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Unpaid meal charges are a popular topic in the media, and school officials may receive questions from the public about their local meal charge policy. USDA has developed the following sample talking points for school officials. Principals, superintendents, food service directors, and others can use this resource as a starting point to address questions about unpaid meal charges. School officials are encouraged to adapt these talking points to reflect their local meal charge policy, as well as local preferences.
For additional resources on unpaid meal charges, please visit: https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/unpaid-meal-charges. 
· The School Meal Programs make wholesome, nutritious, and tasty meals available to all school children, with the expectation that families that can afford to contribute will pay for their children’s meals.  
· Every year, we work to ensure all eligible children are certified for free or reduced price meals. Sometimes, children who are not certified for free meals enter the cafeteria without the funds needed to purchase a breakfast or lunch. This is a difficult situation for the child and our staff. 
· The School Meal Programs must be financially self-sustaining. We must balance our desire to provide nutritious meals for all children with the demands of “staying in the black.” This is because school lunch debt impacts our ability to serve all children high-quality, nutritious meals. 
· USDA gives local school districts like ours discretion to determine how to handle unpaid meal charges based on local conditions and available resources. [Provide a general summary of the local charge policy.]
· Our policy ensures a consistent and transparent approach to situations where children do not have the funds needed to pay for their meal, and helps us maintain a financially sound program.
· We also work to prevent unpaid meal charges by improving communication with families, simplifying our payment options, and proactively reminding families to add money to their child’s account before they reach a negative balance. [Adapt talking points to reflect local strategies to prevent unpaid meals.] 
· No one wants to cause a child distress during the school day, and we are continually working to prevent “school lunch shaming” in our cafeteria. [Add talking points to reflect local strategies to prevent school lunch shaming.]
· Our goal is to provide children with the well-balanced nutrition they need to be healthy and stay focused during the school day. We welcome feedback about what we can do to improve our local meal charge policy. We hope our policy will continue to evolve to better meet the needs of schools, families, and children.
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