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UNPAID MEAL CHARGE PROCEDURE 2026-27
Purpose: To establish consistent procedural guidelines for handling situations where students participating in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) or School Breakfast Program (SBP) do not have sufficient funds to pay for a meal. This procedure aims to maintain the financial integrity of the school nutrition program while treating all students with dignity and preventing any form of public identification or "lunch shaming."
Scope: This procedure applies to all school personel.
1. Point of Service (POS) & Meal Provision
· Standard Reimbursable Meal: Every student who requests a meal at the serving line must be provided with a federally reimbursable meal, regardless of their account balance.
· No Denials: Cashiers are strictly prohibited from denying a meal to a student in the serving line due to an unpaid balance.
· Meal Retraction: Staff must never take a plate or tray away from a student once it has been served, even if it is discovered at the register that the student has no funds.
· A La Carte Restrictions: While standard reimbursable meals are permitted to be charged, students with a negative account balance are prohibited from purchasing any a la carte, "extra," or snack items.
2. Preventing Anti-Stigmatization (“Lunch Shaming”)
· Discreet Transactions: Financial transactions, low-balance warnings, or discussions about debt must occur out of sight and earshot of other students.
· Zero Student Communication: Cashiers and cafeteria staff are strictly prohibited from discussing debt, account balances, or payment requests with the student. All communications regarding debt must be directed to the parent or guardian.
· Low Balance Alerts: Automated system alerts (text/email) are sent to parents/guardians when a student’s account drops below $4.25
· Negative Balance Notifications:  The automated point-of-sale system will generate and send text/email notifications to households with negative balances as they occur. 
· Written Letters: If an account balance remains negative for more than 14 calendar days, a formal, paper payment request letter may be mailed directly to the parent/guardian.
· Assistance Protocol: If a student accrues five (5) or more unpaid meal charges, the school nutrition department will cross-reference the Direct Certification list and proactively send a printed Free and Reduced-Price School Meals Family Application to the household.
4. Collecting Delinquent Debt
· Delinquent Debt vs. Bad Debt: * Delinquent Debt: Unpaid meal charges are classified as "delinquent debt" as long as the SFA actively pursues collection efforts. This debt remains an asset in the Nonprofit School Food Service Account (NSFSA).
· Bad Debt: If a balance remains unpaid at the end of the school year and the SFA determines that further collection efforts are useless or unauthorized, the debt must be reclassified as "bad debt."
· End-of-Year Clearance: All outstanding delinquent debt must be cleared or resolved before June 30th (the end of the fiscal year).
· Restoring Losses: Per USDA regulations, federal child nutrition funds cannot be used to write off bad debt. The financial loss must be restored to the NSFSA using non-federal funds, such as the school district's general fund, PTA donations, or local charitable contributions.
5. Annual Policy Communication
· Household Notification: This procedure will be posted on the school website.
· Staff Training: Food service staff will receive annual training on this policy during the first week of school. Documentation of the training will be maintained for Administrative Review purposes.
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