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Executive Summary  
The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) allows eligible schools and school districts to provide 

breakfast and lunch to all students at no charge, using a reimbursement formula based on the share of 

students directly certified for free meals through participation in certain public assistance programs. 

Since CEP became available nationwide in 2014, participation has expanded substantially, reaching 

millions of students across the United States. 

In 2023, the US Department of Agriculture lowered the CEP eligibility threshold from an identified 

student percentage (ISP) of 40 percent to an ISP of 25 percent, making additional schools eligible to 

participate. At the same time, states have adopted complementary policies—including Medicaid direct 

certification initiatives, CEP reimbursement supplements, and Healthy School Meals for All policies—

that influence CEP participation and financial feasibility. 

This study combines national CEP participation data with school demographic, geographic, and 

fiscal data to examine patterns of CEP adoption and discontinuation, the effects of recent policy 

changes on participation, and the fiscal consequences of CEP implementation. 

Key Findings 

◼ CEP participation is associated with school poverty levels and demographic characteristics. 

Schools participating in CEP generally have higher ISPs than eligible nonparticipating schools 

and are more likely to be located in urban areas. Participating schools also serve larger shares 

of Black and Hispanic students and smaller shares of white students than eligible schools that 

do not participate.  

◼ Lowering the eligibility threshold increased the number of eligible schools but resulted in 

limited initial adoption. The reduction of the eligibility threshold from 40 percent to 25 percent 

expanded eligibility to thousands of additional schools. Among the newly eligible schools 

included in this analysis, approximately 7 percent adopted CEP during the first full year 

following implementation, suggesting that factors beyond eligibility status influence 

participation decisions. 
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◼ Medicaid direct certification is associated with higher ISP rates and greater CEP 

participation. States participating in the Medicaid Direct Certification Demonstration Project 

experienced increases in average ISP rates and in the number of CEP-participating schools.  

◼ Most schools that adopt CEP remain participants. Although some schools discontinue 

participation, CEP adoption appears stable over time. Schools with higher ISP rates tend to 

remain in the program longer than schools with lower ISP rates, suggesting that reimbursement 

levels play a role in long-term participation decisions. 

◼ CEP adoption is associated with changes in school food service finances. Districts that 

adopted CEP experienced reductions in local food service revenue and increases in federal food 

service revenue. On average, increases in federal reimbursements exceeded reductions in local 

revenue, resulting in higher overall food service revenues and expenditures, in line with 

previous research that finds participation and therefore expenditures increase post–CEP 

adoption. 

◼ Fiscal effects vary across geographic contexts. The magnitude of CEP’s financial effects 

differed across district types. Town, suburban, city, and rural districts all experienced shifts 

from local funding sources to federal funding sources, though revenue and expenditure changes 

varied across locales. Rural districts generally exhibited smaller and less precisely estimated 

fiscal effects than other district types. 

Policy Implications  

The results of this study demonstrate several policy implications. 

1. The results suggest that expanding eligibility does not necessarily translate into widespread 

participation. Financial considerations, reimbursement levels, administrative requirements, 

and state policy contexts likely influence adoption decisions among eligible schools and 

districts. 

2. The findings highlight the role of direct certification systems in shaping CEP eligibility and 

participation. Changes in Medicaid direct certification or eligibility for federal social safety net 

programs and other data-matching approaches affect school ISP rates and reimbursement 

levels, with implications for both CEP eligibility and financial viability. 
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3. State policy environments appear relevant to participation decisions. States vary in how they 

measure student need for education funding and for accountability purposes, and these 

differences can affect the incentives schools face when considering CEP participation. 

4. The findings suggest that CEP’s fiscal effects are concentrated within school nutrition 

operations, and federal reimbursements generally make up for loss of local revenue among 

schools that remain enrolled in CEP. Although the program is associated with changes in food 

service revenues and expenditures, the analysis found limited evidence of broader effects on 

district instructional spending. 

Looking Ahead 

The study finds that CEP participation has expanded considerably, but participation remains uneven 

among eligible schools. Future participation decisions will depend on a combination of federal 

reimbursement policies, direct certification practices, eligibility rules for federal social safety net 

programs, state funding systems, and local financial considerations. Continued research will be 

important for understanding how these factors influence participation and how CEP affects student 

outcomes, school nutrition operations, and educational equity over the long term. 
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1. Introduction 
The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program constitute two of the 

largest federal nutrition assistance programs in the United States, serving tens of millions of children 

each school day. All children can participate if the school they attend operates the program, but meals 

are served at no charge or at a reduced price for students who meet the means-tested eligibility criteria. 

Over the past decade, however, policymakers have increasingly adopted universal free meal (UFM) 

approaches, including the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), which allows schools serving high-

poverty populations to offer meals to all students at no charge, regardless of household income. These 

policies are intended to increase participation, reduce food insecurity, eliminate stigma associated with 

free meals, reduce administrative burdens, and eliminate unpaid school meal fees (FNS 2025). At the 

same time, scholars have debated whether UFM policies generate broader educational and health 

benefits, as well as whether they create unintended consequences for school finances or student health. 

A growing body of causal and quasi-experimental research has evaluated both traditional school 

meal programs and UFM policies. This literature suggests that school meal programs improve food 

security, nutritional intake, educational attainment, and some measures of student well-being. Evidence 

on UFM programs is generally positive, though it reveals heterogeneous effects across populations and 

outcomes. 

This study goes beyond describing who participates in CEP and examines how policy changes affect 

participation and school finances. Using national data spanning more than a decade, we track schools 

and districts before and after key changes to CEP eligibility, Medicaid direct certification, and school 

meal policies. We employ rigorous longitudinal and quasi-experimental methods that allow us to 

compare changes within the same schools, districts, and states over time rather than relying solely on 

cross-sectional comparisons. These methods provide stronger evidence about the factors associated 

with CEP adoption and discontinuation and help us assess whether differences in school poverty levels 

or changes in revenues and expenditures are likely related to CEP participation rather than other 

coinciding trends. By combining descriptive, longitudinal, and fiscal analyses, this study provides one of 

the most comprehensive examinations of how CEP eligibility, adoption, and financial sustainability 

interact across different types of schools and communities. 
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2. Prior Research 

Background on School Meal Programs and Child 

Outcomes 

Research on CEP builds on earlier studies showing that school meal programs can affect children’s 

nutrition, health, and academic development. Gleason and Suitor (2003) found that participation in the 

NSLP was associated with higher intake of several key nutrients, though dietary effects varied across 

student populations. Similarly, Hinrichs (2010) found evidence that exposure to the NSLP was linked to 

long-term educational and health outcomes, while Frisvold (2015) found that access to the School 

Breakfast Program improved cognitive achievement. 

The nutritional quality of school meals has also improved. Following implementation of the Healthy, 

Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, federal nutrition standards were revised to better align with dietary 

guidelines. Cohen and coauthors (2021) found that these changes were associated with improvements 

in the nutritional quality of meals served through the NSLP and the School Breakfast Program. 

CEP and Universal Free School Meals 

Researchers have examined whether the means-tested nature of traditional school meal programs 

contributes to social stigma. Qualitative and survey-based studies have reported that some students 

perceive distinctions between students receiving subsidized meals and those paying full price (Bhatia et 

al. 2011). 

Universal free school meal policies, including CEP and state-level School Meals for All initiatives, 

provide meals to all students, regardless of household income. Proponents argue that universal 

approaches may reduce administrative burdens, increase participation, and eliminate distinctions based 

on income status, while critics have raised concerns about program costs. As a result, a growing body of 

research has examined the effects of universal meal policies on student and household outcomes. 
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Meal Participation and Stigma 

One of the most consistent findings in the CEP literature is that providing meals free of charge to all 

students increases participation in school meal programs. Leos-Urbel and coauthors (2013) found that 

universal free breakfast in New York City increased breakfast participation. Ruffini (2022) similarly 

found that CEP increased breakfast and lunch participation. Spill and coauthors (2024), in a systematic 

review of universal free school meal studies, concluded that increased participation is the most 

consistent outcome associated with universal meal policies, though estimates vary across settings and 

populations. 

Researchers suggest that increased participation may be partly explained by reductions in meal-

related stigma. Gutierrez (2021) found that CEP in New York City increased participation even among 

students who previously qualified for free meals, suggesting that universal meal policies may influence 

student behavior through mechanisms beyond financial access alone. More explicitly, Orta-Aleman and 

coauthors (2026) found that universal school meal policies were associated with lower self-reported 

embarrassment about eating school lunch among students with low household income, though 

perceptions varied across socioeconomic groups. 

Food Security  

Researchers have also examined whether universal meal policies affect food hardship among 

households with children. Toosi (2024) found that states that continued universal free school meal 

policies postpandemic experienced lower food insecurity among households with children. Orta-

Aleman and coauthors (2026) similarly found that statewide universal school meal policies were 

associated with lower household food insecurity, supporting the broader argument that universal 

school meal access may reduce household food-related hardship. 

Academic Outcomes 

A growing body of evidence evaluates CEP’s effects on academic outcomes. Ruffini (2022) found that 

universal access to free meals through CEP increased meal participation and improved academic 

achievement, with effects concentrated among students most likely to gain access to free meals. 

Gordanier and coauthors (2020) examined CEP in South Carolina and found positive effects on 

elementary school students’ math achievement, though effects were smaller or statistically insignificant 
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for other outcomes and student groups. Schwartz and Rothbart (2020), studying New York City’s 

Universal Free Meal program, found improvements in mathematics and English language arts scores. 

More recently, Zhao (2025) found that universal free school meal policies were associated with 

increased graduation rates, suggesting that meal access may be linked to long-term educational 

outcomes. 

Recent evidence has extended the literature beyond individual district and CEP evaluations to 

statewide universal free school meal policies. Using variation in state adoption of universal free school 

meal policies, Ramponi and coauthors (2026) found reductions in chronic absenteeism and 

improvements in educational outcomes, including academic performance and graduation rates.  

School Climate and Discipline 

In addition to academic achievement, researchers have examined behavioral and school environment 

outcomes. Gordon and Ruffini (2021) found that schoolwide free meals reduced suspensions, 

suggesting that universal meal access may influence student behavior and school disciplinary outcomes. 

Gutierrez (2021) similarly found evidence that UFMs improved student perceptions of school climate, 

including measures related to safety, respect, and bullying. Although the literature on school climate 

remains limited, existing findings suggest that CEP influences students’ experiences within the school 

environment. 

Student Health Outcomes 

Researchers have also examined whether UFM policies affect children’s physical health, particularly 

body weight and obesity. Earlier research on school meal programs suggests that school meals can 

improve dietary intake, though evidence that UFMs affect obesity are mixed. Cohen and coauthors 

(2021) and Davis and coauthors (2024) found little evidence that UFM programs increase students’ 

body mass indexes or obesity rates, while Rothbart and coauthors (2023) found CEP was associated 

with obesity declines in secondary grades.  

More recent causal evidence has produced similar findings. Localio and coauthors (2024) found that 

CEP participation was associated with reductions in obesity prevalence among students, suggesting 

that access to nutritionally regulated school meals may partially replace less nutritious food sources 

consumed outside of school. In addition, Localio and coauthors (2025) found that participation in CEP 
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was associated with lower rates of elevated blood pressure among students, indicating potential 

cardiovascular health benefits. 

Fiscal Implications of CEP 

In addition to student outcomes, researchers have evaluated the fiscal implications of CEP adoption. 

Rothbart and coauthors (2023) found that increased meal participation under CEP generated additional 

federal reimbursement revenue that offset a substantial portion of the costs associated with providing 

meals free of charge to all students. But fiscal effects varied across district types. Although increased 

federal reimbursements generally offset higher food service costs, rural districts were more likely than 

urban and suburban districts to experience food service funding shortfalls, suggesting that the financial 

sustainability of CEP depends on poverty levels and, therefore, reimbursement rates. Their findings 

suggest that CEP can expand access to school meals without requiring reductions in instructional 

spending or other educational resources, and that CEP may be fiscally sustainable for many districts, 

though financial effects can vary depending on local demographic and economic conditions. 

Overall, the existing causal evidence suggests that CEP and related UFM policies are associated 

with increased meal participation and improvements in several student outcomes and suggests that 

expanded meal access affects student outcomes through multiple pathways, including increased 

participation, reductions in food hardship, and improved school engagement. Evidence points to 

positive effects on food security, academic achievement, graduation rates, school climate, discipline, and 

selected health outcomes, though findings vary across contexts and study designs. Additional research 

is needed to better understand long-term effects, heterogeneous impacts across student populations, 

and the mechanisms through which expanded meal access influences student well-being. 
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3. Background and History of CEP 

Introduction of the Community Eligibility Provision 

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 established CEP, a UFM program, which allows high-

poverty schools to offer all students school meals at no charge. CEP was designed to increase access to 

school meals at no cost to students, eliminate paperwork for households, ease administrative burdens 

for schools, and eliminate unpaid meal balances (FNS 2025). CEP eligibility and reimbursement rely on 

students who are automatically certified for free meals through their participation in social safety net 

programs, or children who are categorically eligible for free school meals, rather than the use of meal 

applications.  

School Eligibility Determination 

As opposed to meal applications to determine a child’s eligibility for free and reduced-price meals, direct 

certification is a method that automatically certifies students for free and reduced-price meals based on 

their participation in specific, means-tested federal programs or because they fall within a specific 

eligibility category (i.e., students who are homeless, migrants, runaways, or in foster care or Head 

Start).1 Students are also automatically certified by matching school rosters to enrollment in means-

tested programs, including the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families, and the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations. Additionally, 

as of the 2025–26 school year, 44 states use Medicaid2 and household income data to directly certify 

children for free and reduced-price school meals.  

