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	 Last month, there was a kerfuffle in the media about the Wyoming Valley West School 
District in Pennsylvania.  Students there had collectively accumulated $22,000 of debt for school 
lunches.  In an effort to collect that money the district sent a letter home to parents.

Notifying parents of lunch debt is not unusual.  But this district took the unusual step of 
projecting what happens when debts are not paid, noting that parents can end up in dependency 
court and children could be removed from the home.  Ouch.

Not a good move on the part of the district but there is always more to a story than what 
the media reports.  While misplaced, that letter is indicative of a frustration caused for schools by 
the “Lunch Shaming Law.”  (Act 55 of 2017)  Its intent was to help protect students from 
embarrassment and public stigma if their lunch account becomes negative.  Schools may not 
deny a meal to students who don’t have money to pay for it.

This law says:
•  Communication regarding money owed must be made to parents and not students in 

Grades K-8.
•  Meal balances may be discussed individually and discreetly to students in grades 9-12.
•  A student who cannot pay for a school meal or owes money on their meal account may 

not be publicly identified or stigmatized.
•  Restrictions to privileges/activities for students with lunch debt may be applied to 

school building policies regarding outstanding debt balances due for school events.
•  A student who cannot pay for a school meal may not be required to perform chores or 

other work for the school meal.
So basically, we feed every child no matter what. The school is left to sort out who pays 

for it.  
It is important to understand that these students with large lunch debt are not necessarily 

too poor to afford it.  The federal lunch program provides free and reduced lunches for those who 
qualify.  There is now a process for free lunch whereby our computer system can interface with 
other government systems.  If a family qualifies for food stamps, for example, they automatically 
qualify for free lunches.  (Parent’s don’t even have to fill out an application.)  This is called 
direct certification.  So persons who qualify for free lunch are not the ones with the debt.

Some students are eligible for reduced price lunches.  Parents just fill out a form or 
simply apply online.  When applying online, they immediately know if they are eligible for free 
or reduced cost lunches.  Students eligible for reduced costs pay only .30 for breakfast and .40 
for lunch.  At these prices it would take some time for a large debt to accrue.

So, giving a free lunch to any student who does not have money is usually done not 
because the family can’t afford it, but because the student’s lunch account has been allowed to 
run dry by the parents.

Gone are the days of lunch punch cards.  (I loved having my lunch ticket punched.  It 
made me feel like I accomplished something at the end of the week when all five days were 
punched.)  Now it is all electronic.  The student punches in their code at the end of the lunch line 
and the charge is deducted from their account.  Nobody knows if they are receiving a free or 
reduced lunch.  Parents may put money in their account online or by sending a check.  They can 
look at any time to see their child’s account balance  Parents are emailed when accounts are 
getting low.  It’s never been easier for parents to provide money for breakfast and lunch for their 
children; yet, some still accrue debt.  
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When lunch accounts go too far into debt, a series of U.S. Mail letters are sent, the third 
one being a certified letter.  After the certified letter, if there is no effort to pay the debt, our only 
recourse is to file charges with the district magistrate.

This all takes time and money on our part.  Schools should not have to be in the debt 
collection business, constantly badgering parents for money they owe.  Ultimately, the local 
taxpayer will fund the lunches of the debts we are unable to collect.  So, while the lunch shaming 
law is well intended, it has resulted in more work for schools and more cost to taxpayers.   
Hmmm . . . have I seen that happen before?


