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Child and Adult  
Care Food Program
Incorporating healthy food and physical activity into afterschool and out-of-school time (OST) 
programs is an integral component of a comprehensive strategy to prevent childhood obesity. 
This factsheet provides an overview of the application of the federally funded Child and Adult 
Care Food Program (CACFP) to afterschool programs that are located within a public school 
attendance area where at least 50% of the student population qualify for free or reduced lunch. To 
learn more, please visit the Center’s Minnesota Afterschool and Out-of-School Time Toolkit for Healthy 
Eating and Physical Activity and the Center’s childcare toolkit factsheet on CACFP.

Eligibility for CACFP reimbursements
Since 1998, CACFP has helped to support 
afterschool programs across the country by 
reimbursing them for snacks provided to low-income 
children and youth.1 In 2008, over 300,000 children 
in 6,690 settings nationwide received subsidized 
snacks and meals through CACFP’s afterschool 
program.2 In 2010, the enactment of the Healthy 
Hunger-Free Kids Act expanded CACFP’s reach 
by authorizing reimbursements for meals as well as 
snacks in all 50 states. 

CACFP helps support afterschool programs across 
the country by reimbursing them for snacks and 
meals provided to low-income children and youth.

MINNESOTA AFTERSCHOOL AND OUT-OF-SCHOOL TIME
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In order to qualify for CACFP snack or meal 
reimbursements, an afterschool program must be 
located in a public school attendance area where at least 
50% of the student population is eligible for free and 
reduced price lunch. An exception applies to emergency 
shelters that run afterschool programs with educational 
or other enrichment activities for homeless children 
and youth; these shelters are eligible to participate in 
CACFP no matter where they are located.

Generally, to be eligible for CACFP reimbursements, 
an afterschool program must regularly offer structured, 
supervised activities and must include educational or 
other enrichment activities during afterschool hours, 
weekends, holidays, school release days, or vacations 
during the regular school year. CACFP does not 
reimburse programs during summer break. 

Although afterschool programs that participate in 
CACFP are not required to be licensed under federal 

law, they are required to comply with applicable state 
and local health and safety standards and licensing 
requirements. Afterschool sports programs may be 
eligible for CACFP reimbursements if all children, 
regardless of ability, are allowed to participate on the 
sports team or league. Students who participate in 
school sports teams or clubs can receive afterschool 
snacks and meals as part of a school’s broad, overarching 
educational or enrichment program.3 Eligible 
afterschool programs that receive CACFP 
reimbursements can serve meals to all participating 
children and teens, up to 18 years of age, including 
those who turn age 19 during the school year. Programs 
may be drop-in or enrolled; individual student athletes 
who attend afterschool programs before or after team 
practices may receive snacks and meals.4

Updating CACFP nutrition guidelines
Many of the CACFP nutrition guidelines are more 
than two decades old — as such, they lack standards 
that could require whole grains, a variety of fruits 
and vegetables, and foods that are low in saturated fat 
and sodium.5,6 The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) is in the process of drafting a proposed rule 
for meal pattern revisions that will implement section 
221 of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 
(Pub. L. 111-296), with the final rule expected in 
2014.7 The proposed rule will suggest changes that 
aim to align the meals served in the CACFP with the 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, as recommended by 
the Institute of Medicine in its 2010 consensus report, 
Child and Adult Care Food Program: Aligning Dietary 
Guidance for All.8 The proposed rule also will make 
changes to health and wellness components of CACFP 
to reflect requirements in the Healthy, Hunger Free 
Kids Act of 2010, including changes to the purpose of 
the program and making water available to participants. 
Implementation of the final meal pattern revisions 
will most likely be delayed until 2015 to give program 
providers time to prepare for and adapt to the changes. 