Eligibility for CEP relies on a school’s or district’s identified student percentage (ISP), which is a 

subset of directly certified students and a smaller share of children than would be eligible for free and 

reduced-price meals if the school collected school meal applications. A directly certified child is included 

in the ISP if they are categorically eligible or directly certified for free school meals via participation in 

SNAP, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, the Food Distribution Program on Indian 

Reservations, or, in most states, Medicaid (with household incomes up to 130 percent of the federal 

poverty level). Only children who are directly certified for free school meals can be counted toward a 

school’s ISP. 

When CEP was first introduced, schools, groups of schools within a single school district, or entire 

school districts were required to have an ISP of at least 40 percent to participate. But in September 
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2023, the US Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Administration released a final rule that 

lowered the minimum eligibility threshold from a 40 percent ISP to a 25 percent ISP.3 The rule went into 

effect on October 26, 2023, and some states sought and received waivers to implement immediately 

instead of waiting for the 2024–25 school year. 

CEP Adoption  

Before the national rollout of CEP in 2014–15, there were three pilot years where schools in specific 

states could adopt CEP: schools in Illinois, Kentucky, and Michigan could adopt it beginning in 2011–12; 

schools in the District of Columbia, New York, Ohio, and West Virginia could adopt it beginning in 

2012–13; and schools in Georgia, Florida, Massachusetts, and Maryland could adopt it beginning in 

2013–14. 

Since CEP’s nationwide implementation in 2014–15, adoption has increased by more than 200 

percent (Hysom and Bylander 2025). In 2014–15, 14,184 schools adopted CEP, reaching more than 6.6 

million students. School-level adoption has continued to increase, peaking in 2024–25, the last year 

data are available, with 54,234 CEP-participating schools reaching more than 27.1 million students. Last 

school year, 73.8 percent of all eligible schools adopted CEP (Hysom and Bylander 2025), and an 

estimated 28 million students (58 percent of US public school students) attended schools with universal 

free school meal programs (Gutierrez 2026). 

Federal Reimbursement Structure 

The decision to implement CEP often comes down to a district’s fiscal ability to offer all children school 

meals at no charge. In addition to determining a school’s eligibility for CEP, the ISP is used to determine 

the amount of federal reimbursement a CEP school or district receives. Rather than relying on 

individual student eligibility, a multiplier of 1.6 is applied to a school’s ISP to determine the share of 

meals reimbursed at the federal free rate (generally, $2.94 for breakfasts and $4.71 for lunches).4 The 

remainder of meals served are reimbursed at the lower, federal paid rate ($0.40 and $0.55, 

respectively). Mathematically, schools or districts with an ISP of 62.5 percent or higher are reimbursed 

at the federal free rate for 100 percent of meals served (62.5 percent x 1.6 = 100 percent of meals 

served), making the decision to participate in CEP easy.   



 

 E X P A N D I N G  T H E  R E A C H  A N D  I M P A C T  O F  S C H O O L  M E A L S   8   
 

The Pandemic and State UFM Policies 

Pandemic 

The Families First Coronavirus Response Act, signed into law on March 18, 2020, authorized the US 

Department of Agriculture to issue nationwide waivers that gave school districts flexibility to operate 

child nutrition programs during the height of the pandemic. In states that opted into these waivers, 

program operators were able to serve meals through the Seamless Summer Option and the Summer 

Food Service Program, which operate during summer months and during unanticipated school closures. 

These waivers allowed schools to serve meals to all students at no charge and receive the free 

reimbursement rate for all meals served, instead of operating the traditional NSLP and the School 

Breakfast Program, essentially creating a nationwide UFM program available to all schools, regardless 

of ISP (Severn et al. 2023). These waivers were released in spring 2020 and were available in the 2020–

21 and 2021–22 school years (FNS 2023). 

CEP Subsidy States 

Even before the pandemic, some states considered policies that would subsidize the cost of offering all 

students free meals in CEP-eligible schools that receive the federal free rate for less than 100 percent 

of meals served (i.e., CEP schools or districts with ISPs lower than 62.5 percent). For example, Oregon 

passed the Student Success Act of 2019, which was amended in 2020 to include a CEP Incentive 

Program that provides state funds to CEP schools that receive the federal free rate for less than 90 

percent of meals served (ODE, n.d.). The policy was to be implemented in 2020–21, but the pandemic-

related waivers delayed full implementation of Oregon’s CEP incentive until 2022–23.  

Schools’ and students’ experiences with UFM programs during the pandemic led to an increased 

interest in continuing UFM programs (Gutierrez 2022). Postpandemic, Washington state (in 2022–23) 

and New York (in 2023–24) passed statewide policies that supported schools’ ability to implement CEP 

by providing state funding to supplement the federal reimbursements and help cover the costs of 

offering all children free school meals. North Carolina implemented a more targeted CEP incentive 

program in 2024–25 for schools with ISPs greater than 55 percent that were not participating in CEP in 

2023–24 (DPI, n.d.). 
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Statewide UFM 

Since the pandemic, nine states have passed legislation that created UFM policies, often referred to as 

Healthy School Meals for All policies, where the state covers the difference between the federal free 

and paid reimbursements (Bylander et al. 2024). California, Maine, Massachusetts, and Vermont passed 

policies to make school meals available to all students at no charge starting in 2022–23. Nevada used 

pandemic relief funds to extend UFM through 2023–24, before ultimately returning to the traditional 

school meal system in 2024–25. Colorado, Minnesota, Michigan, and New Mexico passed UFM policies 

that started in 2023–24, and New York transitioned from a CEP subsidy state to a permanent UFM 

state in 2025–26. 

Factors Affecting ISP Rates 

Medicaid Demonstration Project 

Beginning in 2012–13, states became eligible to join the Medicaid Demonstration Project, allowing 

schools to incorporate Medicaid and its household income data into their direct certification process.5 

California, Florida, Illinois, Kentucky, Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania began using Medicaid 

and household income data to certify children for free school meals (i.e., those earning up to 130 

percent of the federal poverty level) in 2012–13. Beginning in 2016–17, states began using Medicaid 

and household income data to certify children for free and reduced-price meals (i.e., those earning up to 

185 percent of the federal poverty level), though only students directly certified for free school meals 

count toward a school’s ISP. These states include California, Florida, Massachusetts, Nebraska, Utah, 

Virginia, and West Virginia, followed by Connecticut, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Nevada, Texas, 

Washington, and Wisconsin in 2017–18; Alabama, Illinois, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, 

North Carolina, and South Carolina in 2022–23; Arizona, Colorado, Delaware, Georgia, Montana, New 

Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Vermont, and Wyoming in 2023–24; and 

Arkansas, Idaho, Maine, New Jersey, North Dakota, and Rhode Island in 2024–25.  

As of 2025–26, 44 states use Medicaid and its household income data to directly certify children for 

free and reduced-price meals. Including Medicaid in the direct certification process increases the 

number of income-eligible children identified via direct certification and therefore schools’ ISPs, making 

more schools eligible for CEP and increasing the share of meals reimbursed at the federal free rate. 
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Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility Flexibility 

Although federal regulations establish SNAP’s core requirements, states have flexibility in 

administering certain aspects of the program, including the adoption of Broad-Based Categorical 

Eligibility (BBCE). Under BBCE, states may waive or raise SNAP asset limits, increase the gross income 

threshold up to 200 percent of the federal poverty level, and simplify application and verification 

requirements. Households receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families–funded benefits may be 

categorically eligible for SNAP, and states can eliminate the asset test altogether. As a result, in BBCE 

states, households with gross incomes between 130 percent and 200 percent of the federal poverty 

level may qualify for SNAP but only if their deductions for expenses such as housing, utilities, and child 

care reduce their net incomes to no more than 100 percent of federal poverty level.  

As of 2025–26, 43 states and the District of Columbia have BBCE policies.6 Under these 

circumstances, eligible households who qualify for SNAP are directly certified for free school meals and 

are included in a school’s ISP. It is likely that states with BBCE policies have higher ISPs and therefore 

more CEP participation. Very few states substantially changed their BBCE policies during the time 

frame of this analysis.7 

Federal Changes to the Social Safety Net and Consequences for UFMs 

Changes to SNAP and Medicaid at the federal level that limit participation can have effects for schools’ 

direct certification and ISP rates (Gutierrez 2026). The 2025 budget reconciliation law (H.R. 1) made 

several changes to SNAP and Medicaid that will have participation implications for both programs. For 

example, the law eliminated SNAP eligibility for legally present asylum seekers and refugees based on 

humanitarian reasons, resulting in the automatic loss of SNAP benefits for child asylees and refugees as 

of November 2025.  

Additionally, at the time of this report, states will be required to take on additional SNAP 

administrative costs (25 percent), and states with SNAP error rates greater than or equal to 6 percent 

will be required to pay a percentage of SNAP benefit costs. These increased costs to states—potentially 

as high as $11 billion nationwide—not to mention the eventual cost shifts associated with Medicaid, 

could add significant strain to budgets, potentially resulting in programmatic changes that decrease 

caseloads, which would affect direct certification numbers and therefore ISPs, threatening schools’ CEP 

eligibility and reimbursement structures. Schools in CEP subsidy and UFM states may also be affected, 

as the decrease in federal school meal reimbursements will increase the states’ costs of subsidizing free 

school meals, jeopardizing states’ abilities to continue funding their CEP and UFM policies. 
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4. Barriers to CEP Adoption 
Several factors can contribute to school and district leaders’ initial decisions to adopt CEP, including 

CEP’s reimbursement components and how the state measures student need to provide additional aid 

in the state education funding formula. Other aspects, such as changes in student participation in 

breakfast and lunch, school food revenues and expenditures, and school meal application data, can 

affect a school or district’s decision to continue or discontinue participation in CEP, even before the end 

of the four-year cycle.  

Difficulty Covering Costs  

For a school, a group of schools, or a district to be eligible for CEP, they must have ISPs of at least 40 

percent before 2023–24 and ISPs of at least 25 percent as of 2024–25. One important consideration in 

whether a school or district participates is CEP’s reimbursement structure. Rather than individual 

student eligibility, CEP schools are reimbursed for meals served based on a formula. Reimbursements 

are calculated by multiplying the ISP by 1.6 to determine the percentage of meals that will be 

reimbursed at the federal free rate, with the remainder of meals served reimbursed at the lower, federal 

paid rate. For example, a school with 50 percent identified students would be reimbursed at the free 

rate for 80 percent of meals served (50 percent x 1.6 = 80 percent) and at the paid rate for 20 percent of 

meals served. There is no reduced-price reimbursement rate under CEP. Schools and districts with 

lower ISP rates receive less federal reimbursement. For example, schools and districts with ISPs of 40 

percent are reimbursed at the federal free rate for only 64 percent of meals served (40 percent x 1.6), 

with 36 percent of meals reimbursed at the lower, paid rate, creating a gap the school or district must 

cover.  

At the same time, the school or district loses the school meal fee revenue from students who 

previously paid “full” or reduced prices, which could be a larger issue for schools or districts that had 

high participation rates among paying students before CEP. But another consideration for schools or 

districts considering CEP is CEP’s financial impact on school meal debt. CEP eliminates the issue of 

school meal debt, as all meals are free to all students under CEP.8  

Research in New York school districts generally finds that post–CEP adoption, local food service 

revenues decline, but increased federal reimbursements more than compensate for local food revenues 

and expenditures changes (Rothbart et al. 2023). Moreover, although total food expenditures increase, 
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spending per meal declines, supporting the notion that schools that achieve economies of scale can 

capitalize on lower meal production costs.  

In addition to covering food costs, schools and districts must consider total operational costs (e.g., 

labor, equipment, and indirect costs) when assessing financial feasibility. Moreover, with increased 

production costs (e.g., food, labor, and indirect costs), many schools report that the federal free 

reimbursement rate is inadequate to produce a school meal (SNA 2024). Schools and districts must 

consider the costs required to produce more meals, including the costs of procuring ingredients and the 

potential need to hire more staff members or to purchase more equipment, as breakfast and lunch 

participation often increases post–CEP adoption.  

The fiscal consequences of CEP can be particularly difficult in rural areas. Rothbart and coauthors 

(2023) find that schools with lower school meal participation rates and lower ISP rates are less likely to 

be able to cover the gaps in revenues under CEP and that this is most common in rural areas. In addition, 

although Alaska and Hawaii get slightly higher reimbursement rates because of increased food and 

living costs, the current reimbursement rate may still not be enough to cover the costs of producing free 

meals for all students. 

Loss of Student Need Data 

Schools or districts may be hesitant to adopt CEP because of the potential loss of data used to 

determine state education funding allocations and, therefore, the potential loss of state aid. State 

education funding formulas often rely on the share of students eating free and reduced-price meals to 

allocate additional aid to school districts.9 At least 19 states allocate aid for student need based on free 

and reduced-price meal shares.10 But one priority of CEP is to reduce administrative burden by 

eliminating the collection of free and reduced-price meal applications. CEP schools no longer collect, 

process, or verify FNA school meal applications. As a result, schools in states that rely on individual 

student eligibility data for state education funding often require alternative household income 

applications, but federal regulations prohibit CEP schools from using school food service funds to 

collect or process these alternative applications. Therefore, CEP-eligible schools and districts may 

choose not to participate, even though the funds that were previously used to collect forms results in 

additional financial resources to support school meals under CEP.  

For example, before changing the way student poverty was accounted for in Colorado’s state 

funding formula, hardly any eligible schools in Colorado participated in CEP, largely because the state 
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used the data collected via free and reduced-price meal applications to provide additional aid to 

districts (Blagg et al. 2022). After the state changed how it measures student need in its funding 

formula, barriers to CEP adoption were eliminated, and the state passed UFM statewide. 

