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Serving School Meals: Where do I start? 

Introduction 

Children need healthy meals to learn! Proper nutrition can fuel students to excel both in 

and out of school, and schools can allow children access to healthy meals every day. 

There are many different options for how your school can provide meals. This guide is 

intended to help your school learn what options are available so you can make an 

informed decision that will benefit both students and staff.  

The Pinnacle School Food Authority is a School Food Authority (SFA) that serves charter 

schools in Colorado. An SFA is the governing body over school nutrition programs. 

Schools that receive federal funds are required to be part of a School Food Authority. 

Charters that are authorized through their local district will likely be part of the local 

district’s SFA. However, schools that are authorized through the Charter School Institute 

(or other LEA) may be part of their local district’s SFA, or another SFA like The Pinnacle. 

All charter schools can choose their SFA. However, if you are authorized with your local 

district and would like to choose another SFA, you may need to fill out a release waiver. 

If you are authorized through CSI then you will not need to fill out a waiver.  

The Pinnacle SFA is a unique SFA because of the flexibility we offer when choosing your 

school meal program. Our staff includes a Registered Dietitian who is also a School 

Nutrition Specialist (SNS), and a Certified Administrator of School Finance and 

Operations (SFO).  Because of our expertise in school nutrition and finance, we are able 

to assist schools with several different serving models to be discussed in this guide. In 

addition, we have an exceptional relationship with our State Agency and are proud to 

have passed our first State Administrative Review in 2016.  

 

The National School Lunch Program 

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP), or often referred to as ‘The Program’, 

is a federally funded meal reimbursement program. Regulated by the US Department 

of Agriculture and the Colorado Department of Education Office of School Nutrition, 

this program provides funds for reimbursable meals served to students (explained in 

detail later on). Once schools have been approved to participate in the NSLP, they 

may also apply to participate in other Federal Child Nutrition Programs such as the 

School Breakfast Program, Afterschool Snack Program, Summer Food Service Program, 

and more.  

How does the NSLP work? (General Overview) 

 The NSLP program is a tiered reimbursement program. There are three categories 

of reimbursement: free, reduced, and paid. Any time throughout the year, households 



[Type here] 
 

 

The Pinnacle 

School Food Authority 
1001 W. 84th Ave, Federal Heights, 80260 

303.450.3985 x1136 

www.pinnaclesfa.org 

 

may apply to receive free or reduced meals through the SFA. There are several ways 

that families can qualify for free or reduced meals: 

Students may receive free meals if: 

- The gross household income is at or below the USDA eligibility guidelines for free 

meals (updated annually) 

- The household receives SNAP (food stamps) 

- The student is a foster child whose care is the responsibility of a state or local 

welfare agency or who is placed by a court with a caretaker household 

- The student is a migrant, homeless, or runaway student, verified by the LEA’s 

homeless liaison or state migrant liaison  

- The student is enrolled in a Head Start Program (documentation required) 

Students may receive reduced meals if: 

- The gross household income is at or below the USDA eligibility guidelines for 

reduced meals (updated annually) 

After a household submits an application for free or reduced meal benefits, the SFA 

determines the student(s) eligibility status (free, reduced, or paid). The SFA keeps track 

of all students and their eligibility status using student information files sent from the 

school’s Student Information System- Infinite Campus or Powerschool. Each student’s 

eligibility status (free, reduced, or paid) is then communicated to the electronic point-

of-sale system.  

 When students go through the lunch line each day, the electronic point-of-sale 

system tracks the number of free, reduced, and paid students who were served a meal. 

At the end of each month, the SFA collects that information and submits a claim to the 

state for reimbursement. The school receives a different dollar rate for a free, reduced, 

or paid meal served. For example, in 2015-16, our schools received $3.15 for each free 

lunch served, $2.75 for each reduced meal served, and $.37 for each paid meal 

served. These rates are updated annually by the USDA. Schools may also receive 

additional funds for special circumstances, which can be discussed with the SFA. In 

addition, schools may charge paid students and some reduced students for the meals 

they purchase. All of those funds make up your foodservice revenue. The SFA receives 

and distributes the reimbursement funds, after subtracting a small administrative fee of 

$.06 per breakfast served and $.12 per lunch served.  

