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Reimbursement Rates 
 

The reimbursement rates for the National School Lunch, School Breakfast, Special Milk and 
Afterschool Snack Programs are announced annually (usually late July) by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) and are effective from July 1 through June 30.  Rate information (to 
include USDA Commodity Assistance) is transmitted to all participating School Food Authorities 
(SFA) via e-mail memorandum and is automatically updated in the South Carolina Automated 
Payment System (SCAPS) for claims purposes.  For additional information, contact the South 
Carolina Department of Education (SCDE) Office of Nutrition Programs at (803) 734-8188.  
 

Pricing Student Meals 
 
USDA guidelines require that all reimbursable meals be priced as a unit.  In addition, the “Offer 
versus Serve” provision cannot affect the meal price.  Regardless of the items chosen, the 
student must pay the established reduced-price or full meal charge, as appropriate.  Students 
eligible for free meals pay nothing. 
 
Reduced-Price Charge 
 
School Food Authorities (SFAs) are required to offer both free and reduced-price meals unless 
a school serves all meals without charge and/or operates under the Community Eligibility 
Provision (CEP) or Provision 2.  (See Chapter 10 – Special Assistance Provisions for additional 
information.)  The reduced-price meal charge cannot exceed 40 cents for lunch, 30 cents for 
breakfast or 15 cents for an afterschool snack.  The reduced-price meal charge must be less 
than the full price meal charge. 
 
An SFA may choose to vary prices between high schools, middle schools, and elementary 
schools; however, the maximum charge can’t exceed the maximum amounts specified in the 
previous paragraph. 
 
Paid Meal Equity 
 
Pursuant to USDA guidelines, lunch prices for full-pay children must cover the total cost of the 
meals.  Revenue from these meals can’t be subsidized by USDA reimbursement or other CNP 
funds.  Refer to the latest USDA guidance on how to calculate the minimum price. 
  
Choice of Lunches 
 
Schools may offer students a choice of reimbursable lunches.  The school may establish 
different unit prices for each type of lunch served provided that the benefits made available to 
students eligible for free or reduced-price meals are not affected.  For example, if the school 
offers a “super” lunch with larger servings of meat/meat alternate or other premium items, the 
“super” lunch must be available to the free and reduced-price participants at no additional 
charge if these meals are to be claimed for reimbursement. 
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Fees for Lunch Services 
 
Students must not be charged for any additional fees for supervisory or other services provided 
in conjunction with the meal programs. 
 

Pricing Adult Meals 
 
The benefits of the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs are for children only.  
The reimbursement and commodities are based on the number of lunches and breakfasts 
served to students.  No reimbursement or commodities are provided for adult meals. 
 
To ensure that children’s payments or federal reimbursement for children’s meals are not used 
to subsidize the payment of an adult meal, SFAs must charge no less than the minimum 
amounts established by SCDE for adult meals, plus applicable state and local sales and/or 
prepared food taxes.  These minimum amounts are provided by SCDE along with the 
reimbursement rates each year.   
 
Determining the Minimum Price for an Adult Meal 
 
SFAs may choose to establish higher adult meal prices but may not charge adult prices less 
than those established by SCDE.  If a SFA prefers to establish their own adult meal price (i.e. 
one that is higher than SCDE’s), one of the methods described below must be used.  This will 
ensure that the student programs are not financially hampered by adult participation.  SCDE 
uses Method 1 to establish the minimum required adult meal prices.   
 
Method 1: Lunch - Add the rate of federal reimbursement for a free student lunch to the 

per- meal value of USDA commodity assistance plus state and local sales taxes. 
 
 Breakfast - Charge the rate of federal reimbursement for a free student 

breakfast plus state and local sales taxes. 
 
Method 2: Lunch - Cost out food, labor, supplies, and miscellaneous expenses attributed to 

providing an adult meal, accounting for the value of the commodities and portions 
actually served to adults.  State and local sales taxes must be added to the price 
set for adult meals. 

 
 Breakfast - Cost out meal as described above and add state and local sales 

taxes. 
 
Method 3: In place of unit pricing an adult meal, meal items may be sold to adults on an a la 

carte basis.  Keep in mind that a la carte pricing must equal or exceed the 
minimum adult meal price for the same combination of items. 

 
Note: When calculating adult meal prices using these methods, school officials are encouraged 
to include the two-cent supplemental payment for SFAs in the 60 percent or more free and 
reduced-price category as appropriate.   
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Adult Visitors 
 
The charge to adult visitors (e.g. parents or grandparents eating with their child or grandchild), 
at the discretion of the SFA, may be higher than the charge paid by adult school employees. 
 