Some of these changes can be roughly calculated by school and district leaders before deciding to 

adopt CEP (i.e., using the CEP monthly federal reimbursement estimator tool), but some lessons can 

happen only postadoption, which may inform the discontinuation of CEP.11 Post–CEP adoption, schools 

and districts learn how much participation in school meals changes. A school might see a shift in 

reimbursements from predominantly free federal reimbursement to a greater proportion of meals 

reimbursed at lower, federal paid rates. Schools and districts can experience the lack of school meal 

debt and more concretely understand how the combination of the federal reimbursement rate, the ISP 

rate, and loss of school meal fee revenue results in abilities (or inabilities) to cover gaps in school food 

expenditures and revenues, though tools such as the reimbursement estimator can help guide schools 

before deciding to adopt CEP.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study is the first to combine the Food Research & Action Center’s (FRAC’s) national CEP data 

containing school-level ISP information with school-level data in the Common Core of Data to examine 

CEP uptake among eligible schools and districts, particularly in light of the recent federal eligibility 

expansions to CEP. The goal of this analysis is to understand patterns in adoption, discontinued 

participation, and the associated effects for district revenues and expenditures on a national scale. 

Our analysis considers the gradual introduction of CEP, changes to the program, changes associated 

with the pandemic, state policy responses, and changes to direct certification counting to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. How do observable characteristics—including ISPs, student demographics, and geographic 

context—differ between CEP-eligible schools that participate in CEP and those that do not? 

2. How much did lowering the ISP eligibility threshold from 40 percent to 25 percent increase 

CEP adoption among newly eligible schools and districts? 

3. What are the ISP levels of schools and districts that discontinue CEP participation? 

4. What are the causal effects of CEP adoption on school district revenues and expenditures, and 

how do these effects vary by geographic context and intensity of CEP participation? 
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5. Data 

Common Core of Data 

We use school-level data from the Common Core of Data (CCD) from the National Center for Education 

Statistics via the Urban Institute’s Education Data Portal for school years 2014–15 through 2024–25 

and district-level CCD fiscal data for 2010–11 through 2021–22 (later years were not available at the 

time of analysis). The school-level CCD data contain information on student demographics, including 

race, ethnicity, and school urbanicity. The district-level CCD data include information on school food 

revenues and expenditures collected via the F-33 survey and information on the number of students the 

district is financially responsible for and is adjusted by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban 

Consumers to reflect 2020 dollars. See appendix A for details on each of the school food revenue and 

expenditure variables. 

The Urban Institute’s MEPS Data 

We use school-level data from the Urban Institute’s Model Estimates of Poverty in Schools (MEPS) via 

the Education Data Portal for 2010–11 through 2022–23 to account for school poverty levels, as  the 

traditional free and reduced-price lunch data became increasingly unreliable post–CEP expansion.12 

MEPS is the estimated share of students in each school from households earning up to 100 percent of 

the federal poverty level and provides a consistent measure of student poverty across time and place. 

We matched these data to the CCD data.  

FRAC’s ISP Data 

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities initiated national CEP data collection and analysis in 2014–

15. In the second year, FRAC partnered with the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities on this work 

and later assumed full responsibility for CEP data collection and analysis. FRAC annually collects 

school-level ISP and CEP participation data from state agencies that administer the NSLP. These data 

are combined with the CEP eligibility data that states are required to publicly post to create the full 

landscape of CEP eligibility and participation for each state.13 The ISPs that state agencies report for 

CEP-eligible schools reflect data from the prior school year because CEP eligibility is based on the 

previous year’s ISP, and the ISPs that FRAC reports for CEP-participating schools represent the 
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claiming ISPs that schools use to determine federal reimbursement for meals served. In some cases, this 

claiming ISP may differ from a school’s individual ISP when the school participates in CEP as part of a 

group or district-wide arrangement.  

We use FRAC’s ISP and CEP participation data for 2014–15 through 2024–25. But the data do not 

necessarily contain state or federal numeric school identifiers needed to match schools to other publicly 

available data, such as the Common Core of Data. Some state or federal numeric identifiers are 

available for 2019–20 through 2024–25, but prior years include only the state, the district name, and 

the school name. 

We match schools in FRAC’s data to the universe of CCD data each year to have school- and 

district-level information, including indicators on student demographics and rural and urban 

geographies for 2014–15 through 2024–25. Based on the availability of state or federal numeric 

identifiers in FRAC’s data, we match to schools in the CCD using two methods: numerically matching 

state or federal school and district IDs or, when such IDs are not available or are unusable, using a 

string-matching process where we match based on school and district names and state (for more 

information on the matching process, see appendix B). 

In this dataset, we also include indicators relative to the state and year for when states could pilot 

CEP, when states adopted CEP subsidies or statewide UFM policies, and when states began 

participating in the Medicaid Direct Certification Demonstration Project. 

Sample 

Our sample includes all eligible US schools and districts from 2014–15 through 2024–25 without 

statewide CEP subsidy or UFM policies. Each analysis uses different years to best answer each research 

question and are described below.  

There are three ways schools can participate in CEP: (1) as an individual school, (2) as a group of 

schools within a district, or (3) district-wide if, collectively, the group or district meets the 25 percent 

ISP threshold. We create three samples accordingly. For individual schools participating in CEP, we use 

the ISP that determines their federal reimbursement, which, depending on the school’s year within its 

CEP cycle, may come from any of the prior four school years.14 For individual schools not participating in 

CEP, we use their listed ISP as of April 1 of the prior school year or the proxy ISP (i.e., the ISP from 

October 31 of the prior school year) if their April 1 ISP is unavailable. We create an identifier for groups 

of schools based on whether schools in the same district report the same claiming ISP, depending on the 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/direct-certification-medicaid-demonstration-project
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year. There are instances where entire districts operate a few individual CEP schools and a few 

groupings of CEP schools and other instances where districts operate several groupings of CEP schools 

rather than district-wide CEP. We differentiate accordingly. We create an identifier for district-wide 

adoption based on whether all schools in the district participate in CEP and report the same ISP.   
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6. Methodology 

Descriptive Analysis 

Demographics, Geography, and ISP Rates 

For our descriptive analysis, we examine student demographics, geographies, and ISP rates among 

schools eligible for CEP in 2024–25. We compare schools that are not participating in CEP with those 

that are participating by individual, group, and district-wide adoption. These schools do not have to be 

present in other years of data, and they exclude schools in UFM states and states subsidizing CEP. 

Newly Eligible Schools and CEP Adoption 

To examine the increase in CEP adoption under the lower eligibility threshold of 25 percent, we identify 

schools in non-UFM, non-CEP-subsidy states that were previously ineligible (schools with ISPs below 40 

percent or with missing ISPs, as ISPs were not required to be reported if they were not “near eligible,” or 

at least 30 percent, before the threshold change) in 2022–23, the last full school year with a 40 percent 

threshold. We then observe whether these schools (1) still had ISPs below 40 percent in 2024–25 (i.e., 

the first full school year with the 25 percent threshold available nationwide) and (2) were participating 

in CEP. Because the threshold changed in October 2023, and some schools took advantage of the new 

threshold midyear, we omit the 2023–24 school year from this comparison.  

Longitudinal Analysis 

Medicaid Demonstration Adoption and ISPs 

To determine the effects of Medicaid Demonstration Project participation on ISP rates and CEP 

participation, we use a state-level dataset, including total state ISP rates and total number of CEP 

schools in the state. We exploit the staggered participation in the Medicaid Demonstration Project over 

time using a dynamic difference-in-differences specification—that is, the de Chaisemartin et al. (2025) 

event-study estimator—where the outcome variable is a vector of ISP rates and the number of CEP 

schools for each state, in each year, and using year and state fixed effects. To examine the effects on ISP 

rates and CEP adoption, we remove UFM and subsidy states and limit the time frame to 2010–11 to 
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2019–20, before the pandemic, when emergency flexibilities were granted to SNAP and Medicaid and 

then removed in later years (i.e., “unwinding”). 

Patterns in CEP Adoption and Discontinuation and ISPs 

To examine patterns in CEP adoption, discontinuation, and the associated ISPs, we create a sample of 

schools with ISP data that are continuously observed for a minimum of four consecutive years in non-

UFM and nonsubsidy states. Because of the child nutrition waivers implemented during 2020–21 and 

2021–22, CEP schools and districts may have ceased their CEP participation after that period because 

they were able to offer free meals to all students under the waiver’s conditions. Therefore, we limit our 

analysis to 2014–15 through 2019–20. We also remove CEP schools or districts in CEP pilot states 

during the first four years of their pilot because pilot years began in 2011–12 and our data begin in 

2014–15. We cannot see when these schools adopted CEP and therefore cannot know how many years 

they continued or discontinued.  

Fiscal Analysis 

We create a district-level sample for longitudinal analysis to examine the fiscal implications of CEP 

adoption from 2010–11 through 2020–21 and use districts in non-UFM, nonsubsidy states. 

To determine the effects of CEP on per pupil local, state, federal, and total school food revenues, as 

well as school food personnel and total school food expenditures, we build upon Rothbart et al. (2023) 

by exploiting the staggered adoption of CEP over time in a difference-in-differences specification 

among districts that ever adopt CEP. 

In light of recent advancements in difference-in-differences methodologies, we use a difference-in-

differences event-study estimator, which is suitable for panel data where treatment timing or treatment 

intensity varies across groups and time—that is, the de Chaisemartin (2025) event-study estimator. This 

estimator also allows for continuous treatment (i.e., percentage of students attending a CEP school in a 

district) and dynamic effects over time.  

This method requires four assumptions: 

1. Parallel trends: Absent the treatment change, treated districts and their controls would have 

followed similar outcome trends. 



 

 E X P A N D I N G  T H E  R E A C H  A N D  I M P A C T  O F  S C H O O L  M E A L S   1 9   
 

2. No anticipation: Groups do not change behavior before the treatment because they know it is 

coming. 

3. Comparable controls: For each treated district and time of treatment, there must be groups 

with usable treatment histories. 

4. Correct treatment timing and intensity: The treatment variable must accurately capture when 

and how treatment changes. 

In this analysis, the outcome is a vector of per pupil revenues and expenditures for each district in 

each year, with district and year fixed effects, controlling for district characteristics, including 

percentage of students in poverty and student race or ethnicity. The treatment variable is a binary 

variable indicating whether the district has at least one CEP school. We also analyze the effect on 

instructional spending per pupil, the results of which can be found in appendix F. 

We then evaluate how effects vary with the extent of CEP adoption within a district, where the 

treatment variable is a continuous measure of the percentage of children in the district that attend a 

CEP school. We also include a binary variable to indicate whether all schools in the district have CEP for 

at least 90 percent of students. The results reflect the effects of changes in the extent of CEP adoption 

within a district on fiscal outcomes.  

Heterogeneous Effects 

Lastly, we explore heterogeneity in the effects by urbanicity by restricting the sample to CEP adoption 

by city, suburb, town, or rural district designation. 
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7. Results 

Descriptive Results 

Demographics  

Comparing CEP-eligible, nonparticipating schools with CEP-participating schools in 2024–25, CEP 

schools, on average, enroll fewer students, have higher ISPs, and are more likely to serve elementary 

school students and are less likely to serve high school students compared with their non-CEP 

counterparts (table 7.1). CEP schools are also more likely to be located in cities and are less likely to be 

located in suburban, town, or rural areas compared with non-CEP schools. CEP schools in 2024–25, on 

average, serve fewer white and Asian students and serve more Black and Hispanic students. 

TABLE 7.1 

Mean Values of CEP-Eligible Participating and Nonparticipating Schools, 2024–25  

 Nonparticipating 
schools Participating schools 

School characteristics   

Enrollment 532 519 
ISP (%) 41.1 59.8 
Elementary school 60.2 64.3 
Middle school 32.3 32.3 
High school 25.0 22.4 
City 20.6 33.9 
Suburban 28.2 23.2 
Town 14.2 12.0 
Rural 37.0 30.9 

Race or ethnicity (%)   

Asian 2.5 1.9 
Black 15.1 23.8 
Hispanic 22.1 29.3 
White 53.3 37.3 

Number of schools 17,601 27,525 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data.  

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage. All schools have ISPs of at least 25 percent. 

City, suburb, town, and rural refer to the National Center for Education Statistics’ urban-centric locale definitions.  

Geography 

Figure 7.1 shows geographically where districts with any CEP participation (as a single school, as a 

group of schools, or district-wide) are located in 2024–25. Districts located in the middle of the US are 

much less likely to participate in CEP compared with districts located in the south or on the coasts. 
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State-by-state student demographic information by school CEP participation status is available in 

appendix C, and state-by-state comparisons of eligible and nonparticipating schools and eligible 

participating schools can be found in graphs 2 and 3 of “Community Eligibility: The Key to Hunger-Free 

Schools, School Year 2024–25” (Hysom and FitzSimons 2024). 

FIGURE 7.1 

Districts with Any CEP Participation, 2024–25  

 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s Community Eligibility Provision database and data from the 

Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Outlined states have either statewide universal free meal policies or CEP subsidy 

policies. California, Colorado, Massachusetts, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico, and Vermont are UFM states, and New 

York, Oregon, and Washington are CEP subsidy states. 