 Being one of the most highly regulated federal programs, there are regulations 

and requirements that schools must follow when participating in the NSLP. It is the 

responsibility of the SFA to ensure these regulations and requirements are met. A few 

examples are: 
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The SFA/Participating Schools Must: 

- Maintain a nonprofit school foodservice and observe the requirements for and 

limitations on the use of nonprofit school food service revenues 

- Serve meals that meet the established menu patterns and nutritional 

requirements 

- Only claim meals that meet all required components of a reimbursable meal 

- Give students a reasonable amount of time to eat their meals 

- Adhere to the limitations on any competitive foods sold during the school day 

- Avoid any policy or practice that has the effect of overtly identifying children 

eligible to receive free or reduced meals 

- Comply with  the requirements of Civil Rights citations 

- Maintain proper sanitation and health standards in the storage, preparation, and 

service or food, in accordance with applicable state and local laws 

- Submit weekly production logs and monthly meal reports to the SFA 

As your school may be able to tell, the funds do not come without some strings 

attached. It may seem like a burden, but keep in mind that the SFA will work closely 

with your school in communicating requirements and ensuring proper implementation 

of policies and procedures. With these policies and procedures in place, your school 

can be confident that each student will receive healthy and safe meals during the 

school day.  

 

Is NSLP my only option? 

 No, but it is the only option in which your school will receive reimbursement for 

meals served. Your school may sell meals catered from a local restaurant or food 

vendor, or could prepare and sell meals on site (while maintaining state and local laws 

for health and sanitation). If your school chooses not to participate in the NSLP, you do 

not have to follow the program’s regulations and requirements, but will also not receive 

federal funds for meals served. This will provide your school with greater flexibility but 

may be more costly for students.  

 

What serving models are available? 

 Below is a comparison of the three serving models that the Pinnacle SFA offers, 

as well as some general points to consider.  
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Serving 

Model 

Summary Procurement 

of Meals 

Labor Facilities 

and 

Equipment 

Meal 

Pricing 

Other Costs to 

Consider 

Self-Operational Meals are 

prepared on-

site by school 

staff. Food 

quality and 

menu control 

are benefits 

of the self-op 

model.  

 

Raw and 

processed 

foods must be 

obtained 

through 

competitive 

purchasing. This 

may be done 

through a 

cooperative 

organization or 

by soliciting bid 

for an item or 

group of items.  

Staff needed to 

prepare, serve, 

clean, and 

complete all 

administrative 

duties. Staff 

must meet 

USDA school 

nutrition hiring 

standards and 

must be 

knowledgeable 

in school food 

service 

operations 

(including a 

manager). 

Labor is paid by 

the school, and 

is considered in 

the cost of 

preparing 

meals.  

Full-service 

kitchen is 

needed for 

production 

and service. 

Various 

commercial 

equipment 

may be 

needed, such 

as ovens, 

steamers, 

range, 

refrigerators 

or freezers, 

hot/cold 

serving line, 

dishwasher, 

etc. School 

must meet all 

state and 

local health 

codes and 

obtain a 

license to 

operate a 

retail food 

establishment.  

Prices for 

paid and 

adult meals 

are 

determined 

with 

consideration 

to food, 

labor, and 

other direct 

and indirect 

costs. The 

price of paid 

and adult 

meals should 

cover the 

cost of 

production. 

Schools may 

sell a la carte 

items as well 

to generate 

revenue.  

Labor and benefits 

are generally 

higher, but food 

cost is generally 

lower. The startup 

cost is greater and 

there may be 

hidden costs such 

as equipment repair 

and replacement. 

In addition, school 

utilities, janitorial 

services, and waste 

removal may be 

greater.  

Contract with 

Food Service 

Management 

Company (FSMC) 

School 

contracts 

with an 

outside 

vendor to 

provide 

meals. Meals 

are either 

delivered hot 

or delivered 

cold and 

heated 

before 

serving. 

