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Overview 

• 52% of school nutrition directors reported 
an increase in meals charged by students in 
fall 2008.

• Fox News Channel, the Associated Press and 
ABC Good Morning America all covered the 
issue in spring 2009.
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From SNA TrendSETS, vol. 5, 2007
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The Balancing Act

• Ensure children receive a nutritious meal.

• Prevent stigma, overt-identification and 
embarrassment for children.

• Maintain the financial integrity of the 
program.

• Avoid negative media coverage of local 
school nutrition program. 
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From USDA FNS

“All full price policies for school meals are matters of local 
discretion. This includes decisions about whether or not to 
extend credit to children who forget their meal money or 

whether or not to provide an alternate meal to such 
children. Therefore, a school could decide not to provide 

meals to children who must pay the full price for their 
meals but do not have the money to do so. In some cases, 
the PTA or other school organization may establish a fund 
to pay for children who forget or lose their money. Schools 

should ensure that parents are fully aware of the policy 
adopted for children who do not have their meal money.”
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Challenges and Issues

• Definition of a reimbursable meal

• Claiming an alternate meal as a 
reimbursable meal

• Policies may vary by school

• Local politics
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Three Perspectives
• Lincoln Pierce

Bethel Schools, Washington

• Mary Swift 

Albuquerque Public Schools, New Mexico

• Brenda Padilla

California Department of Education
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The Issue of School Lunch 

Charging

C. Lincoln Pierce

Bethel School District, Washington
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The Meal Charge Issues

1. Money is the #1 CN issue. 70% of phone calls I 
receive are about money not about food quality. I 
explain procedure. 

2. Who should make the call about when to deny a 
child a meal? Is it a Child Nutrition Issue or a 
district/state/USDA issue.

3. Why is there not clear USDA/State guidance? On 
a recent CRE it was noted, as a violation, that 2 
cashiers give students money because they were 

short. What is different with charging?
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Bethel Information

17,800 Students

15 Elementaries

5 Junior Highs  and  4 High Schools

9800 Lunches, 3600 Breakfast

40% Free and Reduced
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How We Started:

District had a no charge policy and rosters

(Bethel had an informal charge policy, site by site 
individual by individual)

We drafted a policy and met with shareholders for 
input

Our administrators could not reach agreement on how 
they would handle charging/emergency meals beyond 

our allowed charges, hence changes by building

Presented to school board and accepted as a 
procedure



Copyright © 2009 School Nutrition Association.  All Rights Reserved. 
www.schoolnutrition.org

What We Have Heard:

Parents

You took away my childYou took away my childYou took away my childYou took away my child’’’’s lunch and threw it out.s lunch and threw it out.s lunch and threw it out.s lunch and threw it out.

How can you punish a 7 year old for not having lunch money, it How can you punish a 7 year old for not having lunch money, it How can you punish a 7 year old for not having lunch money, it How can you punish a 7 year old for not having lunch money, it 
is my fault not theirs?is my fault not theirs?is my fault not theirs?is my fault not theirs?

Principals/Teachers

The PTA has lost too much money already on mealsThe PTA has lost too much money already on mealsThe PTA has lost too much money already on mealsThe PTA has lost too much money already on meals

Our office staff is too busy to make callsOur office staff is too busy to make callsOur office staff is too busy to make callsOur office staff is too busy to make calls

You must feed my student, it is CN responsibilityYou must feed my student, it is CN responsibilityYou must feed my student, it is CN responsibilityYou must feed my student, it is CN responsibility
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Bethel Schools Elementary Charge Procedure

Students in the elementary schools will be permitted to 
charge two times before being denied a meal. Students will 
be told verbally when they run out of lunch money. On the 

occasion of their first & second charge they will be reminded 
and have their hand stamped or a note given to them. Dealing 
with emergency meals, beyond the two provided by child 
nutrition, is at the discretion of the school. Please check 

with your school regarding their policy.
Please remind your child to keep you informed when they are 
running low on funds. Call your school child nutrition service 
manager if you require information on your child's account.
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Bethel Schools Secondary  Charge Policy

Students in junior highs will be allowed to charge one 
meal with a verbal reminder being given at that time. 
Please refer to your school for any policies for providing 
emergency meals beyond one.