ISP Rates and CEP Participation 

Individual School CEP Participation 

Figure 7.2 shows the number of CEP-eligible schools by ISP rate. In this sample, of the almost 19,600 

eligible schools, 17,200 are eligible but not participating, and almost 2,500 individually participated in 

CEP in 2024–25, most around the 62.5 percent ISP rate.  
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FIGURE 7.2  

ISP Distribution of CEP-Eligible Schools, by CEP Participation, in Non-UFM, 
Nonsubsidy States, 2024–25 
Schools eligible for but not participating in CEP 

 

Schools eligible for and participating in CEP 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage; UFM = universal free meal. Sample contains 

17,204 eligible non-CEP schools and 2,427 individual CEP schools in non-UFM, nonsubsidy states.  
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Figure 7.3 shows the shares of CEP and non-CEP schools by ISP rate range. More than 50 percent of 

eligible but nonparticipating CEP schools have ISPs between 25 and 40 percent compared with 9 

percent of such schools with ISPs from 62.5 to 100 percent. Those approximately 1,500 schools would 

be reimbursed at the federal free rate for 100 percent of meals served. More information about these 

schools can be found in appendix D. Alternatively, most individually participating CEP schools have ISPs 

greater than 50 percent. Ten percent have ISPs below 40 percent, 23 percent have ISPs between 40 and 

50 percent, 35 percent have ISPs between 50 and 62.5 percent, and 32 percent have ISPs greater than 

62.5 percent. 



 

 E X P A N D I N G  T H E  R E A C H  A N D  I M P A C T  O F  S C H O O L  M E A L S   2 4   
 

FIGURE 7.3  

ISP Ranges of CEP-Eligible Schools, by CEP Participation, in Non-UFM, Nonsubsidy 
States, 2024–25 
Schools eligible for but not participating in CEP 

 

Schools eligible for and participating in CEP 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage; UFM = universal free meal. Sample contains 

17,204 eligible non-CEP schools and 2,427 individual CEP schools in non-UFM, nonsubsidy states. 
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CEP Participation Among Groups of Schools 

Of the 17,201 schools in 1,642 groups that participated in CEP in 2024–25, there was a spike at a 62.5 

percent ISP, likely from schools strategically grouping to receive the federal free reimbursement for 

100 percent of meals served. Among groups of schools that participate, three-fourths have ISPs greater 

than 50 percent, and a third have ISPs above 62.5 percent (figure 7.4). 
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FIGURE 7.4  

ISPs of Groups of CEP Schools in Non-UFM, Nonsubsidy States, 2024–25 
ISP distribution of groups of CEP schools 

 

ISP ranges of groups of CEP schools 

   

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage; UFM = universal free meal. Sample contains 

1,642 groups of CEP schools and 17,201 schools in non-UFM, nonsubsidy states. 
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District-wide CEP Participation 

Similar to the groups of schools, districts are more likely to adopt CEP if their ISP reaches 62.5 percent 

(figure 7.5). In fact, almost half of districts that participated in CEP in 2024–25 had ISPs of at least 62.5 

percent, and a third had ISPs between 50 and 62.5 percent, whereas only 5 and 15 percent of CEP 

districts had ISPs between 25 and 40 percent and between 40 and 50 percent, respectively. 
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FIGURE 7.5  

ISPs of CEP School Districts in Non-UFM, Nonsubsidy States, 2024–25  
ISP distribution of CEP school districts 

 

ISP ranges of CEP school districts 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage; UFM = universal free meal. Sample contains 

2,599 CEP school districts and 8,106 schools in non-UFM, nonsubsidy states. 
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Newly Eligible Schools and CEP Adoption 

In this sample, 8,991 schools appeared in both 2022–23 and 2024–25, had ISPs below 40 percent (or 

missing) in 2022–23, were not participating in CEP in 2022–23, and had ISPs between 25 and 40 

percent in 2024–25. We find that only 7 percent of newly eligible schools adopted CEP in 2024–25. Of 

those, 24.0 percent participated as individual schools, 38.1 percent participated as part of a group of 

schools, and 38.0 percent participated as part of their entire district. The average ISP among individual 

school, group, and district-wide participation was 34 percent.  

Longitudinal Results 

Post–Medicaid Demonstration 

Changes to ISPs 

We find the percentage of ISP students increases 6 percentage points, on average, in the years following 

their joining the Medicaid Demonstration Project. Additional supporting results can be found in 

appendix E.  

FIGURE 7.6 

Changes in ISP Rates Following Participation in the Medicaid Demonstration Project  

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: ISP = identified student percentage. Zero indicates the school year following each state’s joining of the Medicaid 

Demonstration Project.  
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Changes to CEP Adoption 

We find the number of CEP-participating schools in a state increases, on average, by 271 schools after a 

state’s participation in the Medicaid Demonstration Project. Additional supporting results can be found 

in appendix E.  

FIGURE 7.7 

Changes in the Number of CEP Schools Following Participation in the Medicaid 
Demonstration Project  

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Zero indicates the school year following each state’s joining of the Medicaid 

Demonstration Project.  

Decisions to Adopt or Discontinue CEP 

We observe 29,694 schools with ISP data and at least four years of observations from 2014–15 through 

2019–20, regardless of CEP participation status. Of those, 46 percent (13,778 schools) participate in 

CEP at least once. Schools often change how they participate in CEP, from an individual school to a 

group of schools to a district. Of these schools that participate in CEP during our time frame, 68 percent 

participated as an individual school at some point, 79 percent participated as part of a group, and 32 

percent participated as an entire district.  

CEP Adoption 

Of the 13,778 schools that participated in CEP at least once, 6,435 schools are observed in the time 

frame as not participating in CEP before adopting CEP. We find that the remaining 7,765 schools (53 



 

 E X P A N D I N G  T H E  R E A C H  A N D  I M P A C T  O F  S C H O O L  M E A L S   3 1   
 

percent) had already been participating in CEP in the first year they appear in the data. Ninety-six 

percent (13,234) of the CEP schools adopted it only one time during this time frame, compared with 4 

percent (539 schools) that adopted, discontinued for at least one year, and then adopted one more time, 

and 5 schools that adopted three times.  

How Many Years Do We Observe Schools Participating in CEP? 

Table 7.2 shows the number of schools that are observed for four, five, or six years and the number of 

years they participated in CEP, the number of schools that discontinued CEP, and those that 

discontinued and readopted CEP later. 

Among schools observed for four years, the largest share had participated in CEP for four years 

(1,793 schools, or 38.9 percent), followed by three years (1,616 schools, or 35.0 percent), one year (617 

schools, or 13.4 percent), and two years (588 schools, or 12.7 percent). Of schools observed 

participating in CEP for one year, 118 (19.1 percent) were observed only one year before they 

discontinued CEP, and of those, none adopted it again. But two-fifths of those observed participating in 

CEP for two years discontinued it, and 142 readopted it some time during the four years.  

Among schools observed for five years, most had participated in CEP for five years (1,842 schools, 

or 55.5 percent). Smaller numbers had participated for three years (678 schools, or 20.4 percent), one 

year (290 schools, or 8.7 percent), two years (278 schools, or 8.4 percent), and four years (230 schools, 

or 6.9 percent). A similar pattern occurs for those observed for five years as those observed for four 

years: Some of these schools discontinued CEP, and some of those eventually readopted sometime 

during the five years.  

Among schools observed for six years, the majority had participated in CEP for the full six years 

(3,130 schools, or 53.5 percent), followed by five years (921 schools, or 15.8 percent), three years (778 

schools, or 13.3 percent), one year (340 schools, or 5.8 percent), four years (342 schools, or 5.9 percent), 

and two years (335 schools, or 5.7 percent). A similar pattern of discontinuation and readoption occurs 

for these schools as well.  
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TABLE 7.2 

Number of Schools, by Years Observed and Number of Years Participating in CEP 

Years 
participating 
in CEP 

Observed 4 Years Observed 5 Years Observed 6 Years 

Total Dropped CEP 
Adopted 

again Total Dropped CEP 
Adopted 

again Total Dropped CEP 
Adopted 

Again 

1 617 (13.4%) 118 (19.1%) 0 290 (8.7%) 35 (12.1%) 0 340 (5.8%) 138 (40.6%) 0 

2 588 (12.7%) 246 (41.8%) 142 278 (8.4%) 47 (16.9%) 6 335 (5.7%) 112 (33.4%) 34 

3 1,616 (35.0%) 83 (5.1%) 27 678 (20.4%) 57 (8.4%) 34 778 (13.3%) 99 (12.7%) 27 

4 1,793 (38.9%) - - 230 (6.9%) 135 (58.7%) 57 342 (5.9%) 271 (79.2%) 112 

5 - - - 1,842 (55.5%) - - 921 (15.8%) 232 (25.2%) 105 

6 - - - - - - 3,130 (53.5%) - - 

Total schools 4,614 
447  

(9.7%) 
169 

(37.8%) 3,318 
274  

(8.3%) 
97 

(35.4%) 5,846 
852  

(14.6%) 
278 

(32.6%) 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Note: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. 
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What Are the ISPs of Schools, by Number of Years Participating in CEP and CEP Participation? 

The first panel of figure 7.8 shows the average ISP of schools by the number of years they participated in 

CEP for schools that do not discontinue CEP during this time frame. Schools observed for longer 

periods, particularly four or more years, have higher average ISPs, demonstrating that schools with 

longer CEP participation have ISP levels closer to the 62.5 percent break-even threshold.  

The second panel shows the same information but for schools that drop CEP and do not readopt it 

during our time frame. The average ISP for these schools does not exceed 58 percent, and schools that 

discontinued CEP at or before the four-year mark had average ISPs between 49 and 53 percent, 

suggesting that lower IPSs and the therefore lower shares of meals reimbursed at the federal free rate 

may be discontinuing CEP for financial reasons. 

The third panel shows information for those that drop CEP and readopt it at some point. These 

schools had ISPs closer to the 62.5 percent threshold and are seen as readopting as a group or entire 

district.  
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FIGURE 7.8 

Mean ISPs of Schools  
Average ISPs, by years participating in CEP, for schools that did not discontinue CEP 

 

Average ISPs, by years participating in CEP, for schools that discontinued CEP 
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Average ISPs, by years participating in CEP, for schools that discontinued CEP and readopted it later 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Note: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage. 

Fiscal Results 

General Effects 

Sample Descriptives 

Table 7.3 presents descriptive statistics for the entire analytic sample in the year immediately preceding 

districts’ CEP adoption. The sample includes 1,019 school districts, of which some first adopted CEP in 

2020–21 (i.e., not yet adopted CEP) and will serve as the comparison group, while others adopted 

between 2014–15 and 2019–20 (i.e., adopted CEP).15 This analysis excludes CEP districts in UFM and 

subsidy states. 

 Districts that adopted CEP sometime between 2014–15 and 2019–20, compared with districts 

that adopted CEP in 2020–21, served more students in poverty (27.1 percent versus 19.4 percent) and 

were more heavily Black (30.0 percent versus 15.3 percent) and less heavily white (39.0 percent versus 

52.6 percent). Hispanic enrollment shares were similar across groups.  

57% 58%
61% 61%

2 3 4 5

Total years enrolled in CEP

Mean ISP 
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Total school food revenue is the sum of local, state, and federal school food revenues, and total food 

expenditures include personnel food expenditures. Across all districts, average local food revenue was 

$76.70 per pupil, while federal food revenue averaged $481.60 per pupil, resulting in total food revenue 

of $572.60 per pupil. Average food expenditures totaled $704.70 per pupil, including $239.50 in 

personnel food expenditures. On average, before CEP, districts were spending approximately $130 

more on school food programs than they earned.  

Districts that adopt CEP later earned slightly more in state and local revenue ($84.50 versus $75.70 

per pupil) and less in federal revenue per pupil. They were also spending more in total food expenditures 

per pupil ($752.80 versus $698.20 per pupil) before adoption.  

We do a similar robustness analysis to examine whether CEP adoption affects district instructional 

expenditures, which can be found in appendix F. 

TABLE 7.3 

Summary Statistics for Pretreatment Sample 

 

All Schools That 
Eventually Adopt 

CEP 

Not Yet 
Adopted 

CEP 
Adopted 

CEP City Suburb Town Rural 

Mean SD Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean 

District characteristics       
Enrollment 1,728 6,656 1,615 1,742 1,604 4,736 1,779 751 
MEPS 26.20 8.70 19.40 27.10 30.60 24.70 22.20 23.50 

Race or ethnicity (%)       
Asian 1.03 3.39 1.43 0.98 1.47 1.85 0.88 0.35 
Black 28.27 34.34 15.27 29.95 52.93 33.63 11.05 6.40 
Hispanic 20.86 26.78 23.86 20.46 26.32 22.80 15.84 16.18 
Other  9.28 19.00 6.88 9.59 4.74 5.30 7.41 15.89 
White 40.56 35.78 52.56 39.00 14.54 36.42 64.79 61.17 

Revenues per pupil ($)       
Local food  76.70 108.80 84.50 75.70 42.10 98.80 108.90 90.80 
State food  14.20 61.00 22.50 13.10 13.50 15.10 9.90 15.90 
Federal food  481.60 372.40 444.60 486.70 471.70 449.50 433.80 515.30 
Total food  572.60 387.80 551.70 575.50 527.30 563.40 552.60 622.10 

Expenditures per pupil ($)       
Personnel food  239.50 286.20 278.90 234.20 104.10 152.80 241.00 391.90 
Total food  704.70 598.70 752.80 698.20 664.70 583.60 601.50 813.40 
Districts (#) 1,019 - 122 897 362 138 120 398 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; MEPS = Model Estimates of Poverty in Schools; SD = standard deviation. Sample 

includes districts that adopted CEP in at least one school from 2014–15 through 2020–21. Statistics measured in the year 

immediately preceding CEP adoption (or 2019–20 for districts that adopted CEP in 2020–21). Revenue and expenditure data are 

in 2020 dollars. Identified student percentage data become available starting in 2014–15, and we therefore use MEPS or the 

estimated share of students living at or below 100 percent of the federal poverty level to control for poverty throughout the time 

frame.  
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The demographic composition of districts varied markedly by locale. City districts served more 

students in poverty (30.6 percent) and were predominantly Black, with Black students composing 

approximately 53 percent of enrollment, on average, compared with only 6 percent in rural districts. 

