
 
 

  

Meal Prices 

 

Key Takeaways 

• In States that did not offer universal free school meals, 65 percent of school food 
authorities (SFAs) had one or more schools that charged students for school 
meals. 

• The average price of a paid breakfast was $1.80. 
• The average price of a paid lunch was $2.99, a 20 percent increase from the 

average price of $2.49 in school year 2015–2016. 
• In response to the Paid Lunch Equity requirement of the Richard B. Russell 

National School Lunch Act, 24 percent of SFAs increased prices for paid lunches in 
their schools. 

A research brief about school year 2022–2023 

The National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program are Federally assisted meal programs. They 
provide nutritious, low-cost or free meals to children in schools. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food 
and Nutrition Service (FNS) administers the school meal programs at the Federal level. State agencies administer 
the school meal programs in each State and Territory through agreements with local school food authorities 
(SFAs). 

SFAs are responsible for the school meal programs in one or more schools, and provide free, reduced-price, or 
paid school meals to children. FNS sends SFAs cash reimbursements to subsidize the cost of every school meal 
(42 USC § 1773; 42 USC § 1759a).1,2 The reimbursements are highest for free school meals and lowest for school 
meals that students pay for (Federal Register 2022).3 

Free school meals 
Free school meals may be provided to every child in a State. In school year (SY) 2022–2023, California, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Nevada, and Vermont funded universal free school meals. 

Free school meals may be provided to every child in a school. The Community Eligibility Provision allows schools 
in low-income areas to serve free meals to all students (7 CFR § 245.9).4 In SY 2022–2023, about one-third of the 
SFAs in States without universal free school meals (35 percent) provided all meals in all schools for free. About 
two-thirds of the SFAs (65 percent) had one or more schools that charged for school meals. 

Free school meals are provided to individual children who live in households with incomes at or below 130 
percent of the Federal poverty level (42 USC § 1758[b][1][A]).5 Foster children, homeless children, migrant children, 
runaway children, children who participate in Head Start, and children who live in households that participate in 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations, or Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families are all categorically eligible for free school meals (7 CFR 245).6 In addition, some 
States subsidize reduced-price meals to make them free (FRAC 2023).7 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:42%20section:1773%20edition:prelim)
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?hl=false&edition=prelim&req=granuleid%3AUSC-2007-title42-section1759a&num=0
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/07/26/2022-15892/national-school-lunch-special-milk-and-school-breakfast-programs-national-average-paymentsmaximum
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-II/subchapter-A/part-245/section-245.9
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title42-section1758&num=0&edition=prelim
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/part-245
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/School-Meals-State-Legislation-Chart.pdf
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Reduced-price school meals 
Reduced-price school meals cost $0.30 or less for breakfast and $0.40 or less for lunch (42 USC § 1773; 42 USC § 
1758).8,9 Students are eligible for reduced-price school meals if their household income is between 130 and 185 
percent of the Federal poverty level. 

Paid school meals 
SFAs set the prices of paid school meals. In SY 2022–2023, the average price of a paid breakfast was $1.80 and the 
median was higher at $2.96, while the average price of a paid lunch was $2.99 with a lower median of $1.75. 
Paid meal prices varied by school type as shown in the chart below. 

 

  

  













 
Note: Other schools included secondary schools (serving grades 6 or 7 through 12), early elementary schools (serving prekindergarten or 

kindergarten through grade 2), K through 8 schools (serving prekindergarten or kindergarten through grade 8), and K through 12 
schools (serving all grades). 

The price of paid school meals has steadily increased over the years in response to the Paid Lunch Equity (PLE) 
requirement (7 CFR 210.14(e)).10 The PLE requirement directs SFAs to compare the average price for a paid lunch 
with the difference between the free and paid lunch reimbursement rates. If the average price for a paid lunch is 
less than the reimbursement difference, SFAs must increase their paid lunch prices or offset the difference with 
funding from non-Federal sources. This ensures free and reduced-price subsidies are not used to cover the cost of 
paid lunches. 

 

 


  

 
Note: FNS did not collect data on meal prices for SY 2018–2019, and meals were free during the COVID-19 pandemic, beginning in the 

spring of SY 2019–2020 and through the end of SY 2020–2021. The data for SYs 2015–2016, 2016–2017, and 2017–2018 are from an 
earlier study (FNS 2022).11 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title42-section1773&num=0&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title42-section1758&num=0&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title42-section1758&num=0&edition=prelim
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/part-210/section-210.14#p-210.14(e)
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/CNOPS-II-SY2017-18.pdf
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Since SY 2018–2019, Congress has provided an exemption 
from PLE requirements for SFAs with a zero or positive 
balance in their nonprofit school food service account 
(PL 117-103).12 In addition, in SY 2022–2023, FNS issued a 
waiver giving SFAs the flexibility to maintain prices and to 
price lunches at levels that met local needs. This was done 
to help families transition back to paid school meals after 
free school meals were provided to all children through SY 
2021–2022 because of the COVID-19 pandemic. SFAs took 
a variety of actions in response to the PLE requirement in 
SY 2022–2023 under the PLE exemption and waiver. 

About one-third of SFAs did not take any action in 
response to the PLE requirement because their operating 
balance was positive, whereas one-quarter increased the 
price of a paid lunch in all schools. Fourteen percent of 
SFAs used the PLE waiver, meaning they did not increase 
their paid lunch prices even though they would have been 
required to in the absence of the waiver; 10 percent did not take any action because their paid lunch pricing 
already complied with the PLE provision. Only a few SFAs added funds from non-Federal sources to the nonprofit 
school food service account (5 percent) or increased paid lunch prices in some schools (1 percent). 

 

About the data reported here 
This study was sponsored by USDA FNS. The information reported in this brief was collected from an 

online survey distributed to a nationally representative sample of 1,100 SFAs that participated in NSLP or SBP 
during SY 2022–2023, although the questions about meal prices excluded SFAs in California, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Nevada, and Vermont because they had universal free school meals in SY 2022–2023. The data 
tables are available in Supplement B.6, and include some data broken down by SFA characteristic (size, poverty 
level, and urbanicity). 

 

Suggested citation 
Eiffes, Brett, Veronica Severn, Liana Washburn, Kate Schroeder, and Kevin Conway. (2025). Meal Prices: a research brief about school 
year 2022–2023. Prepared by Mathematica, Contract No. 12319819A0009/12319819F0162. Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Evidence, Analysis, and Regulatory Affairs. 

Disclaimer 
This research was supported by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. The findings and conclusions in this 
publication are those of the author(s) and should not be construed to represent any official USDA or U.S. Government determination 
or policy. USDA is an equal opportunity employer, provider, and lender.  

 

  

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-117publ103/pdf/PLAW-117publ103.pdf
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