical and financial
assistance to districts near the CEP
threshold.
Provide state funding to ensure all
CEP-eligible districts are financially
able to participate in CEP
Improve Direct Certification Matching
Capacity
Currently, a midyear enrollment in
SNAP or Medicaid does not “trigger” an
enrollment in free school meals. The
North Carolina General Assembly
should fund and modernize IT
infrastructure for real-time matching
and data sharing between the
Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS) and DPI.

Support SNAP Enrollment for Eligible
Families to Ensure Access to School Meals

Launch school-based SNAP outreach
and enrollment campaigns.
Partner with local health departments
and community organizations.
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