Conversely, white students represented approximately 15 percent of enrollment in city districts but 

more than 60 percent of enrollment in town and rural districts. Hispanic enrollment shares were highest 

in city districts (26.3 percent) and lowest in town districts (15.8 percent).  

City districts reported the lowest average local food revenue per pupil ($42.10), whereas town 

districts reported the highest average ($108.90). Federal food revenue constituted approximately 

$433.80 per pupil in town districts and $515.30 per pupil in rural districts. Consequently, rural districts 

reported the highest total food revenue per pupil ($622.10), while city districts reported the lowest 

total ($527.30). 

Rural districts also reported the highest personnel food expenditures ($391.90 per pupil) and total 

food expenditures ($813.40 per pupil), whereas city districts reported the lowest personnel food 

expenditures ($104.10 per pupil). Suburban districts reported the lowest total food expenditures 

($583.60 per pupil). These differences suggest variation in the scale and cost structures of food service 

operations across district types. 

Overall, the descriptive statistics reveal heterogeneity across district types in both financial and 

demographic characteristics. These differences underscore the importance of accounting for district 

characteristics when estimating the effects of CEP adoption and suggest that the program’s impacts 

may vary across geographic contexts. 

Pretrend Results 

The panels in figure 7.9 present event-study estimates from the dynamic difference-in-differences 

models examining the effects of CEP adoption on school food service finances. Consistent with the 

average total effects reported in table 7.4, the results suggest that financing and operation of school 

meal programs changed substantially post–CEP adoption.  

The panels display the estimated effects on food service revenues and expenditures. Local food 

revenue declines immediately following CEP adoption and remains persistently below preadoption 

levels throughout the posttreatment period. The magnitude of the decline generally increases, 

indicating a sustained reduction in local food service revenue consistent with the loss of student paid 

fees. In contrast, federal food revenue increases beginning in the first postadoption year and continues 

to rise, likely because of the increase in participation post–CEP adoption that prior research has found. 
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As federal reimbursements increase, total food revenue also rises steadily throughout the 

posttreatment period, suggesting that gains in federal funding more than offset reductions in local 

revenue.  

The expenditure estimates largely mirror these revenue patterns. Personnel food expenditures 

remain relatively stable immediately after adoption but begin increasing in later posttreatment years. 

Similarly, total food expenditures rise progressively, with the largest increases occurring several years 

after CEP implementation.  

The pretreatment estimates provide additional insight into the validity of the identification 

strategy. Revenue outcomes, particularly local food revenue and federal food revenue, reflected 

nonzero estimates before CEP adoption, but the years before CEP adoption have overlapping 

confidence intervals. Event-study results indicate that financial structure of school food service 

programs changed post–CEP adoption by shifting revenue from local sources to federal 

reimbursements and increasing food service expenditures.  
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FIGURE 7.9 

Pretrend and Post Effects of CEP Adoption 
Local food revenue per pupil 

 

State food revenue per pupil 
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Federal food revenue per pupil 

 

Total food revenue per pupil 
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Food personnel expenditures per pupil 

 

Total food expenditures per pupil 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. Point estimates can 

be found in appendix G.  

Difference-in-Differences Results 

Table 7.4 presents the average cumulative treatment effects from the dynamic difference-in-

differences estimator. The results indicate that school food service finances changed substantially post–

CEP adoption. Following CEP adoption, local food revenue declined by $10.85 per pupil, while federal 

food revenue increased by $42.48 per pupil.16 As a result, total food revenue increased by roughly 

$31.82 per pupil. The magnitude and statistical significance of these estimates suggest that increases in 
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federal reimbursements more than offset reductions in local food revenue associated with CEP 

participation.  

CEP adoption was also associated with higher food service expenditures. Personnel food 

expenditures increased by $5.36 per pupil, though the estimate was not statistically significant. Total 

food expenditures increased by $24.42 per pupil and were statistically significant. The increase in 

expenditures is consistent with the historical increase in school breakfast and lunch participation under 

CEP and, therefore, the observed increase in total food service revenues. 

The placebo tests provide additional information regarding the validity of the identifying 

assumptions. Placebo tests fail to reject the null hypothesis of no pretreatment effects for personnel 

food expenditures (p = 0.988) and food expenditures (p = 0.408), providing support for the parallel 

trends assumption for these outcomes. But the placebo tests are statistically significant for local food 

revenue, state food revenue, federal food revenue, and total food revenue, suggesting the presence of 

differential pretreatment trends for revenue outcomes. Consequently, the estimated revenue effects 

should be interpreted with caution.  

TABLE 7.4 

Dynamic Difference-in-Differences Results 

Outcome 
Average total 

effect SE 
Joint effects p-

value 
Placebo p-

value 

Local food revenue -10.85*** 1.74 <0.001 <0.001 
State food revenue 0.19 0.64 0.005 0.021 
Federal food revenue 42.48*** 6.04 <0.001 <0.001 
Total food revenue 31.82*** 5.86 <0.001 <0.001 
Personnel food expenditure 5.36 3.09 0.114 0.988 
Food expenditure 24.42*** 5.67 <0.001 0.408 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: SE = standard error. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. Average total effects represent 

cumulative treatment effects across posttreatment periods. Placebo-test p-values assess the joint null hypothesis of no 

pretreatment effects.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

Extent of CEP Adoption 

Table 7.5 presents estimates from the continuous-treatment specification, which examines the effects 

of changes in CEP enrollment intensity (i.e., the share of students in a district enrolled in CEP schools) 

rather than the binary adoption of CEP. The results indicate that greater CEP participation is associated 

with substantial shifts in school food service finances.  
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Increases in CEP enrollment intensity were associated with significant changes in food service 

revenues. Specifically, a 10 percentage-point increase in the share of students enrolled in CEP schools 

was associated with a reduction of approximately $2.16 per pupil in local food revenue and an increase 

of approximately $8.47 per pupil in federal food revenue. As a result, total food revenue increased by 

approximately $6.35 per pupil, consistent with CEP participation shifting school meal funding away 

from local sources and toward federal reimbursements, and resulting in a net increase in overall food 

service revenue. 

CEP enrollment intensity was also associated with higher food service expenditures. A 10 

percentage-point increase in CEP enrollment was associated with an increase of approximately $4.88 

per pupil in total food expenditures. Although personnel food expenditures had a positive estimated 

effect, the estimate was not statistically significant. These findings suggest that districts with greater 

numbers of students attending CEP schools expanded food service spending in line with the increased 

school food revenues. 

The placebo tests provide mixed support for the identifying assumptions. Placebo estimates are 

statistically insignificant for personnel food expenditures and for food expenditures, providing evidence 

consistent with parallel pretreatment trends for these outcomes. But placebo tests are statistically 

significant for local food revenue, state food revenue, federal food revenue, and total food revenue, 

indicating the presence of differential pretreatment trends in revenue outcomes. Consequently, the 

revenue estimates should be interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the consistency of the findings 

across both the binary and continuous-treatment specifications suggests that greater CEP participation 

is associated with increased federal food revenues and increased food service expenditures.  
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TABLE 7.5 

Extent of CEP Adoption 

Outcome 
Average cumulative 

effect SE 
Joint effects  

p-value 
Placebo  
p-value 

Local food revenue -0.216*** 0.033 <0.001 <0.001 
State food revenue 0.004 0.013 0.005 0.022 
Federal food revenue 0.847*** 0.119 <0.001 <0.001 
Total food revenue 0.635*** 0.116 <0.001 <0.001 
Personnel food expenditures 0.107 0.062 0.114 0.988 
Total food expenditures 0.488 0.111 <0.001 0.460 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; SE = standard error. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. 

Average cumulative effects represent the cumulative effect of a 1 percentage-point increase in CEP enrollment intensity across 

posttreatment periods. Placebo-test p-values assess the joint null hypothesis of no pretreatment effects. Additional supporting 

point estimates are available in appendix H. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

Heterogeneity: Urbanicity 

Difference-in-Differences Results 

Table 7.6 presents heterogeneous treatment effects of CEP adoption by district locale. Although the 

overall pattern of results is broadly consistent across geographic contexts, the magnitude and statistical 

significance of CEP’s effects vary across city, suburban, town, and rural districts. 

Across all district types, and as expected, CEP adoption was associated with significant declines in 

local food revenue and substantial increases in federal food revenue. Local food revenue declined by 

$9.73 to $15.27 per pupil, with the largest reductions occurring in town and rural districts. At the same 

time, federal food revenue increased significantly in all locales, ranging from $35.05 per pupil in 

suburban districts to $57.10 per pupil in town districts.  

The resulting effects on total food revenue were generally positive. Total food revenue increased 

significantly in city, suburban, and town districts, with the largest gains observed in town districts 

($41.78 per pupil). Rural districts also experienced positive revenue gains, but the estimate was not 

statistically distinguishable from zero, further supporting prior research that rural districts could have a 

more difficult time making ends meet under CEP. As expected, state food revenue exhibited no 

significant changes in any locale. 

The expenditure results indicate that CEP adoption increased food service spending, though the 

magnitude of these effects differed across locales. Total food expenditures increased significantly in 

city, suburban, and town districts, with estimated increases ranging from $18.27 to $29.21 per pupil. 

Town districts experienced the largest increase in food expenditures. Personnel food expenditures 
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increased significantly only in town districts, where spending rose by approximately $13.55 per pupil. 

Personnel expenditure effects in city, suburban, and rural districts were not statistically significant. 

The placebo tests provide important context for interpreting these results (see appendix I). For 

revenue outcomes, placebo tests frequently reject the null hypothesis of no pretreatment effects, 

particularly for local food revenue and federal food revenue in suburban and town districts and for 

federal revenue outcomes in rural districts. These findings suggest that some revenue estimates may be 

influenced by differential pretreatment trends and should therefore be interpreted cautiously. By 

contrast, placebo tests generally support the parallel trends assumption for food expenditure outcomes, 

particularly in city and suburban districts.  

Across all district types, CEP adoption reduced local revenues while increasing federal 

reimbursements, resulting in higher overall food service revenues and expenditures. The effects were 

strongest in town districts, which experienced the largest increases in federal revenues, total revenues, 

and food service expenditures. Overall, the results indicate that school food finances changed markedly 

post–CEP adoption, though the magnitude of these effects varied across geographic contexts. 

TABLE 7.6  

CEP Adoption, by Urbanicity 

Outcome City Suburb Town Rural 

Local food revenue -11.67*** -9.73*** -15.27*** -14.82***  
(2.55) (3.61) (2.24) (3.58) 

State food revenue -0.45 0.34 -0.05 0.38  
(1.46) (0.82) (1.71) (1.37) 

Federal food revenue 42.88*** 35.05*** 57.10*** 38.48*  
(8.67) (9.01) (5.37) (19.79) 

Total food revenue 30.75*** 25.66*** 41.78*** 24.04  
(8.30) (8.49) (5.77) (22.17) 

Personnel food expenditures 4.23 3.73 13.55*** -4.60  
(4.55) (4.62) (3.92) (15.67) 

Total food expenditures 25.13*** 18.27** 29.21*** 8.17  
(7.72) (9.19) (5.05) (27.17) 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. Average cumulative effects represent cumulative treatment 

effects across posttreatment periods. Additional point estimates are available in appendix I. 
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8. Conclusion 

Summary of Findings 

The Community Eligibility Provision has become an increasingly popular mechanism for expanding 

access to school meals. This report examines patterns of CEP eligibility, adoption, and discontinuation 

across US schools and districts and assesses the fiscal consequences of CEP. The findings provide 

insight into both the characteristics of schools and districts that participate in CEP and the financial 

implications of adoption for districts that continue operating CEP. 

The analyses reveal substantial variation in CEP participation across districts and geographic 

contexts. Although CEP participation has expanded considerably since the program’s nationwide 

implementation, many eligible districts continue to forgo participation. The report also documents 

evidence of CEP discontinuation among some districts. Although most participating districts remain in 

the program once they adopt, some districts later exit CEP. These discontinuation patterns suggest that 

financial sustainability remains a concern for some districts, particularly when reimbursement levels, 

which rely on ISPs, do not fully offset program costs or when districts face uncertainty regarding future 

revenues. The eligibility, adoption, and discontinuation trends indicate that district decisions regarding 

CEP are shaped by a combination of financial incentives, administrative considerations, and local 

contextual factors. 

CEP-participating districts generally serve larger shares of economically disadvantaged students 

and report different patterns of food service revenues and expenditures. Important differences were 

also evident across city, suburban, town, and rural districts. City CEP districts served substantially 

larger proportions of Black and Hispanic students, while town and rural districts served larger 

proportions of white students. Rural CEP districts reported the highest food service expenditures. 

These patterns suggest that CEP adoption decisions differ not only by student poverty levels but by 

district fiscal capacity, demographic composition, and local policy environments. 

The fiscal analyses indicate that school meal program finances change substantially post–CEP 

adoption. Across multiple model specifications, adoption was associated with significant declines in 

local food revenue and significant increases in federal food revenue. Although the magnitudes vary 

across specifications and district types, the overall pattern is highly consistent: Federal reimbursements 

more than offset reductions in local revenue, resulting in net increases in total food service revenue. 