Child Nutrition Program Employees 
 
At the discretion of the SFA, meals may be served at no charge to adults directly involved in the 
operation and administration of breakfast and lunch programs.  This includes persons 
responsible for menu planning, purchasing, preparation, clean-up and service of the meals.  The 
cost of such meals may be paid from program funds. 
 
Non-Child Nutrition Program SFA Employees 
 
Income from sources other than federal reimbursement or children’s payments must be used to 
pay for the cost of meals served to teachers, custodians or administrative personnel who are not 
involved in planning, preparation, clean-up or service of meals as described in the previous 
paragraph.  SFAs are encouraged to charge these adults the established adult meal price (i.e. 
the minimum amount required and published annually by SCDE or a higher amount established 
by the SFA using one of the methods described earlier in this section). 
 
 

Important! 
 
 In no case should the funds available to pay the cost of student meals be used to 

supplement the cost of adult meals. 
 
 In no case should the funds available to pay the cost of adult meals be less than 

the actual cost of providing the meals. 
 
 If meals are included as a fringe benefit or offered as part of the salary 

arrangement for non-Child Nutrition Program personnel, the SFA must transfer 
enough money from other funds to the food service account to pay the cost of 
these adult meals.  An audit trail of funds transferred must be documented. 

 
 
Explaining Adult Meal Prices to Employees 
 
Table 7.1 –Explains to SFA employees and others why the National School Lunch Program is 
funded and why adults must be charged a higher price than students for the same sized portion. 
 
Please note:  The reimbursement rates and the per-meal value of the USDA commodity 
assistance used in the example provided are the maximums received for the school year.  The 
price of $1.50 used in the example for students in the paid category is simply a statewide 
estimated average.  It is recommended that in order to adapt the chart for use in a particular 
SFA, the SFA’s current student and adult prices be substituted. 
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Table 7.1 – Pricing of School Lunch 
 
 Student 

Free 
Student 
Reduced 

Student 
Paid 

Adult 
Paid 

Cash Received from Household $0.00 ≤ $0.40 $1.50a $3.45b 
Federal Reimbursement $3.04 $2.64 $0.34 $0.00 
USDA Commodity Assistance $0.24 $0.24  $0.24  $0.00 
Total Revenue $3.16 ≤ $3.16 $2.01 $3.45 
a Estimated average price charged for student meals in the paid category in South Carolina schools in 2014 
b 2014-2015 minimum price for adult lunches 
 
Keep in mind that the total revenue collected for adult meals must not only be enough to cover 
the costs associated with producing meals (food, labor, supplies and miscellaneous expenses). 
It must also cover the state sales tax and any additional local taxes that may be required for the 
sale of prepared food. The minimal allowable adult meal price is adjusted annually. However, 
SFAs may set a higher price. 
 

Pricing A la Carte and Other Special Items 
 
USDA guidelines require that prices of a la carte and other special items should be set to cover 
the total food, labor, direct and indirect costs for producing each item.  When pricing items for a 
la carte and other special sales, price healthy foods (i.e. milk, fruit) at a relatively low cost to 
encourage consumption of these items.  For other items, set prices close to what competitive 
retail outlets charge.  Reimbursable meals should be priced lower than the total of the a la carte 
prices for the same menu items.      
 

Needy Children Who Are Not Eligible for  
Free or Reduced-Price Meal Benefits 

 
A fund may be established to cover the cost of meals for needy students who may not be 
eligible for free or reduced-price meals or who fail to complete an application. Principals or 
Parent Teacher Associations/Organizations may choose to establish such a fund by collecting 
contributions from civic groups or individuals.  
 
Meal Charging Policy 
 
At present, there are no specific federal or state cash management guidelines governing meal 
charging policies.  However, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) and recent 
policy guidance from USDA have recommended that school food authorities (SFA) establish 
clear local charging policies for student meals, adult meals, and a la carte offerings, as well as 
circumstances where a household does not wish to receive meal benefits at no out-of-pocket 
cost due to a student’s enrollment in a school operating under the Community Eligibility 
Provision (CEP). However, there is no current requirement that such a policy be developed. 
 
Charge policies may vary by grade level.  SFAs must inform students, parents/guardians, and 
employees of the charge policy through handbooks, newsletters, enrollment materials, websites, 
and the reverse side of the menu calendar or other written communication. 
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If a student in the reduced-price or paid category has charged meals in excess of the SFA’s 
established policy, the student may be required to pay for the meal prior to being served. 
 
A student in the free eligibility category may not be denied a reimbursable free meal, regardless 
of the number of “charges” the student has made in the past.  For example, a student may have 
accumulated excessive a la carte charges or meal charges prior to being approved for free 
meals.  Once approved for free meals, the student must be allowed to eat the reimbursable 
meal at no charge. 
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