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Executive Summary

Expanding access to school meals is one of the most effective ways to reduce childhood hunger. School meals
provide a reliable source of nutritious food and have been shown to improve outcomes for children who
participate. When meals are offered free to all students, meal participation increases, along with school
attendance and academic performance. In Rock County, the Community Eligibility Provision currently serves free
meals to all children in 24 public schools — over half of children in all districts. Policies to expand access to free
school meals would positively impact thousands of Rock County students and their families.

School Meals and Their Impact on Childhood Hunger

All public schools in Rock County serve both breakfast and lunch through programs jointly administered by federal
and state governments. The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is the second largest food and nutrition
assistance program in the U.S., serving nearly 5 billion meals each year. The School Breakfast Program (SBP) also
serves millions of children per day and is a key tool in giving children a healthy start to their day.? Although
participation is low compared to the NSLP, allowed flexibilities in the SBP could be leveraged to allow more
children to access breakfast.

In general, school meals must align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which are updated every five years.
In 2010, the Healthy, Hunger Free Kids Act (HHFKA) introduced updated nutrition standards to provide guidance
for schools across the country, ensuring that more children had access to healthy foods during the school day.
Most recently, the USDA implemented new standards to reduce added sugar and sodium levels in school
meals.? As part of required federal standards, school districts must also create wellness policies aimed at
improving nutrition and physical activity. Rock County schools have implemented a variety of nutrition initiatives,
including numerous efforts aimed at increasing fruit and vegetable intake. Multiple schools have installed salad
bars in their cafeterias to increase choice and enthusiasm in the cafeteria. Others highlight fruits and vegetables
on their menus, using whimsical names and descriptions to reference the benefits of the foods. These initiatives
connect students with nutritious foods to encourage intake and meet the overall goal of a healthier school.

In 2023, 15% of children in Rock County lived in poverty.*In the same year, about half of all students in the county
qualified for free or reduced-price school lunches.’ Free school meals are a vital tool for reducing childhood hunger
and improving students’ overall nutrition. Because school cafeterias must meet strict nutritional guidelines, these
meals often provide healthier options than foods students otherwise have access to.? Children who are eligible for
free meals eat school lunches more often than students who pay full price — data show 7-14% greater meal
participation in Rock County’s school districts.> In 2023, 15% of children in Rock County lived in poverty.*In the
same year, about half of all students in the county qualified for free or reduced-price school lunches.’ In the Beloit
School District, where every student eats for free, about 71% of students eat school lunch every day.

Expanding Access to School Meals

The Beloit School District’s high meal participation rate is possible through a federal program called the
Community Eligibility Provision, or CEP. CEP allows schools and districts in low-income areas to serve free
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breakfast and lunch to all students.” Currently, a school qualifies if at least 25% of its students automatically qualify
for free meals through programs like SNAP and Medicaid. This percentage is known as the Identified Student
Percentage, or ISP. In Rock County, the entire Beloit School District and 13 schools in the Janesville School District
participate in CEP. However, 15 additional schools in the county are eligible for CEP but are currently not
participating. While CEP makes meals free for all students, schools don’t receive reimbursement for the full cost
of every meal they serve.® The federal government provides some level of reimbursement for every meal served,
but the funds are typically not enough to purchase all the food needed to serve free meals to all students. Schools
must cover the remaining food cost, along with staffing and administrative costs for their meal program.

Schools can also utilize alternative serving models to expand access to meals. The SBP typically has a far lower
participation rate than the NSLP. Multiple alternative breakfast models are available to boost participation and
allow more students access to a healthy breakfast. The Grab N’ Go model allows students to do just that — grab
their breakfast and go, not requiring them to arrive early enough to eat in the lunchroom before school.’ With the
Second Chance Breakfast model, schools can serve breakfast to students after first period, or some other time
mid-morning.1° Often, carts of food are brought to the classroom in this model. Schools can also combine the two
models, offering a Grab N’ Go breakfast later in the morning. Both increase the number of students able to access
school breakfast, and typically also increase SBP participation.

Healthy School Meals for All

During the COVID-19 pandemic, schools provided free meals to all students, regardless of income.** Although the
program ended in 2022, some states saw the many benefits during the pandemic and have created state-level
Healthy School Meals for all (HSMFA) policies and programs. Wisconsin’s neighbors, Minnesota and Michigan, are
among nine states that now offer universal free school meals.'? Twenty-six additional states, including Wisconsin,
have introduced, but not passed, similar bills into legislature.

The benefits of universal free school meals are wide-ranging. Childhood food insecurity, which decreased during
the pandemic, increased after 2022 in states where HSMFA programs were not continued.®® Participation in school
meals increased during the pandemic, which has been shown to lead to improved academic performance,
increased attendance, and improved nutrition.'* Schools also benefit when more students eat school meals,
because it lets them buy food in bulk and stretch their budgets further. Universal free meals also cut down on
paperwork for schools and stress for families, helping ensure no child has to worry about being hungry at school.
Parents reported reduced stress and improved finances, and general satisfaction with the quality and quantity of
school meals during the national HSFMA policy.

Looking Ahead

The Nutrition Collaborative of Rock County will take the following steps to begin working toward solutions for the
aforementioned barriers:

1. Track state-level policies that impact local food access and identify opportunities for engagement
2. Strengthen and develop relationships with Rock County school districts
3. Review local school district wellness policies and identify collaboration and improvement opportunities

4. Identify grant opportunities to support nutrition and food access initiatives and share with school
districts
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Definitions

Community Eligibility Provision (CEP): A non-pricing meal service option for schools and school districts in low-
income areas. CEP allows high-poverty schools and districts to serve breakfast and lunch at no cost to students
without collecting household applications. To qualify, schools and school districts must meet certain federal
requirements.

Federal Poverty Level (FPL): Dollar amounts set by the US government to indicate the least amount of income a
person or family needs to meet their basic needs. These guidelines are used to determine financial eligibility for
various federal programs.

Free & Reduced School Meals: To be eligible for free meals, a child’s family must earn less than 130% of the Federal
Poverty Level (FPL), equivalent to just over $40,000 for a family of four. To qualify for reduced-price meals, a family
must earn between 130% and 185% of the FPL. Beyond income restrictions, the process to apply for school meals
is labor- and time-intensive, both for families and school districts.

Identified Student Percentage (ISP): The proportion of students in a school or group of schools who are directly
approved for free meals without the need for a household application due to their enrollment in programs such
as SNAP and Medicaid. This number determines a school or district’s eligibility to participate in CEP.

Medicaid: A government program that provides health insurance for adults and children with limited income and
resources.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): A federal program that provides nutrition benefits to low-
income families to supplement their grocery budget. Also known as FoodShare in Wisconsin.
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