Districts also increased food service expenditures following CEP adoption, particularly total food 
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expenditures associated with meal program operations. Event-study estimates demonstrate that these 

effects persist and generally increase, suggesting that districts continue to adjust and expand food 

service programs in the years following adoption. 

The continuous-treatment analyses reinforce these findings. Districts with greater CEP 

participation experienced larger increases in federal food revenues and total food expenditures. 

Notably, the continuous-treatment results indicate that the financial effects of CEP scale with the 

extent of participation, suggesting that districts serving larger shares of students through CEP 

experience correspondingly larger changes in food service finances. 

The heterogeneity analyses reveal that CEP’s fiscal effects are not uniform across district types. 

Although all locales experienced reductions in local food revenue and increases in federal food revenue, 

the magnitude of these effects varied considerably. Town districts consistently exhibited the largest 

increases in federal revenues, total revenues, and food service expenditures following adoption, 

suggesting that CEP may generate particularly large benefits in these settings. City and suburban 

districts also experienced significant increases in food service revenues and expenditures, while rural 

districts generally exhibited positive but less precisely estimated effects. Despite these differences in 

magnitude, the overall pattern across locales was remarkably consistent: CEP shifted food service 

funding away from local sources and was replaced by federal reimbursements while increasing 

resources available for meal program operations. 

Policy Implications 

Several policy implications emerge from these findings. First, the persistence of eligible nonparticipating 

districts indicates that eligibility alone is insufficient to ensure adoption. Financial uncertainty, concerns 

regarding reimbursement adequacy, and administrative considerations continue to influence district 

decisionmaking. Policymakers seeking to expand CEP participation should therefore focus not only on 

eligibility criteria but on improving the financial predictability of participation and reducing uncertainty 

regarding reimbursement levels, as any cuts to child enrollment in SNAP and Medicaid will decrease 

schools’ ISPs and, therefore, their ability to operate CEP. 

Second, the findings highlight the importance of state policy environments. Many states have 

historically relied on free and reduced-price meal applications for school funding allocations and 

accountability systems. Because CEP eliminates these applications, districts may perceive participation 

as financially risky if the state still relies on traditional free and reduced-price meal applications. 
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Continued efforts to modernize state funding formulas through direct certification, census-based 

poverty measures, Medicaid data, income tax data, or other indicators of disadvantage may reduce 

barriers to adoption and improve program accessibility. 

Third, recent federal policy changes aimed at expanding CEP eligibility may not, by themselves, 

generate substantial increases in participation. Although the reduction of the identified student 

percentage threshold from 40 percent to 25 percent dramatically expanded eligibility, the descriptive 

analyses indicate that few newly eligible districts elected to adopt CEP except in states that provide 

additional funding either through CEP subsidies or Healthy School Meals for All policies (Hysom and 

Bylander 2025). This finding suggests that financial considerations remain important even after 

eligibility barriers are removed. Expanding programs such as Medicaid direct certification and other 

mechanisms that account for eligible children in ISPs may therefore encourage participation better than 

eligibility expansion alone. 

Finally, the results suggest that policymakers should continue exploring strategies that enhance 

CEP’s financial sustainability, particularly for eligible but low-ISP districts. Previous research reveals 

that states that offer CEP subsidies or have Healthy School Meals for All policies have significantly 

higher CEP adoption among low-ISP schools, likely indicating that the current federal reimbursement 

structure works best for schools that receive the free reimbursement rate for all or nearly all of their 

meals (i.e., ISPs of at least 60 percent) (Hysom and Bylander 2025). If the goal is for CEP-eligible schools 

to adopt CEP, federal policies that increase the CEP multiplier above the current 1.6 would reinforce a 

reimbursement structure for these schools to adopt CEP and maintain financial viability. Such efforts 

may be particularly important for rural districts and other districts where reimbursement levels may not 

fully offset operating costs or where food costs are higher than national averages. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The fiscal analysis was possible only for CEP districts that 

adopted CEP and did not discontinue it, and future research should consider the financial implications of 

CEP for districts that discontinue participation. The placebo tests indicate evidence of differential 

pretreatment trends for several revenue outcomes, suggesting that those estimates should be 

interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the consistency of the findings across dynamic event-study 

models, average total effect estimates, continuous-treatment specifications, and locale-specific 

analyses provides evidence that CEP is associated with meaningful changes in school food service 

finances. Future research should continue to examine whether these changes translate into 
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improvements in meal quality, student nutrition, attendance, academic achievement, and other 

indicators of student well-being. Additional research should examine the impact of dropping CEP and 

returning to traditional school meal service models on child food insecurity, health, and academic 

achievement, as well as school nutrition finances. 

Overall, the evidence indicates that once a school adopts CEP, it is very likely to keep using it. But 

the initial decision to adopt the program depends largely on the school’s nutrition budget, the school or 

district’s ISP, and whether providing all children with school meals at no charge is financially sustainable 

under the current federal reimbursement structure. The program increases federal support for school 

meal programs, reduces reliance on local revenue sources, and supports expanded food service 

operations that increases children’s access to school meals. As policymakers continue to address food 

insecurity and educational inequities, understanding the financial dynamics of CEP will remain critical 

for designing effective, equitable, and sustainable school meal policies. 
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Appendix A  

Revenues 

◼ Local school meal revenue: Gross receipts from sales of school breakfasts, lunches, and milk 

(from students, teachers, and adults but not from state or federal funds). 

◼ State school meal revenue: School meal matching payments. 

◼ Federal school meal revenue: All federal revenues from school meal and child nutrition 

programs authorized under the Child Nutrition Act and includes federal reimbursement 

revenues provided under the National School Lunch Act, the School Breakfast Program, the 

Special Milk Program, à la carte sales, and so on. Reports cash payments only and excludes the 

value of donated commodities. 

◼ Total school meal revenue: Sum of local, state, and federal school meal revenues. 

Expenditures 

◼ Personnel food services expenditures: Salaries and wage gross expenditures for cafeteria 

operations. 

◼ Total food services expenditures: Gross expenditures for cafeteria operations, including the 

purchase of food but excluding the value of donated commodities and the purchase of food 

service equipment. Includes personnel salaries and benefits.  

◼ Instructional salary expenditures: Salaries and wage expenditures for activities dealing with the 

interaction of teachers and students in the classroom, home, or hospital, as well as cocurricular 

activities. Reports amounts for activities of teachers and instructional aides or assistants 

engaged in regular instruction, special education, and vocational education programs. Excludes 

adult education programs. 

◼ Instructional benefits expenditures: Benefit expenditures for activities dealing with the 

interaction of teachers and students in the classroom, home, or hospital, as well as cocurricular 

activities. Reports amounts for activities of teachers and instructional aides or assistants 
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engaged in regular instruction, special education, and vocational education programs. Excludes 

adult education programs. 

◼ Total instruction expenditures: Total current operation expenditures for activities dealing with 

the interaction of teachers and students in the classroom, home, or hospital, as well as 

cocurricular activities. Reports amounts for activities of teachers and instructional aides or 

assistants engaged in regular instruction, special education, and vocational education 

programs. Excludes adult education programs. Includes personnel salaries and benefits. 

Source: US Census Bureau, “2024 Annual Survey of School System Finances” (US Census Bureau, 

2025). 

 

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/school-finances/information/2024/f33_2024_508.pdf
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Appendix B 

ISP Data Matching 

Numeric Matching 

Only ISP files for 2019–20 through 2024–25 have numeric identifiers. For these years, when possible, 

we identified similar numeric patterns across states’ school and district school or federal IDs in both the 

ISP and CCD data. This often meant taking substrings of a state’s school ID in ISP data and adding 

leading zeroes or dashes or state abbreviations for it to match the state school ID as it appears in CCD 

data.  

String Matching 

For schools in 2019–20 through 2024–25 that could not be matched numerically, as well as all schools 

in 2014–15 through 2018–19, we used a fuzzy matching process (i.e., STATA command Reclink2 or 

Matchit) that reviews the similarities between two strings of texts (in our case, the CCD school and 

district names and ISP school and district names) and identifies a match percentage based on how 

similar the strings are. We used a match threshold of 90 percent, meaning that the strings had to 

present a similarity of 90 percent or more to be matched. 

We then reviewed fuzzy match rates for district and school names for all years (2013 through 

2024–25) to see how well the CCD and ISP school and district names matched. In cases where the fuzzy 

match rate was below 50 percent, we browsed the data to see how easily matches could be fixed. In the 

cases where the school or district was a match but simply had a low match rate, we made edits to 

improve match rates. 
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Appendix C 
TABLE C.1 

Shares of Students Attending CEP-Eligible Schools, by CEP Participation Status, 2024–25 

State 

 CEP-Eligible School, Not Participating CEP-Eligible School, Participating 

White Black Hispanic Asian Other Rural ISP White Black Hispanic Asian Other Rural ISP 

AK 51 2 9 6 32 24 30 17 3 6 7 68 56 54 
AL 59 21 12 2 6 33 46 46 36 12 1 5 48 68 
AR 51 27 15 1 6 41 31 40 44 10 1 5 36 41 
AZ 37 6 47 2 8 17 41 15 7 66 1 10 11 64 
CA 23 5 57 7 8 13 41 15 5 65 9 6 7 49 
CO 53 5 34 2 6 14 32 42 5 44 3 6 14 43 
CT 58 8 22 5 6 13 34 23 19 49 4 5 3 54 
DC 7 65 23 1 3 0 54 1 87 10 0 2 0 65 
DE 33 32 29 1 6 24 35 30 38 22 3 6 7 40 
FL 34 23 35 2 5 12 45 27 23 43 2 4 11 60 

GA 34 32 24 4 6 27 44 29 47 17 2 5 34 64 
HI 8 1 19 25 48 24 32 6 0 21 15 57 35 50 
IA 75 5 13 2 5 41 36 46 16 24 3 10 9 57 
ID 69 1 25 1 5 37 29 54 4 34 1 7 14 39 
IL 59 8 23 5 5 25 38 29 25 38 3 5 9 62 
IN 72 8 13 3 5 41 41 40 28 23 2 7 12 60 
KS 56 5 30 2 8 29 36 34 14 38 3 9 12 57 
KY 76 8 9 2 6 25 44 70 11 11 2 6 38 57 
LA 32 52 11 1 4 13 55 42 40 12 2 5 34 60 
MA 43 11 38 4 4 9 54 43 13 33 6 5 8 53 

MD 31 32 26 5 6 18 36 19 44 29 4 5 6 56 
ME 89 3 3 1 5 64 33 68 18 6 2 6 29 45 
MI 71 12 8 2 7 28 43 60 21 10 3 6 24 54 
MN 58 12 13 7 9 28 41 33 26 19 11 11 10 54 
MO 65 15 11 1 7 32 38 41 38 13 1 7 28 76 
MS 27 58 7 1 7 51 40 15 70 8 1 5 49 56 
MT 82 1 7 1 10 42 35 62 1 6 0 31 45 53 
NC 51 18 20 4 7 31 37 36 29 26 2 7 42 58 
ND 60 8 11 2 19 23 30 29 9 8 2 51 42 52 
NE 62 4 25 2 7 30 42 31 18 37 6 8 6 62 
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State 

 CEP-Eligible School, Not Participating CEP-Eligible School, Participating 

White Black Hispanic Asian Other Rural ISP White Black Hispanic Asian Other Rural ISP 

NH 66 6 17 3 8 24 37 90 2 3 0 4 66 44 
NJ 13 22 59 4 3 5 38 8 37 51 2 2 4 53 
NM 16 2 73 0 9 16 47 18 2 65 1 14 27 47 
NV 32 9 44 5 10 8 36 22 14 49 5 10 7 50 
NY 22 51 20 4 4 18 72 36 15 33 11 5 13 57 
OH 73 10 8 2 7 32 39 48 31 11 1 8 17 54 
OK 46 6 21 2 24 32 41 35 11 25 1 28 37 59 
OR 71 2 18 1 8 35 38 55 3 28 4 10 16 46 
PA 74 5 12 3 5 26 35 53 17 21 2 7 25 62 
RI 24 16 52 3 6 2 37 22 16 51 3 9 0 59 

SC 58 21 12 3 7 33 39 42 35 16 1 7 33 62 
SD 49 8 18 5 20 25 34 15 2 7 1 75 69 60 
TN 49 23 21 2 5 24 38 57 23 14 1 5 37 58 
TX 31 14 46 4 4 23 43 14 13 69 2 3 16 61 
UT 43 3 42 2 11 6 26 30 4 49 3 14 12 53 
VA 48 14 22 8 8 27 31 38 29 23 4 7 27 52 
VT - - - - - - - 85 4 4 3 5 45 41 
WA 57 4 21 5 12 18 33 40 6 36 7 12 12 47 
WI 73 4 13 3 7 36 35 35 24 26 6 9 10 59 
WV 90 3 2 1 4 22 53 87 4 3 1 5 52 54 
WY 75 1 17 1 6 23 33 53 2 24 0 21 33 45 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data.  

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; UFM = universal free meal. California, Colorado, Massachusetts, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico, and Vermont are UFM 

states, and New York, Oregon, and Washington are CEP subsidy states.  
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Appendix D 
TABLE D.1 

Characteristics of CEP-Eligible but Nonparticipating Schools with ISPs Above 62.5 
Percent, 2024–25 

School characteristics Mean values 

Enrollment 419.0 

ISP (%) 73.0 

Elementary school 71.2 

Middle school 36.4 

High school 23.5 

City 43.6 

Suburban 23.8 

Town 13.4 

Rural 19.1 

Race or ethnicity (%)  

Asian share of students 1.5 

Black share of students 37.7 

Hispanic share of students 27.3 

White share of students 26.8 

Number of schools 1,504 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data.  

