
Final Rule: Child Nutrition Programs - CEP Increasing Options for Schools 
 
The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) is an option for eligible schools to offer meals at 
no cost to all enrolled students without collecting household applications. Authorized by 
the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) and codified in regulations at 7 CFR 
245.9(f), CEP is a reimbursement alternative for eligible local educational agencies (LEAs) 
and schools participating in both the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School 
Breakfast Program (SBP)1. CEP eliminates the need for schools to collect household 
income applications by sharing eligibility data between specific federal assistance 
programs, which can reduce administrative burden for both schools and families. 
To be eligible for CEP, an individual school, group of schools, or LEA must meet or exceed 
the established, minimum identified student percentage (ISP) in the school year prior to 
implementing CEP. The ISP is the percentage of enrolled students who are certified for free 
school meals without submitting a household application, such as those directly certified 
through specific federal benefits programs (e.g., the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) and the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR)). For 
CEP, students who are certified for free meals without a household application are 
“identified students” (42 USC 1759a(a)(1)(F)(i); 7 CFR 245.9(f)(1)(ii))2. The ISP is calculated 
by dividing the total number of identified students by the total number of enrolled students:  
Identified Student Percentage = # Identified Students / # Enrolled Students 
Under current regulations, the minimum ISP is 40 percent; therefore, to be eligible for CEP, 
an individual school, group of schools, or LEA must have an ISP greater than, or equal to, 
40 percent (ISP ≥ 40 percent) as of April 1 of the school year prior to implementing CEP (7 
CFR 245.9(f)(3)(i)). 
The ISP determines eligibility to participate in CEP and is also the basis of federal 
reimbursements for meals served to students in CEP schools. The National School Lunch 
Act (NSLA) gives the Secretary discretion to establish a CEP “multiplier” between 1.3 and 
1.6 that is used to determine the percentage of meals that CEP schools claim at the free 
and paid reimbursement rate levels (42 USC 1759a(a)(1)(F)(vii)(II)(aa)). To promote CEP 
financial viability, USDA codified a multiplier of 1.6 (7 CFR 245.9(f)(4)(vi)). The ISP is 
multiplied by 1.6 to calculate the percentage of meals reimbursed at the federal free rate. 
Any remaining meals, up to 100 percent, are reimbursed at the federal paid rate.3 
% Meals reimbursed at federal free rate = ISP × 1.6 
% Meals reimbursed at federal paid rate = 100−% meals reimbursed at federal free rate 
CEP requires that LEAs must pay, with non-federal funds, any costs of offering free meals 
to all students that exceed the federal assistance provided. If all operating costs are 
covered by the federal assistance provided, then LEAs are not required to contribute non-
federal funds (7 CFR 245.9(f)(4)(vii)). 
On March 23, 2023, USDA published a proposed rule in the Federal Register (88 FR 17406), 
seeking to lower the minimum ISP to 25 percent, and make related, conforming changes to 
CEP regulatory text at 7 CFR 245.9(f). 
As described in detail in the proposed rule, CEP benefits children, families, schools, and 
communities. Schools participating in CEP often experience an increase in the number of 
students accessing the SBP and NSLP, resulting in more children benefiting from the 
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advantages these programs offer. 4 Research demonstrates that access to school meals at 
no cost improves students' diet quality and academic performance and can reduce social 
stigma and food insecurity.5 Researchers have observed that “CEP exposure is associated 
with an almost five percent decline in households classified as food insecure.” 6 LEAs have 
also reported that CEP reduces administrative burden and eliminates unpaid meal debt in 
schools.7Lastly, CEP improves program integrity by simplifying administration and lowering 
error rates in certifying students.8, 9 
This final rule lowers the minimum ISP from 40 percent to 25 percent and makes 
conforming changes to ISP-related requirements ( i.e., grace year eligibility and 
identification/notification/publication requirements). Electing CEP is a voluntary decision 
made by LEAs based on their unique student populations. Prior to participating in CEP, LEA 
decisionmakers should consider student nutrition, educational, administrative, and 
financial factors. This rule does not impose any new requirements on LEAs or schools. 
Through this final rule an increased number of LEAs, schools, and groups of schools will be 
eligible to offer all students lunches and breakfasts at no-cost when it is financially viable. 
This final rule supports state and local choices to expand the availability of no-cost school 
meals for all students through programs supported by state or local funding. 
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