Schools do 

not have to 

prepare the 

food, and 

may use the 

Using the 

Request for 

Proposal (RFP) 

process, the 

SFA secures a 

fixed-fee 

contract per 

meal, which 

may include 

labor. RFP’s are 

approved by 

the state 

agency and 

sent to all 

approved 

vendors in 

Colorado to 

solicit 

proposals. The 

SFA may also 

The fixed-fee 

per meal can 

include the 

labor needed 

to serve the 

meal and run 

the point-of-

sale provided 

by the FSMC. 

Otherwise, the 

school will 

provide staff to 

serve and/or 

run the point-

of-sale. 

Depending on 

the labor duties 

outlined in the 

RFP, the school 

may need to 

School will 

likely need a 

commercial 

refrigerator 

and warmer. 

If needed, the 

FSMC may 

provide and 

oven for 

heating. 

School must 

meet all state 

and local 

health codes 

and obtain a 

license to 

operate a 

retail food 

establishment. 

Prices for 

paid and 

adult meals 

are 

determined 

with 

consideration 

for the fixed 

cost per 

meal. The 

school pays 

the FSMC the 

fixed rate for 

each meal 

ordered, and 

is only 

reimbursed 

the USDA 

rate for each 

meal served 

Utilities, janitorial 

services, and waste 

removal will likely 

be a responsibility 

of the school.    
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vendor for 

other duties.  

solicit bids for 

milk to be 

purchased 

outside of this 

contract.  

provide a staff 

member to 

complete other 

administrative 

duties, such as 

the submission 

of 

weekly/monthly 

logs or sending 

out account 

balance 

notices.   

(which may 

be more or 

less than the 

fixed cost per 

meal) The 

price for paid 

and adult 

meals should 

at least be 

the fixed cost 

per meal.  

Contract with 

Local District 

School 

contracts 

with a district 

in their 

geographical 

area who 

caters meals. 

Meals are 

generally 

delivered hot 

and served 

by the 

school. Meals 

tend to be 

less 

expensive 

than an 

FSMC.  

SFA approves a 

contract for 

meal delivery 

between the 

school and 

their local 

district. The 

school pays a 

fixed cost for 

each meal 

ordered. 

School will likely 

need to 

provide staff to 

serve, run the 

point-of-sale, 

clean, and 

complete other 

administrative 

duties. This may 

be included in 

the contract to 

be provided by 

the district but 

is less common.  

School may 

need a 

commercial 

refrigerator 

and tall 

warmer. The 

equipment 

may be 

provided by 

the local 

district. School 

must meet all 

state and 

local health 

codes and 

obtain a 

license to 

operate a 

retail food 

establishment.     

Prices for 

paid an adult 

meals are 

determined 

considering 

the fixed cost 

per meal 

ordered and 

the school’s 

labor needs. 

Again, the 

school is only 

reimbursed 

per meal 

served.  

Utilities, janitorial 

services, and waste 

removal will likely 

be a responsibility 

of the school.  The 

local district may or 

may not provide 

disposables such as 

paper trays, napkin, 

utensils, etc.  

 

Which model is right for my school? 

 The Pinnacle SFA can help guide your decision making process, but in the end 

your school should choose the serving model which makes the most operational and 

financial sense. Although you will maintain a nonprofit food service fund, the goal is to 

break-even on this program. Your school will need to designate some staffing hours to 

the implementation of this program, even if a vendor prepares and serves your meals. 

Below are some steps to take in determining the right service model for your school: 

1. Set goals for your food service program 

a. What is most important to you? Is it scratch cooking, procuring local foods, 

improving access to school meals, accommodating your current facility, 

cost-control, or another factor important? 

b. Would you also like to provide breakfast, snack, or other programs? 

c. What will be your level of support from staff?  
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i. Do you have the staff and administrative support needed to ensure 

the success of the program? 

ii.  Are you planning to participate in wellness initiatives (other than 

what is required)?  