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage. All schools have ISPs of at least 62.5 percent. 

City, suburb, town, and rural refer to the National Center for Education Statistics’ urban-centric locale definitions.  
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TABLE D.2 

Location of CEP-Eligible but Nonparticipating Schools with ISPs Above 62.5 Percent, 
2024–25 

 
Number of 

schools 
Share of 

total schools 

Alabama 42 2.79 
Alaska 6 0.40 
Arizona 49 3.26 
Delaware 2 0.13 
District of Columbia 53 3.52 
Florida 298 19.81 
Georgia 145 9.64 
Hawaii 2 0.13 
Illinois 18 1.20 
Indiana 58 3.86 
Iowa 8 0.53 
Kansas 6 0.40 

Kentucky 84 5.59 
Louisiana 84 5.59 
Maryland 13 0.86 
Mississippi 46 3.06 
Missouri 57 3.79 
Montana 2 0.13 
Nebraska 47 3.12 
Nevada 2 0.13 
New Hampshire 1 0.07 
New Jersey 9 0.60 
North Carolina 4 0.27 
North Dakota 5 0.33 

Ohio 36 2.39 
Oklahoma 50 3.32 
Pennsylvania 11 0.73 
South Carolina 1 0.07 
Tennessee 36 2.39 
Texas 287 19.08 
Virginia 2 0.13 
West Virginia 27 1.80 
Wisconsin 9 0.60 
Wyoming 4 0.27 

Total 1,504 100.00 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data.  

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage. All schools have ISPs of at least 62.5 percent.  
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Appendix E 
TABLE E.1 

Dynamic Effects of Medicaid Demonstration Participation 

 ISP rate 
Number of CEP 

schools 

Effect 1 3.50** 120.07**  
(1.79) (47.19) 

Effect 2 6.78*** 282.67**  
(2.49) (139.48) 

Effect 3 7.33*** 276.96***  
(2.54) (90.46) 

Effect 4 8.44* 709.66***  
(4.44) (184.90) 

Average total effect 5.99*** 271.41***  
(2.05) (68.62) 

Joint test of effects (p-value) 0.0037 <0.0001 

Joint test of placebos (p-value) 0.4894 0.5152 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; ISP = identified student percentage. Standard errors are reported in parentheses. 

Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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Appendix F 

Evidence of CEP’s Effect on District Instructional 

Expenditures 

TABLE F.1 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

All Schools That 
Eventually Adopt 

CEP 

Not Yet 
Adopted 

CEP 
Adopted 

CEP City Suburb Town Rural 

Mean SD Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean 

Instructional 
salaries 4,763.6 2,817.5 5,996.6 4,596.0 3,627.4 4,682.9 4,781.5 5,820.2 

Instructional 
benefits 1,715.7 1,456.5 2,089.9 1,664.8 1,121.3 1,941.3 1,912.1 2,119.9 

Total 
instructional 
expenditure 7,803.2 4,241.1 9,142.4 7,621.1 6,561.5 8,034.0 7,502.5 8,946.3 

Number of 
districts 1,019  122 897 362 138 120 398 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Note: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; SD = standard deviation. 

Figures F.1A through F.1C examine the effects of CEP adoption on instructional expenditures. In 

contrast to the food service outcomes, the instructional spending estimates are generally small relative 

to their standard errors and show no consistent posttreatment pattern. Instructional salary 

expenditures fluctuate around zero throughout the study period and remain statistically 

indistinguishable from preadoption levels. Instructional benefits display a modest upward trajectory in 

the later posttreatment years, but confidence intervals remain wide and overlap zero for most periods. 

Total instructional expenditures similarly show no sustained upward or downward trend following CEP 

adoption. Overall, the instructional expenditure estimates provide little evidence that CEP adoption 

substantially affected district instructional spending decisions. In addition, instructional expenditure 

outcomes display relatively flat pretreatment trends and confidence intervals that generally encompass 

zero, providing stronger support for the parallel trends assumption for these measures. 
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TABLE F.1A 

Instructional Salaries Expenditures per Pupil 

 

FIGURE F.1B 

Instructional Benefits Expenditures per Pupil 
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FIGURE F.1C 

Total Instructional Expenditures per Pupil 

 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. Average total effects 

represent cumulative treatment effects across posttreatment periods. Placebo-test p-values assess the joint null hypothesis of no 

pretreatment effects. Point estimates can be found in table F.2.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p <0 .01. 

CEP adoption does not appear to have meaningfully affected instructional spending (table F.2). 

Estimated effects on instructional salaries, instructional benefits, and total instructional expenditures 

were not statistically distinguishable from zero. Although instructional benefits increased by 

approximately $14.69 per pupil and instructional salaries and total instructional expenditures exhibited 

small negative point estimates, the corresponding confidence intervals include zero and provide little 

evidence of systematic changes in instructional spending following CEP adoption. 

The placebo tests provide additional information regarding the validity of the identifying 

assumptions. Placebo tests fail to reject the null hypothesis of no pretreatment effects for instructional 

salaries (p = 0.293), instructional benefits (p = 0.183), and total instructional expenditures (p = 0.118), 

providing support for the parallel trends assumption for these outcomes.  
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TABLE F.2 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Instructional Expenditures 

 

Instructional 
salary 

expenditures 

Instructional 
benefits 

expenditures 

Total 
instructional 
expenditures 

Effect 1 -26.22 -9.02 -62.24** 

 (18.82) (8.31) (26.60) 

Effect 2 -29.92 -3.88 -31.54 

 (27.87) (13.05) (37.64) 

Effect 3 -16.01 2.10 -21.72 

 (33.38) (19.01) (45.79) 

Effect 4 -4.02 31.53 43.83 

 (48.29) (31.96) (62.44) 

Effect 5 -9.82 73.47** 51.51 

 (61.92) (33.94) (80.18) 

Average total effect -18.60 14.69 -10.91 

 (31.94) (17.60) (41.52) 

Joint test of effects 
(p-value) 0.6765 0.0163 0.0443 

Joint test of 
placebos (p-value) 0.2927 0.1827 0.1183 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors are reported in parentheses. Average total effect reports the 

cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

Dynamic Effects of the Extent of CEP Adoption on 

Instructional Expenditures 

The continuous-treatment estimates provide little evidence that CEP participation affected 

instructional spending (table F.3). The estimated effects on instructional salaries, instructional benefits, 

and total instructional expenditures were not statistically distinguishable from zero. Instructional 

benefits displayed a positive point estimate, and instructional salaries and total instructional 

expenditures exhibited modest negative point estimates, but these effects were imprecisely estimated 

and cannot be distinguished from zero at conventional significance levels. 

 Placebo estimates are statistically insignificant for instructional salaries, instructional benefits, and 

total instructional expenditures, providing evidence consistent with parallel pretreatment trends for 

these outcomes.  
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TABLE F.3 

Dynamic Effects of the Extent of CEP Adoption on Instructional Expenditures 

 

Instructional 
salary 

expenditures 

Instructional 
benefits 

expenditures 

Total 
instructional 
expenditures 

Effect 1 -26.28 -9.05 -62.35** 

 (18.91) (8.32) (26.94) 

Effect 2 -29.92 -3.88 -31.54 

 (27.91) (12.97) (37.50) 

Effect 3 -16.01 2.10 -21.72 

 (33.50) (18.95) (45.82) 

Effect 4 -4.02 31.53 43.83 

 (48.39) (31.85) (62.63) 

Effect 5 -9.82 73.47** 51.51 

 (61.93) (33.74) (80.04) 

Average total effect -0.37 0.29 -0.22 

 (0.64) (0.35) (0.83) 

Joint test of effects 
(p-value) 0.6745 0.0135 0.0503 

Joint test of 
placebos (p-value) 0.2954 0.1947 0.1281 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; Standard errors are reported in parentheses. Average total effect reports the 

cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

Instructional expenditure results provide little evidence that CEP adoption systematically affected 

educational spending across locales (table F.4). Most instructional expenditure estimates are 

statistically insignificant and are small relative to their standard errors. The only statistically significant 

instructional outcome is instructional benefits in town districts, which increased by approximately 

$53.14 per pupil. Estimated effects on instructional salaries and total instructional expenditures were 

not statistically distinguishable from zero in any locale category. 
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TABLE F.4 

Dynamic Effects of the Extent of CEP Adoption on Instructional Expenditures, by 
Urbanicity 

Outcome City Suburb Town Rural 

Instructional salaries 64.43 -36.49 -26.01 -170.29  
(56.95) (57.31) (21.28) (129.38) 

Instructional benefits 35.52 -6.50 53.14*** -24.20  
(26.87) (32.06) (20.42) (39.63) 

Total instructional 
expenditures 

132.09 -46.99 32.13 -241.48 
(86.24) (76.67) (37.87) (170.49) 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level. Average cumulative 

effects represent cumulative treatment effects across posttreatment periods.  

*** p < 0.01. 

Placebo tests generally support the parallel trends assumption for many instructional expenditure 

measures, particularly in city and suburban districts. But several instructional outcomes in town and 

rural districts also exhibit significant placebo tests, indicating that these estimates may be less reliable 

indicators of causal effects. 

The analyses provide little evidence that CEP substantially affects instructional spending. Across 

the primary specifications, instructional salaries, instructional benefits, and total instructional 

expenditures were generally not statistically distinguishable from zero. Although a small number of 

locale-specific estimates reached statistical significance, these findings were not consistently replicated 

across specifications and often coincided with evidence of pretreatment differences. Overall, the 

results suggest that CEP’s fiscal effects are concentrated within school nutrition operations rather than 

broader instructional budgets. This finding is particularly important because concerns that CEP could 

divert resources away from instructional priorities have frequently been cited as barriers to 

participation by district administrators and policymakers. 
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Appendix G 
TABLE G.1 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on School Food Revenues and Expenditures  

Local 
revenue 

State 
revenue 

Federal 
revenue 

Total 
revenue 

Personnel 
exp. 

Total food 
exp. 

Effect 1 -10.23*** 0.47 27.81*** 18.05*** -0.05 8.45**  
(1.49) (0.48) (4.32) (4.18) (2.41) (4.04) 

Effect 2 -11.47*** -1.05 42.87*** 30.34*** 3.01 19.56***  
(1.69) (0.98) (5.96) (5.79) (2.71) (5.04) 

Effect 3 -9.66*** -1.18 48.13*** 37.29*** 7.08 29.68***  
(2.06) (0.97) (5.94) (5.96) (4.19) (6.60) 

Effect 4 -13.95*** 1.69** 51.16*** 38.89*** 9.64** 37.80***  
(2.76) (0.79) (6.62) (6.92) (4.23) (7.35) 

Effect 5 -9.22*** 1.58** 48.62*** 40.98*** 10.26** 35.24***  
(3.01) (0.70) (10.52) (9.49) (4.72) (8.41) 

Average total 
effect 

-10.85*** 0.19 42.51*** 31.86*** 5.36 24.45*** 
(1.75) (0.63) (5.76) (5.58) (3.09) (5.54) 

Joint test of 
effects (p-value) <0.0001 0.0045 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.1223 <0.0001 

Joint test of 
placebos (p-value) <0.0001 0.0261 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.9911 0.4608 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; exp. = expenditures. Standard errors are reported in parentheses. Average total 

effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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Appendix H 
TABLE H.1 

Dynamic Effects of the Extent of CEP Adoption on School Food Revenues and 
Expenditures  

Local 
revenue 

State 
revenue 

Federal 
revenue 

Total 
revenue 

Personnel 
exp. 

Total food 
exp. 

Effect 1 -10.22*** 0.47 27.83*** 18.08*** -0.04 8.44**  
(1.38) (0.48) (4.23) (4.17) (2.41) (4.04) 

Effect 2 -11.47*** -1.05 42.87*** 30.34*** 3.01 19.56***  
(1.67) (0.99) (5.86) (5.73) (2.71) (5.05) 

Effect 3 -9.66*** -1.18 48.13*** 37.29*** 7.08 29.68***  
(1.99) (0.97) (5.96) (6.00) (4.21) (6.70) 

Effect 4 -13.95*** 1.69** 51.16*** 38.89*** 9.64** 37.80***  
(2.69) (0.78) (6.57) (6.94) (4.23) (7.43) 

Effect 5 -9.22*** 1.58** 48.62*** 40.98*** 10.26** 35.24***  
(2.98) (0.69) (10.38) (9.40) (4.72) (8.40) 

Average total 
effect 

-0.22*** 0.00 0.85*** 0.64*** 0.11* 0.49*** 
(0.03) (0.01) (0.11) (0.11) (0.06) (0.11) 

Joint test of 
effects (p-value) <0.0001 0.0043 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.1233 <0.0001 

Joint test of 
placebos (p-value) <0.0001 0.0271 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.9913 0.4599 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision; exp. = expenditures. Standard errors are reported in parentheses. Average total 

effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit.  

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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Appendix I 
TABLE I.1 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Local Food Revenue per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 -7.19*** -7.77*** -15.68*** -19.43***  
(2.27) (2.81) (1.78) (2.80) 

Effect 2 -8.82*** -11.95*** -15.80*** -14.95***  
(2.13) (3.24) (2.21) (3.64) 

Effect 3 -12.21*** -8.63** -13.09*** -9.46**  
(3.17) (4.13) (2.60) (4.20) 

Effect 4 -17.87*** -13.60** -18.70*** -17.24***  
(4.16) (5.37) (3.60) (4.91) 

Effect 5 -12.99*** -7.51 -12.85*** -11.41*  
(4.64) (6.04) (4.31) (6.34) 

Average total  
effect 

-11.45*** -9.79*** -15.25*** -14.82*** 
(2.58) (3.47) (2.24) (3.57) 

Effects p-value 0.0004 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 

Placebo p-value 0.2735 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.3073 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data.  

