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Introduction 

 

Lunch is something that many of us take for granted. We may bring it with us to 

work or head out to a restaurant with friends. Dealings may be done over business 

lunches.  It’s a time of the day to take a break, refuel, and refocus. This same mentality 

can be applied to school lunches. It’s a time of the day for students to hang out with 

friends, refuel, and refocus. But what if you are not given that opportunity to refuel? Or 

what if you were given that opportunity but only to be humiliated because of something 

that is out of your control? Welcome to America, the greatest country on earth, where 

Lunch Shaming still occurs.  

 Lunch shaming is a term used to describe situations in which students are 

publicly singled out and stigmatized during lunch, usually through being provided an 

alternative meal, branding (such as being marked on the body or wearing something), 

or having lunch withheld, in an effort to get the parents to pay a debt to the school 

(Moreau & Pilcher, n.d.) Through no fault of their own, students are humiliated and 

sometimes deprived of food. Schools should be considered a safe space. We worry 

about bullying from other students, but this type bullying is basically school-sanctioned 

humiliation. Students are being punished for something they did not do and cannot help.   

 The concept of lunch shaming is a dark secret that many schools would rather 

not talk about. Thanks to the era of instant access and news sharing it has become 

more well-known in recent years. I learned about it while taking a Poverty in Education 

class at SIUE.  I then looked at my own school’s handbook to see if we participated in 

such a practice.  At my school, if a student has a balance of over $25, they are given a 
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cheese sandwich for lunch. They wait in line with the rest of the lunch population but 

grab a tray with the cheese sandwich on it instead of the regular lunch.   

The Department of Agriculture published a report in 2014 showing that almost 

half of all districts do some sort of lunch shaming; half of those gave out a cold 

sandwich instead of a hot meal, with 3 percent denying food all together, in an effort to 

pressure parents into paying their bill (Siegel, 2017).  Besides being given an alternative 

meal that is inferior or throwing their meal in the garbage, students are also sometimes 

asked to perform manual labor or are branded with a stamp saying, “I need lunch 

money” (Moreau & Pilcher, n.d.).  My school also takes part in this as certain students 

will help clear off tables and clean trays in exchange for food.  The common theme in 

these instances is that the student is being caught in the middle.  Students, especially 

younger ones, are not able to get a job and pay their own way.  The bill that is owed is 

at no fault of a student’s actions, yet they are the ones paying the price. It is the actions 

or lack of action from the parents.  Lunch shaming isn’t something that has guidelines or 

is regulated either. Schools have free will to impose whatever shaming techniques they 

wish just as long as they put it into writing (Lee, 2017). 

 

Subjectivity and Positionality Statement 

 

 My beliefs going into this were that students are impacted negatively by lunch 

shaming.  I believe that no person likes to be excluded or singled out for something that 

is out of their control.  Students want to feel like any other student.  I also believe that 

administrators and cafeteria workers who have participated in lunch shaming do not like 

lunch shaming and were just following orders.   
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 I am currently an 8th grade special education teacher. Students of mine have 

been victims of lunch shaming. My social class now as well as growing up also led me 

to this topic. I grew up with a single mom who qualified for free/reduced lunch but 

refused to accept it. I could have been one of those students had the practice been 

around then. Lastly, I feel my education has given me better understanding and more 

passion for this topic. I changed my entire course of study for graduate school after 

taking the Poverty in Schools class and have done countless hours of research on its 

impact.  

I have not met one person that likes the idea of students having to go through 

lunch shaming, which could impact my subjectivity and positionality.  Some of the 

characteristics of the participants reminded me of myself when I was their age. They 

also reminded me of students in my classroom.  I’m sure my disdain for lunch shaming 

resulted in how I probed further with the questioning of the participants, but I feel this 

only helped to strengthen the research.  

 

Literature Review 

 

Impact on Students 

School can already be a tough atmosphere for some students to navigate.  It’s a 

critical point where they are trying to pass classes, make friends, and figure out their 

place in the world.  Students are still developing physically and mentally.  They have 

pressures not only in school but outside of it as well. I believe lunch shaming is a form 
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of bullying that adds to student difficulties through stigmatization, shame, and poor 

nutrition.  

 Perhaps the biggest problem with lunch shaming is that it is stigmatizing for the 

student. Since every student participates in lunch, it’s hard to avoid others noticing what 

you are eating.  Students that are being lunch shamed are forced to display the fact that 

they cannot afford a regular lunch, to be known as a “cheese sandwich kid”, a “Scarlet 

Letter”.  It’s either that or finding food to bring from home or choosing not to eat 

altogether.   In a setting where kids already are judged by what they wear or how they 

look, putting this undue stress on them for what they eat doesn’t help them with gaining 

cultural capital.  Students will not succeed at school when marginalized groups don’t 

have access to the cultural capital of dominant groups (Murphy, Tubritt, & Norman, 

2017). Students are measuring students by what they eat and who has wealth, which in 

turn creates a stigma where students may want to dismiss lunch altogether or feel that 

the taste is unsatisfactory because of the association to being low cost (Sweeney, 

2018).  

