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Ensuring Student Access to Meals



Sections to the law

1. Serving of reimbursable meals

2. Punishment related to meals

3. Stigmatization

4. Required Communications

5. Debt Collection



1. Serving of reimbursable meals

A public school that provides free and reduced-
price meals or other meals to students pursuant 
to subchapter 7 or otherwise provides to 
students meals eligible for reimbursement under 
a program administered by the United States 
Department of Agriculture shall provide such a 
meal to a student who requests the meal and is 
otherwise eligible for the meal regardless of the 
students inability to pay for the school meal or 
failure in the past to pay for school meals.



1. Serving of reimbursable meals

• Applies to public schools that serves 
reimbursable meals/snack

• Must provide a reimbursable meal to any 
student who requests it

• Whether or not they have funds

• Whether or not they have meal debt



2. Punishment related to meals

A public school may not:

A. Because of a student’s inability to pay for a meal or 
because of any payments due for meals served 
previously to the student, require the student:

(1) To throw away a meal after it has been served to the 
student; or

(2) To undertake chores or work as a means of paying for one 
or more meals or as punishment for not paying for one or 
more meals; or

B. Refuse a meal to a student as a form or as part of a 
disciplinary action.



2. Punishment related to meals

• A public school may not punish or discipline a 
student by:

– Throwing away a meal that has been served to a 
student because they cannot pay for it

– Making a student perform chores or work to pay 
for meals 

– Refusing a meal to a student



3. Stigmatization

• A public school may not openly identify or 
otherwise stigmatize a student who cannot 
pay for a meal or who has payments due for 
previous meals. 



3. Stigmatization

• A public school cannot identify or stigmatize a 
student  without funds or with meal debt



4. Required Communication

• A public schools communications about a 
student’s meal debts must be made to the 
parent or guardian of the student rather than 
to the student directly except that, if a student 
inquired about that student’s meal debt, the 
school may answer the student’s inquiry. A 
public school may ask a student to carry to the 
student’s parent or guardian a letter regarding 
the student’s meal debt. 



4. Required Communications

• The school can only communicate about a 
student’s negative meal balance with that 
student’s parent/guardian. 

• You can communicate a student’s negative 
balance with them if they ask

• You can communicate positive balances with 
the student



5. Debt collection; Best Practices

• The department shall develop guidance for 
school administrative units relating to the 
collection of student meal debt, including, but 
not limited to, best practices and information 
on how to create an online system for the 
payment of student meal debt. The 
department shall post the information under 
this subsection on its publicly accessible 
website. 



www.maine.gov/doe/schools/nutrition/financial/unpaidmealcharges

https://www.maine.gov/doe/schools/nutrition/financial/unpaidmealcharges


Charging Policy Requirement

• All school food authorities (SFAs) operating 
the National School Lunch Program and/or 
School Breakfast Program must develop a 
meal charge policy

– SFAs have discretion in developing the specifics of 
their policies

– Must comply with State law



Charging Policy Requirement

• SFAs must communicate the policy, in writing, 
to:

– All families at the start of the school year

– Families with students who transfer mid-year 

• SFAs must provide the policy, in writing, to any 
school or district-level staff members 
responsible for policy enforcement

• Best Practice: Share in multiple ways!



Preventing Unpaid Meal Charges

• Provide Payment Options

– Pre-payment 

– Online payment

– Repayment Plans



Preventing Unpaid Meal Charges

• Provide Payment Reminders

– Encourage families to track spending

– Remind families of a low balance BEFORE the 
account goes negative



Q & A



Question

Are cashiers allowed to tell students when their 
balance is getting low?



Answer

A student with a low balance still has funds on 
their account and is not in debt, therefore it is 
allowable to communicate with a student about 
their low balance.



Question

Can schools prohibit seniors from participating 
in graduation functions/activities if the student 
has meal debt?



Answer

The law prevents openly identifying or otherwise 
stigmatizing a student with a meal debt. If the 
only reason a student is being prohibited from 
an activity is because of a meal debt, it would 
constitute identifying or stigmatizing a student. 
And is not allowed.



Question

Our school policy says that if you owe money 
you cannot purchase a la carte items and there 
is no charging of a la carte items. Is this 
allowed?



Answer

Yes. This law applies to reimbursable meals only. 
If your local policy does not allow a student to 
charge a la carte items, a public school may 
notify a student that they do not have funds on 
their account to purchase the a la carte item(s). 



Question

Can Schools implement an alternative meal 
(with all components) until the debt is paid?



Answer

No, the student must receive the same 
reimbursable meal as the other students. In 
addition, providing an alternative meal is a 
means of openly identifying or stigmatizing a 
student. 



Question

When a parent asks us to not allow their child 
to take or charge meals, can we follow their 
request.



Answer

With written parental permission, you may 
follow their request. It is recommended to have 
an agreement that clearly outlines what will 
happen if the child does try to get a meal and 
this should be shared with other key individuals 
in the school such as the building principal, 
teacher, and guidance counselor. The student 
should be notified before they go through the 
meal service line of the new procedure. 



Question

Does this law apply to all meals, breakfast, 
lunch and snack?



Answer

This law applies to all programs that provide 
student meals eligible for reimbursement under 
a program administered by the United States 
Department of Agriculture. This includes the 
School Breakfast Program, National School 
Lunch Program and Afterschool Snack Service. 



Summary

• Public Schools

• Reimbursable Meals (not a la carte)

• Communicate debt with parent/guardian

– Unless student asks

• Cannot punish a student without funds/debt

• Cannot publicly identify/stigmatize



Thank you

sarah.d.platt@maine.gov