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

TABLE I.2  

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on State Food Revenue per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 -0.27 0.64 0.76 1.01  
(0.86) (0.66) (1.28) (0.74) 

Effect 2 -1.36 -1.24 -1.89 -0.94  
(2.67) (1.14) (2.71) (1.38) 

Effect 3 -2.64 -0.72 -1.01 0.10  
(2.40) (1.56) (2.61) (1.29) 

Effect 4 1.34 1.70 1.10 1.36  
(1.63) (1.21) (1.83) (2.13) 

Effect 5 1.39 2.18* 1.07 0.72  
(1.12) (1.22) (1.94) (3.20) 

Average total  
effect 

-0.37 0.32 -0.11 0.39 
(1.44) (0.87) (1.72) (1.37) 

Effects p-value 0.1120 0.1106 0.6507 0.1331 

Placebo p-value 0.4113 0.0140 0.2120 0.8693 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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TABLE I.3 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Federal Food Revenue per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 24.41*** 24.26*** 44.12*** 19.21  
(7.60) (4.12) (3.83) (15.86) 

Effect 2 41.02*** 38.31*** 54.72*** 35.62**  
(8.99) (8.83) (4.93) (17.10) 

Effect 3 52.13*** 36.96*** 60.83*** 49.34***  
(9.37) (7.90) (7.38) (19.54) 

Effect 4 59.98*** 37.55*** 72.28*** 54.90**  
(11.60) (7.91) (8.65) (25.69) 

Effect 5 42.69*** 45.14*** 62.87*** 44.48  
(12.15) (16.92) (10.85) (27.84) 

Average total  
effect 

42.91*** 35.33*** 56.86*** 38.39* 
(8.69) (7.53) (5.31) (19.73) 

Effects p-value <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0001 

Placebo p-value 0.0281 0.0724 0.0001 0.0083 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

TABLE I.4 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Total Revenue per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 16.96** 17.13*** 29.20*** 0.79  
(7.00) (4.29) (4.00) (17.73) 

Effect 2 30.84*** 25.12*** 37.02*** 19.73  
(8.92) (8.51) (5.57) (19.09) 

Effect 3 37.28*** 27.61*** 46.73*** 39.99*  
(9.30) (8.46) (8.01) (21.87) 

Effect 4 43.46*** 25.65*** 54.69*** 39.02  
(11.18) (9.82) (8.82) (28.86) 

Effect 5 31.10*** 39.82*** 51.09*** 33.79  
(11.87) (15.38) (11.32) (31.04) 

Average total  
effect 

31.09*** 25.87*** 41.51*** 23.95 
(8.22) (7.52) (5.69) (22.09) 

Effects p-value 0.0031 0.0049 <0.0001 <0.0001 

Placebo p-value 0.2360 0.0766 0.0454 0.0188 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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TABLE I.5 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Personnel Food Expenditures per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 -1.71 5.32 4.45* -13.31  
(2.83) (3.81) (2.37) (12.31) 

Effect 2 3.09 3.24 11.20*** -8.06  
(4.09) (3.58) (3.74) (13.58) 

Effect 3 7.22 0.08 14.03*** -5.48  
(5.40) (5.03) (5.05) (15.21) 

Effect 4 7.18 4.36 21.30*** 4.62  
(5.99) (6.90) (6.48) (20.74) 

Effect 5 7.63 6.26 25.05*** 7.81  
(9.45) (8.73) (8.54) (21.29) 

Average total  
effect 

4.28 3.77 13.43*** -4.61 
(4.56) (4.54) (3.89) (15.62) 

Effects p-value 0.4811 0.0940 0.0191 0.0003 

Placebo p-value 0.6819 0.5074 0.0082 0.0938 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

TABLE I.6 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Total Food Expenditures per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 3.45 14.18** 16.49*** -9.31  
(4.68) (5.58) (3.47) (21.40) 

Effect 2 20.50*** 14.48* 27.48*** 5.63  
(7.79) (7.40) (5.38) (23.62) 

Effect 3 33.43*** 15.60 34.76*** 12.40  
(9.44) (9.66) (6.69) (26.54) 

Effect 4 42.95*** 27.59** 35.97*** 22.57  
(10.26) (12.98) (9.01) (35.58) 

Effect 5 35.01** 25.83 39.62*** 22.30  
(13.79) (18.14) (10.50) (37.01) 

Average total  
effect 

25.53*** 18.37** 28.94*** 8.17 
(7.67) (8.83) (4.99) (27.07) 

Effects p-value 0.0001 0.0993 <0.0001 0.0154 

Placebo p-value 0.6173 0.7286 0.4029 0.7707 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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TABLE I.7 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Institutional Salaries per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 8.15 -34.47 7.64 -117.36  
(23.40) (26.11) (11.99) (100.00) 

Effect 2 58.18 -81.97 -26.00 -136.74  
(43.43) (55.86) (20.19) (109.24) 

Effect 3 64.28 -47.39* -47.37* -146.50  
(55.85) (66.64) (25.07) (126.58) 

Effect 4 49.69 42.69 -38.96 -270.85  
(77.06) (91.40) (41.14) (167.93) 

Effect 5 162.46 -37.89 -52.94 -244.28  
(143.76) (114.53) (56.05) (185.79) 

Average total  
effect 

64.31 -36.92 -26.83 -170.18 
(57.19) (58.62) (21.31) (128.90) 

Effects p-value 0.4459 0.1232 0.1048 0.0561 

Placebo p-value 0.0737 0.4029 0.1156 0.0019 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 

TABLE I.8 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Institutional Benefits per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 4.69 -19.37 5.29 -24.45  
(11.76) (15.89) (10.08) (30.33) 

Effect 2 19.82 -16.61 25.75 -29.61  
(20.11) (25.89) (16.56) (34.47) 

Effect 3 30.20 -13.72 57.37** -33.80  
(30.11) (36.15) (24.45) (40.50) 

Effect 4 58.32 -13.69 97.77** -19.30  
(40.21) (62.52) (42.22) (52.43) 

Effect 5 81.04 49.45 132.96*** -10.08  
(57.97) (55.93) (41.20) (67.92) 

Average total  
effect 

35.96 -6.27 52.77** -24.63 
(26.84) (31.42) (20.33) (39.47) 

Effects p-value 0.7908 0.1431 0.0275 0.7963 

Placebo p-value 0.8997 0.7790 0.0070 <0.0001 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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TABLE I.9 

Dynamic Effects of CEP Adoption on Total Institutional Expenditures per Pupil  

City Suburb Town Rural 

Effect 1 -27.68 -73.10* -9.31 -168.66  
(33.93) (41.04) (21.08) (134.15) 

Effect 2 92.28 -85.38 -4.76 -211.40  
(59.87) (79.32) (36.08) (145.52) 

Effect 3 134.37 -89.81 10.78 -214.48  
(86.74) (87.92) (49.42) (167.40) 

Effect 4 179.04 49.67 112.58* -332.80  
(119.26) (123.72) (67.65) (221.31) 

Effect 5 341.26 13.16 110.53 -356.58  
(213.70) (142.23) (78.75) (238.32) 

Average total  
effect 

131.37 -47.39 31.51 -241.00 
(86.23) (76.96) (37.82) (169.87) 

Effects p-value 0.2350 0.3363 0.4359 0.4319 

Placebo p-value 0.3575 0.9668 0.0745 0.0001 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the Food Research & Action Center’s CEP database and data from the Common Core of Data. 

Notes: CEP = Community Eligibility Provision. Standard errors clustered at the local education agency level are reported in 

parentheses. Average total effect reports the cumulative treatment effect per treatment unit. Effects p-value reports the test of 

joint nullity of event-study effects. Placebo p-value reports the test of joint nullity of placebo estimates. 

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. 
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Notes
 
1  Lizbeth Silbermann, “National School Lunch Program and Direct Certification with SNAP,” memorandum to 

program directors in all regions, October 25, 2011, https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/cert/national-school-lunch-

program.  

2  As of 2025–26, 42 states use Medicaid and household income data to directly certify children for free and 

reduced-price meals. Two states, Kentucky and New York, use Medicaid and household income data to directly 

certify children for free meals only. See “National School Lunch and School Breakfast Program Demonstration 

Projects to Evaluate Direct Certification with Medicaid,” US Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition 

Administration, last updated March 30, 2026, https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/direct-certification-medicaid-

demonstration-project.  

3  “Final Rule: Child Nutrition Programs—CEP Increasing Options for Schools,” US Department of Agriculture, 

Food and Nutrition Administration, last updated September 26, 2023, https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/fr-092623.  

4  National School Lunch, Special Milk, and School Breakfast Programs, National Average Payments/Maximum 

Reimbursement Rates, 90 Fed. Reg. 34827 (July 24, 2025). 

5  “National School Lunch and School Breakfast Program Demonstration Projects,” US Department of Agriculture.  

6  “Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility (BBCE),” US Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Administration, 

last updated December 29, 2025, https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/broad-based-categorical-eligibility.  

7  Using 2014–20 data from the SNAP policy database, we identify the years that states changed their BBCE 

policies by adopting or dropping asset limits, asset tests, and income limits, as well as vehicle exemptions. If the 

state had the policy in June 2014, for example, it would affect direct certification rates for the 2014–15 school 

year. During this time frame, Indiana added BBCE, and Louisiana and Mississippi dropped their BBCE policies.   

8  Carla Javier, “Schools Struggle 3 Years After End of Universal Free School Meals,” Marketplace, October 28, 

2025, https://www.marketplace.org/story/2025/10/28/schools-struggle-3-years-after-end-of-universal-free-

school-meals.  

9  Kristin Blagg, Macy Rainer, Erica Greenberg, and Emily Gutierrez, “Measuring Student Poverty: Dishing Up 

Alternatives to Free and Reduced-Price Lunch,” Urban Institute, October 20, 2021, 

https://www.urban.org/data-tools/measuring-student-poverty-dishing-alternatives-free-and-reduced-price-

lunch.  

10  “K-12 Funding 2024: Funding for Students from Low-Income Backgrounds,” Education Commission of the 

States, accessed July 9, 2026, https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/k-12-funding-2024-06.  

11  “Community Eligibility Provision Resource Center,” US Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition 

Administration, last updated March 17, 2026, https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/cep/resource-center.   

12  “Model Estimates of Poverty in Schools,” Urban Institute, accessed June 23, 2026, 

https://www.urban.org/projects/model-estimates-poverty-schools; and Emily Gutierrez and Kristin Blagg, “How 

School-Reported Data on Student Economic Need Has Become Inconsistent—and Four Measures Policymakers 

Could Use Instead,” Urban Wire, Urban Institute, March 20, 2026, https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-

school-reported-data-student-economic-need-has-become-inconsistent-and-four-measures.  

13  Regulations at 7 CFR 245.9(f)(6) require state agencies to annually notify local education agencies of district-

wide eligibility for CEP. Similarly, regulations at 7 CFR 245.9(f)(5) require local education agencies to annually 

submit school-level eligibility data to the state agency. Per 7 CFR 245.9(f)(7), by May 1 of each school year, state 

agencies must publish lists of eligible and near-eligible local education agencies and schools on their state agency 

website, defined as ISPs of 15 percent or greater as of 2024–25 and 30 percent or greater for prior years. State 

https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/cert/national-school-lunch-program
https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/cert/national-school-lunch-program
https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/direct-certification-medicaid-demonstration-project
https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/direct-certification-medicaid-demonstration-project
https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/fr-092623
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2025-07-24/pdf/2025-13879.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2025-07-24/pdf/2025-13879.pdf
https://www.fna.usda.gov/snap/broad-based-categorical-eligibility
https://www.marketplace.org/story/2025/10/28/schools-struggle-3-years-after-end-of-universal-free-school-meals
https://www.marketplace.org/story/2025/10/28/schools-struggle-3-years-after-end-of-universal-free-school-meals
https://www.urban.org/data-tools/measuring-student-poverty-dishing-alternatives-free-and-reduced-price-lunch
https://www.urban.org/data-tools/measuring-student-poverty-dishing-alternatives-free-and-reduced-price-lunch
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/k-12-funding-2024-06
https://www.fna.usda.gov/cn/cep/resource-center
https://www.urban.org/projects/model-estimates-poverty-schools
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-school-reported-data-student-economic-need-has-become-inconsistent-and-four-measures
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-school-reported-data-student-economic-need-has-become-inconsistent-and-four-measures
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agencies also provide the Food and Nutrition Administration a single link to these lists for publication on the 

Food and Nutrition Administration’s CEP website. 

14  CEP operates on a four-year cycle during which participating schools maintain the same federal reimbursement 

rates based on their initial eligibility data. At the end of the fourth year, schools must reevaluate their ISPs to 

determine whether they remain eligible to continue in the program. Schools may restart their CEP cycles at any 

point within the four years. 

15  Districts that adopted CEP in 2020–21 could have instead taken advantage of child nutrition waivers at the 

time, but there are several reasons 2020–21 is still a fair comparison year. Although the application due date for 

CEP is the end of June, the decision to participate in CEP occurs in the spring of the prior school year. 

Additionally, although schools had the waivers, they knew the waivers were temporary and came with 

uncertainty. As a robustness check, we limit our analysis to districts that adopted CEP in 2019–20 as the “not yet 

adopted” group and find similar results.  

16  Because we estimate this for districts with any CEP schools, there are still schools in some districts that do not 

operate CEP and therefore still collect paid fees under the traditional standard counting and claiming method. 

For this reason, districts, on average, are still collecting local food revenue.  
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