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Background 
In 2017, national news outlets called attention to ‘lunch shaming’, a phenomenon pertaining to students who attended 
schools with policies that singled out students who came to school with no packed lunch and without enough money to 
purchase lunch from the cafeteria. Depending on the school policy, students may have been easily identified as not 
having money or a packed lunch because they were refused a meal, received an ‘alternative’ meal, or received stamps or 
wristbands to identify them to food service staff. While these methods were meant to ensure a school meal was paid 
for, it was common they produced stigma or embarrassment, and often deliberately. Punishment tactics such as these 
are not, in themselves, ideal ways to encourage desired behavior, particularly because they have little direct effect on 
parents who are truly responsible for ensuring students receive lunch in the first place. 
 
A review of a national sample of large school districts by the Food Research and Action Center found that while a 
sizeable majority of districts surveyed had complied with a United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) mandate 
to create a meal charge policy, most policies were insufficient in clarity and detail, especially on the topic of stigma.1 
These findings inspired the Washtenaw County Food Policy Council (WFPC) to examine the meal charge policies of 
Washtenaw County public school districts. 
 
The WFPC understands that individual districts have different financial considerations and constraints but believes 
that meal charge policies should focus on student wellbeing. According to the Special Nutrition Program Operations 
Study released by the USDA in March 2014, “On average, for all SFAs [school food authorities] that lost some 
revenue as a result of unpaid meals, the net revenue lost was less than 1 percent (0.51 percent) of total expenditure 
for the year.”2 This suggests that lost revenue from unpaid meals is not a significant financial burden in the vast 
majority of school systems and is unlikely to be critical to the solvency of any district’s food service operation. 
However, it is vitally important on a small scale. Students from families that are struggling to provide lunches may 
have other stressors and problems that they are navigating as well. School districts have the opportunity to create a 
meal charge policy that helps, rather than hurts, students. The WFPC recommends districts establish procedures 
that ensure a hungry student is fed a quality meal and that paying for that meal at the point of service is not of 
foremost importance.  
 

Results and Priority Items for Meal Charge Policy Improvements 
Of the 9 districts in Washtenaw County, the council representative received 7 policies to examine. One district never 
replied to three attempts of contact. Ypsilanti Community Schools qualifies and participates in the Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP) program3 to provide free breakfast and lunch to all students and therefore is not required 
to have a meal charge policy. 
 
The WFPC recommends that the following items be addressed. Individual districts may already meet some of these 
suggestions, so some items may not apply. 
● Meal charge policies should be easy to find online or with a school administrator’s assistance. 
● The language of charge policies should be clear, direct, and leave very little to interpretation. 
● Districts who elect to offer alternative meals should explicitly describe the components of the alternative meal 

in their meal charge policies. 

 



 

● Communication of low and negative account balances should be towards the parents of students, not the 
students themselves. The extent to which account balance affects students should be minimized. 

● Because enrollment does not increase the cost on districts, meal charge policies should encourage enrollment in 
free and reduced price lunch subsidy programs by providing information and directions on how to apply for 
benefits. 

● Districts should make stigma reduction a stated goal of their meal charge policy and describe methods they 
employ towards that goal. Example policy features that target stigma are provided in the guidebook Overcoming 
the Unpaid Meal Challenge, starting on page 37.4 

● Meal Charge policies should consider all of the suggested themes as outlined by the USDA guidebook, 
Overcoming the Unpaid Meal Challenge, starting on page 53.4 

 
The WFPC also encourages school food directors to review the Food Research and Action Center’s Establishing 
Unpaid Meal Fee Policies: Best Practices to Ensure Access and Prevent Stigma for more information on features that 
are essential to creating a complete meal charge policy.5 
 

Conclusion 
In reviewing Washtenaw County school districts’ meal charge policies, the WFPC found that all districts have room 
for improvement to focus more on student wellbeing. In fact, no district’s policy contained all of the recommended 
items that the USDA suggests districts should consider in their meal charge policies. While the specifics of the 
policies are important, so is the comprehensiveness of the content. All school food directors in Washtenaw County 
should review the USDA guide Overcoming the Unpaid Meal Challenge, at the very least pages 53 and 54, and make 
appropriate changes in their current policy to address relevant concerns.4 
 
More specifically, it was found that Washtenaw County districts have done a great job in creating pre-payment 
systems that allow for families to avoid the problem of meal debt altogether. However, communications around the 
balances of these accounts could be improved by making them automatic and directed, by default, towards the 
parents of students rather than students themselves. Clarifying and elaborating on policy features in official 
documents would build awareness and transparency. Two features that are especially lacking clarity are alternative 
meals and lunch shaming and stigma. While serving alternative meals is not a best practice, if served, districts should 
fully explain them in their policy. District policies should also describe efforts to reduce lunch shaming and stigma, 
which are currently absent from nearly all policies. 
 
While this report represents the current situation of meal charging policies in Washtenaw County, it is important to 
acknowledge the hard work of our school food directors already. School lunch programs are largely underfunded 
and those who administer them are under constant pressure to provide healthy meals with an inadequate supply of 
resources. Debt from meal charging represents a small portion of the financial losses incurred through the lunch 
program and, for administrators who already have severe expectations to fulfill, lunch shaming and its effects may 
be only a small concern in respect to the other issues they encounter every day. This brief report is not intended to 
denigrate school food directors in our county; the WFPC sympathizes with the depth of the task they face and are 
thankful for the service they provide our students. Instead, it is our hope that this report is a helpful resource for 
making meal charge policy improvements in the future. 
 
Concerns and questions about the content of this brief and requests to receive the council’s full report can be 
addressed to Christian Mackey at cnmackey@umich.edu. 
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 For more information: washtenawfoodpolicycouncil.wordpress.com 
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