No charges are allowed in high schools.

Students must put in ID # to buy ala carte items



Copyright © 2009 School Nutrition Association.  All Rights Reserved. 
www.schoolnutrition.org

How Bethel notifies parentsHow Bethel notifies parentsHow Bethel notifies parentsHow Bethel notifies parents

Stamp Hands/Give Note
Some staff call parents – gray area

Online Payment system

parents can check student balance or receive low balance 
email

Automatic phone call

Elementary Tues & Thurs – Average 550 calls
Calls only students who owe more than $.50 NOT Free who owe

Secondary – Wednesday – Average 475 calls
Calls only students who owe more than $1.00
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What happens to Students after they reach the 

charge limit?

Secondary Schools – few issues/no building policies

Elementary Schools – Multiple Solutions/Avoidance

PTA accounts – Buy additional reimbursable 
meals for students. How many allowed? How many will PTA   
provide?

PTA/School Emergency Meals – Not 

reimbursable. How many allowed? Who pays? (cheese 

sandwich, juice)

School Milk account School buys milk. CN provides 
cheese crackers and serving off fruit & vegetable bar.
How many allowed?
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Elementary Schools Continued:

Send to Office – secretary calls parent

No School Procedure 

Kitchen staff does their thing
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Bethel Student Debt

June 2009

1065 Students owe money

Total owed is $2078

This amount varies from $2000 to $4500 and 
includes NSF checks.
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Washington Example
Edmonds takes back hot lunch if kid owes money
Schools trying to recover $207,000 in unpaid fees
EDMONDS:
• Students in the Edmonds School District are learning a tough new lesson this year: If 

you're hungry for a hot meal, don't forget your lunch money.
• Students who arrive at the end of the lunch line with hot food and a carton of milk on 

their trays but with lunch accounts that are $10 or more behind may have that tray 
taken away and replaced with a cold cheese sandwich and, up until Thursday, no drink.

• The new policy is designed to recover $207,763 in unpaid lunch fees from last year.
• The district has asked cashiers to check every student account to make sure they have 

money for the food they have picked up in line. If they don't, the cashier is supposed to 
throw away the food on confiscated trays, because of food safety concerns, Sara 
Conroy, interim director of food service, told The Herald newspaper of Everett.

“When school started last week, 2,750 
Edmonds students owed $10 or more.”
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"We can't continue -- day after day after 

day after day -- to pay for these lunches 

and to provide a child with a lunch 

without getting payment," Conroy said. 

"You couldn't just go to McDonald's 

without any money and expect service. 

We can only do it for so long and we 

can't do it any longer. It sounds ugly 

when you say the food has been 

discarded, but what can we do?"
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Staff at Hazelwood Elementary in Lynnwood have been 

donating money to buy lunches for kids who would 

otherwise be served a sandwich, cashier Barbara 

Burley said. 

The donations won't last much longer. Burley said she 

will refuse to take milk and fruit away from young kids.

"They're children and it's not their fault," said Burley, 

who has worked at Hazelwood for six years. 

"For some of these kids, it's the only decent meal they 

get in a day. Could you do it? Could you look into a 

kindergartner's eyes and take away their lunch and 

give them a cold cheese sandwich and nothing else? I 

just can't. If I lose my job over it, OK."
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Conclusion

Districts need to state a formal procedure 
that does not change by site.

CN staff should not be the final decision when CN staff should not be the final decision when CN staff should not be the final decision when CN staff should not be the final decision when 
denying students meals. It is a school district denying students meals. It is a school district denying students meals. It is a school district denying students meals. It is a school district 
problem, not a CN cashier problem.problem, not a CN cashier problem.problem, not a CN cashier problem.problem, not a CN cashier problem.

Universal Meals would fix the problem.