2. Take a look at your current facilities 

a. Do you have a kitchen or any equipment? If not, what space would you 

use to serve? 

b. Do you have any equipment that can be used? 

c. How much will it cost to prepare your space? (Commercial equipment 

may need more power, you may need to upgrade flooring and walls, 

etc.)  

d. Is your school equipped to handle increased janitorial and waste removal 

needs? 

3. Determine your staffing needs 

a. How many students do you expect to participate? (the more students 

eating, the more help you may need to keep your line short) 

b. Do you currently have staff who could serve or run the point-of-sale? If 

not, would your school be willing to hire someone?  

c. Would your school rather have someone else serve and run the point-of 

sale? 

d. Who is going to be responsible for administrative duties? (Record 

submission, etc.).  

e. If you would like to prepare food on-site, do you have knowledgeable 

staff or do you feel equipped to hire appropriate staff? 

4. Estimate your financial outcome 

a. What startup costs will you have? 

i. Equipment, facility upgrades, point-of-sale software, etc.  

b. What is your current enrollment? 

i. How many students do you expect to participate? Adults? 

ii. What is your free & reduced eligibility percentage (may need FEDS 

forms to determine)?  

1. This will determine how many free, reduced, and paid meals 

you may be able to claim for 

2. This will also determine how you want to price your paid 

meals- will the majority of your meals be reimbursed at the 

free rate or the paid rate? 

c. Would you rather have your labor cost included in the price per meal or 

separately? 

i. It can be easier to cover the cost of labor if it is included in the 

meal price 

d. Are you going to allow students to charge meals? 



[Type here] 
 

 

The Pinnacle 

School Food Authority 
1001 W. 84th Ave, Federal Heights, 80260 

303.450.3985 x1136 

www.pinnaclesfa.org 

 

i. The point-of-sale system is like a cash register that can track 

student’s account balances. Will you allow them to go negative or 

do they have to pay up front? 

1. If they can go negative, how much? And what will be your 

policy for collecting unpaid balances?  

e. Can you estimate your revenue vs. expenditure? 

 

Example: An elementary school contracts with a FSMC, and the 

fixed cost per meal is $2.00 with the cost of a server included in the 

meal. A school staff member runs the point-of-sale and completes 

other administrative duties, totaling about 10 hours of work each 

week. The school staff member is paid $15.00 per hour.  

1. The school averages 100 meals per day, and charges $2.50 for a 

paid lunch. On average, 50% of the meals go to students who have 

a free eligibility status, 10% reduced, and 40% paid.  

 

Revenue: 

 50 free meals/day with $3.15 federal reimbursement: $157.5  

 10 reduced meals/day with $2.75 federal reimbursement: 

$27.5 

 40 paid meals/day with $.37 federal reimbursement: $15.17 

 40 paid meals/day with a price of $2.50: $100.00 

  Total federal and non-federal revenue per day: 

$300.17 

  Times five school days (total revenue per week): 

$1,500.85 

Expenses: 

 500 meals per week at $2.50 fixed fee price: $1,250.00 

 SFA fee of $.12 per meal served: $60.00 

 10 labor hours of $15.00/hour: $150.00 

  Total expense per week: $1,460.00 

This leaves $40.85 each week for other direct and indirect costs.  

  

f. Is your school prepared to subsidize with the general fund? 

i. If your food service fund is negative at the end of the school year, 

you will be required to make a transfer from the general fund to 

bring the balance to zero.  
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Summary 

 A school meal program can be an important contributor to student’s academic 

and behavioral success, and can serve as a platform for wellness at your school. When 

determining how you want to serve meals at your school, there are many factors to 

consider.  Operational and financial sustainability should be at the top of your list.  

 The Pinnacle School Food Authority is proud to serve charter schools in Colorado, 

and we would be happy to help your school implement the right meal program. For 

more information, please contact our School Food Authority Director at (303) 450-3985 

x1136 or visit www.pinnaclesfa.org.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.pinnaclesfa.org/