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
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Currently, CACFP regulations allow school food 
authorities in districts that participate in the National 
School Lunch Program (NSLP) to substitute NSLP 
meal pattern requirements for CACFP meal pattern 
requirements [7 CFR § 226.20(o)] when serving 
meals to children and youth enrolled in CACFP-
eligible afterschool programs. If a school elects to 
follow the NSLP meal pattern requirements in an 
afterschool program, it is required to follow the newly 
revised NSLP meal patterns. Schools are permitted to 
use an offer versus serve (OVS) policy for afterschool 
meal service, regardless of which meal pattern 
they select, but they cannot use OVS for snack 
service.9 Where applicable, an OVS policy allows 
students to decline one or more of the five NSLP 
food components, encouraging them to express their 
personal preferences and helping to reduce waste.

State strategies to supplement CACFP 
standards
Several states, including New York and Delaware, 
have supplemented CACFP standards with state-
specific regulations in order to improve the quality 
of afterschool program meals and snacks provided to 
children.10 The State of Connecticut has developed 
standards that exceed CACFP guidelines, but the 
state only recommends, and does not require, that 
CACFP providers follow its guidance.11

Issuance of new regulations may spark fears among 
some program providers that modifications to 
standards might increase their operating costs and 
administrative burdens and force them to drop 
CACFP funding. Engaging program providers in 
the policy development process may build strong 
support and help alleviate such fears. A recent study 
by Nanney and Glatt explored the implementation of 
the IOM’s 2010 CACFP nutrition recommendations 
and identified several federal, state, and industry 
partnership opportunities to support afterschool 
programs’ efforts to serve healthier foods including: 

■ Provide product labeling to make it easier to
identify snacks that comply with the 2010 IOM
CACFP recommended standards;

■ Provide incentives to encourage adoption of
recommendations;

■ Prioritize the implementation of paperwork
and technology to simplify enrollment and
accountability systems; and

■ Provide support for food safety training and/or
certification for non-food service personnel, in that
there may be no food safety certified professionals
on site for serving snacks or meals at a school-
based afterschool program.12

Among states that have supplemented CACFP 
standards, some have responded to providers’ concerns 
about costs and implementation challenges by 
establishing requirements that providers can easily 
meet. New York State, for example, implemented a set 
of required and recommended nutrition standards for 
CACFP providers in October of 2009.13 The required 
standards took cost considerations into account in order 
to retain providers, and the new standards demanded 
minimal training.14 New York’s required standards 
prohibit offering flavored milk to pre-school students, 
limit juice to one time per day, and eliminate sweet 
cereals and sweet breads such as cookies, PopTarts®, or 
muffins. The recommended standards suggest guidelines 
for offering lean, unprocessed meats, whole-grain items, 
and a variety of fruits and vegetables.15

The Food Resource Action Center (FRAC) has 
reported that CACFP staff in New York have 
received “overwhelmingly positive” feedback on the 
changes made to CACFP,” and have experienced few 
compliance issues.16 The only mentioned pushback 
concerned the sweet grains requirement, which 
restricts sweet cereals, muffins, pastries, granola bars 
and other sweet grains to twice per week. Cooks have 

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
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tended to see these products as healthy options and 
have objected to this restriction.17

While some states have successfully supplemented 
CACFP guidelines by introducing state-level 
guidelines that can be easily met by providers, this 
approach may not be the most efficient way to 
improve standards in Minnesota at this point in time. 
Given that the USDA revised its CACFP guidance, 
At-Risk Afterschool Meals: A Child and Adult Care Food 
Program Handbook, in July 2013,18 efforts undertaken 

at the state level to adopt standards might complicate 
implementation of the revised federal handbook, 
should there be inconsistencies in standards or 
recommended practices. State-level resources may 
be targeted more efficiently by offering afterschool 
providers training and technical assistance that 
can help them implement new meal and snack 
recommendations — Better Choices for Better Meals 
— made in the revised CACFP handbook and, 
eventually, by helping them implement the new 
CACFP standards when they are introduced.
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