There should be a national/state standard on the There should be a national/state standard on the There should be a national/state standard on the There should be a national/state standard on the 
issueissueissueissue
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APS Food and Nutrition

Charging Policy

Mary L. Swift, RD, LD, SNS

Director, Food and Nutrition Services 

Albuquerque Public Schools



Copyright © 2009 School Nutrition Association.  All Rights Reserved. 
www.schoolnutrition.org

District Profile
• Albuquerque is the largest city in the state.  
Located in the middle of the state.  Media 
center for majority of the state.

• 88,000 students

• Over 60,000 meals per day plus snacks

• 136 meal preparation sites

• 54% Free and Reduced (pre charging policy)

• 37 Provision two schools
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Why did we need a charging 

policy?

• No guidance on charges.  
– Students were allowed to charge as many meals 
as they wanted.  

• Affecting Free and Reduced Percentages
– No consequences for unpaid meal charges.

– Parents started to not fill out applications
• Why go to the trouble when they could eat free 
anyway
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Attain and Maintain Financial 

Integrity

• 2005/2006  $65,000 in unpaid charges – written off 

• 2006/2007 $120,000 in unpaid charges- District paid

• 2007/2008 $139,000 in unpaid charges- District paid

• 2008/2009 by December 20th $140,000 in charges

• 2006-2007 and 2007-2008 District helped 
Department financially. 2008-2009 Department 
ended with a cash balance. 
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The APS Story

• Started process in January of 2007

• Administration directed us to first change 
procedure of collecting money before limiting the 
number of charges.
– Notified principals when a student had $10.00 in charges.

– Nightly called parents who owed money.

– Continued weekly letters to home

– Principals or school staff were to help collect charges

– Didn’t work!!! 

– Got administration and principals attention.
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Back to the Drawing Board

• Formed a committee with Principals
– Developed charging policy similar but stricter than final 
policy.

• Took to all principals, high middle and elementary 
to get their support.

• Presented to leadership team and superintendent
• Board Policy committee
• Entire school board
• Over a year in the process
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Charging Policy
• Elementary up to 10 meals may be charged.

• Middle School up to 5 meals may be 
charged.

• High School up to 2 meals may be charged

• Provide an courtesy (alternate, emergency) 
meal when charge limit is exceeded. 

• Courtesy meal consists of a cheese 
sandwich, fruit, & milk.

• Do not claim as a reimbursable meal
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Implementation
Avoid negative media coverage of local school 

nutrition program. 

• Letters to parents through school newsletters

• Posted to our web site

• Phone calls to parents weekly that would be 
affected in January.

• Press release to all media
– Coverage on one Television network station.

• Training for all cafeteria managers
– Emphasized kindness to student & their role to prevent 
stigma, overt-identification and embarrassment for 
children.

– Did a FAQ to cover any situation that might arise.
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Media
• Local media

– Local tried to present both sides
– News paper printed letters to editor in our support.

• National media
– Associated press article gave both side of the story.
– Yahoo.com
– Fox news
– Good Morning America- presented only the advocacy's 
voice. 

• Polarized 
– People really took sides and either strongly agreed with 
a limit to charges or strongly disagreed.

– Could count the complaints from parents on one hand.
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Appeared in the Albuquerque Journal shortly after a mom brought her two students dressed as a cheese sandwich 

and a milk carton to the board meeting.
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Results

• Increased from 54% F & R to 57% F& R
• Will be able to bring three more schools on provision 2 
for 2009-2010 school year.

• Collected $68,000 in unpaid charges.
• Will be starting online meal applications
• Started with 500 courtesy meals per day served

– By mid February we were serving on average 60/day
– End of the year around 50 per day.

• More awareness of School Nutrition Issues locally and 
nationally.



Copyright © 2009 School Nutrition Association.  All Rights Reserved. 
www.schoolnutrition.org

Charge Policies in 

California

Brenda Padilla

Assistant Director

Nutrition Services Division

California Department of Education
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Thank you!

Questions & Answers…


