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As a young child, you may find yourself easily impressionable to the world around you. 

Your experiences and the people who surround you will ease you and shape you into the person 

you will become. At such a young age, it is vital to surround yourself with positivity, and 

instances occurring at public schools called "meal shaming", is something that should be banned 

and removed from the cafeteria environment. 

Meal shaming, as the name suggests, is a process in which a child buying school lunch 

owes more than a set cap and will have their meal shamefully stripped from them, and replaced 

with a "cheese sandwich", or other "cold lunch" options. Such is normal for many public 

schools, like ones in Grafton, Douglas and Northbridge. Meal debt is always a problem for 

schools and school districts, and although solutions differ from school to school, the overall 

effect it has on children still remains.  In some districts, there is a “no charge" policy, which 

altogether cuts the child from their meal, leaving a child hungry all day.  

Other solutions include an "account cap", which prevents children from purchasing a 

meal if they owe a certain amount of money, and will have their hot lunch replaced with a 

"cheaper" substitute. Some schools even decided that placing limitations on children for owing 

money as incentive to pay off their debts was a good idea. Such limitations could include cutting 

children from extracurricular activities, withholding report cards and even cap and gowns for 

graduation. These "solutions" place children in harmful positions, lunch workers in awkward 

ones, and parents completely cut from the conversation. 



Now, debt is debt. The best solution for lack of money is well, money. But why should 

such "solutions" involve children? For many elementary school and even middle school students, 

the concept of money and owing it aren't entirely tangible to their minds, so why should they be 

punished for something they do not entirely understand? Why should such a heavy responsibility 

fall onto someone who just learned to count to one hundred? In my elementary school, we had 

the options of getting breakfast every morning. You could get whatever you wanted, and that 

was exactly what made the offer appealing to me, that and, it was free.   

Every morning, every day of the week, I would find myself in the breakfast line, chatting 

with other regulars and typing in my five digit lunch code after I made my careful selection. I did 

this every day, and biweekly, my mother would write me a check and I would hand the slip of 

paper to the lunch lady as I bought my breakfast, and lunch. I would spend $50 a week, and 

before long my mother had continuously received reminders that my cap was reached, and 

would send me with another check. When my mother soon found out the cause of the issue, she 

was not shocked, but found it merely thought provoking that the lunch ladies never seemed to 

inform students of the idea of paying for breakfast, and that you do have to pay for food, and 

was quite annoyed with my school's $11 account cap.  It was strange for me, a kindergartner, to 

understand that things costed money, that you couldn't eat for free, and that, hey, maybe the 

world isn't as great as it seems. As a child, being in a situation like this, or worse, could 

seriously harm the child mentally and emotionally, and such responsibility should not be placed 

on a child alone.  

A worse situation involving meal shaming could induce serious mental scarring, due to a 

child's young moldable mind. My sister is still on edge when it comes time to put her five digit pin 

in, and that is due to a moderately traumatic experience involving food shaming. My sister was in 



line for her favorite lunch served in our district; turkey dinner. She ordered her food and 

everything was fine, until she realized she would now owe $11.50 after purchasing her meal. That 

meant they would take her meal away. My sister's hot meal, which was a larger meal than most hot 

meals, was taken from her and thrown out, and replaced with a cheese sandwich in a plastic bag 

with the letters -CS- written on it. The Sharpie markings had bled through the bag and onto her 

sandwich, which was one piece of American cheese and two different types of bread: one white, 

one wheat. My sister cried until my mother went and picked her up from school, and vowed to 

never let her child owe money again, and couldn't even fathom the mark it was leaving on less 

fortunate students. 

My mother, Wendy Timmons, is now fighting to get this problem solved in my local 

area, Northbridge, and is trying to provide more and more solutions to it that will better the entire 

situation. This issue is much bigger than I let on, this involves almost forty-three other American 

states, only California, New Mexico, New York, Iowa, Oregon, Washington, and West Virginia 

have policies to combat this issue. It is time for Massachusetts to join. 

People like my mom, those involved in local government did always seem to be fighting for 

what they believe is right, now believe it is Massachusetts' time to join them in creating policies 

addressing food shaming.  

My mother once worked as a cafeteria worker in my school district for some time, and on 

many occasions has taken money out of her own pocket to pay for a child's lunch - merely so they 

could have a complete hot meal. This proves that this doesn't just affect the children, it affects 

the parents as well as the cafeteria workers.  If we go forward with this legislation, then this 

issue could drastically become something of the past. 



For one, cut the child out of it. A child who does not understand the concept of money 

should not wield the responsibility of it, and should not be punished for owing it in a school 

environment. Schools should remove the idea of punishing students as well- and even their 

siblings - for owing money, and should prohibit punishments such as serving a lesser meal, 

preventing participation in extracurricular activities, and withholding report cards or 

graduation. The cafeteria workers, and the school, should have set communication with the 

child's parents, and always only notify the parent regarding school meals.  

School's should also strive to provide more affordable meals to all children, those with 

free lunch, those with reduced lunch, and those unlucky enough to barely make enough to 

scoot above the "reduced lunch" requirement and pay for full priced meals. In fact, it is these 

children who suffer from meal shaming the most, because even though their parents make 

enough to rise above the reduced mark, parents in that situation still definitely struggle for 

money, and the more kids they have, the worse it gets. Cafeteria unions, such as AFSCME 

and Sysco, buy most cafeteria food from our government, for pennies, but insist on giving 

students cold "lunches" rather than a chicken patty. If labor unions focused on their original 

guidelines, and used their food as was intended, less problems would occur. While these 

solutions seem extensive, some states have already taken steps, so why can't Massachusetts? 

The fight over meal shaming in Northbridge is in full swing, but with movements 

created by my mother and her associates, hopefully this issue will be solved soon. With teamed 

efforts between our state representatives, senators, and the NSLP (National School Lunch 

Program), children of today will no longer face the embarrassment of meal shaming, and the 

children of tomorrow will never know it.  