This stigma can also lead to other problems, such as bullying. Bullying can be 

defined as repeated behavior that occurs over time, can be verbal or physical, and is 

intended to show an imbalance of strength or power (Cunningham, 2007). Some of the 

common characteristics of students that are bullied is insecurity, anxiety, appearing 

withdrawn, behaving passively, emotionality, signs of depression and loneliness 

(Bernstein & Watson, 1997; Cunningham, 2007).  Coming from families of lower 

socioeconomic status plays a role, which could lead to bullying for not wearing suitable 

clothes and just general deviation from what others consider normal (Bernstein & 
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Watson, 1997; Erdoğdu, 2016). Impacts could include loss of friendships, feelings of 

hopelessness, depression, impacts to physical health, disruptions to learning, more 

involvement in alcohol use, weapon carrying, delinquency, violation of parental rules, 

and eating disorders (Lester, Cross, Shaw, & Dooley, 2012).  

The impact of bullying should be considered by educators and researchers; they 

should be aware of what it can do to students at school and beyond the classroom and 

look to tackle the issue proactively instead of reactively (Waters & Mashburn, 2017). 

However, teachers often feel as though they do not know how to address bullying in 

schools or how to spot it.  They feel it is their responsibility to help prevent bullying, but 

they don’t feel that they are trained in effective ways to respond to it (Waters & 

Mashburn, 2017).  

 Another negative impact of lunch shaming is shame itself. Humiliation, ridicule 

and social exclusion on a continual basis can bring about psychological and physical 

pathological reactions (Aslund, Starrin, Leppert, & Nilsson, 2009). While students who 

experience lunch shaming shouldn’t be at fault, it would be hard to carry around the 

burden of feeling it might be. Shame is an attack on the self; it gives a sense of feeling 

not good enough and can take the joy away from things that were once enjoyable 

(Johnson, 2012).  Shame can dampen the feelings of belonging and can cause 

withdrawal to get away from the judgement of others (Johnson, 2012).  How you view 

yourself in regard to social status is an active influence in the formation of self-image 

and self-esteem (Aslund, Starrin, Lepper, & Nilsson, 2009). Sadly, the feeling of shame 

and humiliation is a major spark of violent crimes (Aslund, Starrin, Lepper, & Nilsson, 

2009).  
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 Another consequence of lunch shaming can be poor nutrition. Nutrition plays an 

important role in not only the physical development of students but also academic 

development in the classroom. The latest school food standards mandate that schools 

must include healthy options such as fruits, vegetables and whole grain foods and also 

have lower levels of trans and saturated fats and sodium while also adhering to calorie 

requirements that are grade-level specific (Asada, Ziemann, Zatz & Chriqui, 2017). 

While schools must meet these daily dietary requirements when providing lunches there 

are no requirements for students to even receive a lunch. Nutrition problems from lunch 

shaming may come on top of food insecurity already faced by students coming from 

poverty.  Food insecurity occurs when nutritionally sufficient foods are not readily 

available or the ability to acquire such foods in a socially common way is narrow or 

unreliable (Gunderson & Zilak, 2014). There are a myriad of problems associated with 

food insecurity, such as anxiety, cognitive problems, higher level of aggression, anemia, 

lower nutrient intake, asthma, increased risk of hospitalization, and poorer overall health 

(Gunderson & Zilak, 2014). Food insecurity isn’t the only problem that students in 

poverty may have, there is also the issue of food insufficiency.   

Food insufficiency is defined as deficiency in the volume of food intake because 

of having a shortage of money or resources that furnishes access to enough food 

(Khan, Pinckney, Keeney, Frankowski, & Carney, 2011).  Being food insufficient can 

lead to rise in suicidal attempts and overall suicidal symptoms, depressive disorders, 

likelihood of suspension, likelihood of dysthymia, likelihood of needing counseling, lower 

arithmetic scores, higher chance of repeating a grade, difficulties with peer interactions, 

and low participation in physical activity (Khan, Pinckney, Keeney, Frankowski, & 
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Carney, 2011). Poor nutrition can also affect what happens in the classroom by making 

it harder to listen, pay attention, and learn (Jensen, 2013).  Student behavior is 

influenced by having low energy, where they can appear listless, or they can be 

hyperactive from processed foods with higher sugar (Jensen, 2013).  When lunch 

shaming involves providing students with a less nutritious lunch or with no lunch at all, it 

can only contribute to food insecurity, food insufficiency, and problems in the classroom.  

Impact Poverty Already Has on Students 

The National School Lunch Program was established in 1946.  Thirty-one million 

students participate in the program spanning over 100,000 schools, 19 million receive 

free lunches and almost 3 million qualify for reduced lunches, with not everyone 

applying either as they feel there is a stigma associated with it (Gunderson & Ziliak, 

2014). To be considered for assistance families must qualify.  According to 2018-2019 

guidelines a family’s income cannot exceed the federal poverty level by 130 percent, 

which equates to $32,630 for a family of 4 (Sweeney, 2018).  Studies show that the 

National School Lunch Program can help low-income families from the dangers of food 

insufficiency (Huang & Barnidge, 2016).  

Lunch shaming exacerbates problems already felt by students living in poverty or 

on the edge of poverty. Students living in poverty can come from neighborhoods with 

higher chances of health risks like lack of reliable drinking water and higher air 

contamination (Jensen, 2010). They may have less supportive networks, live in more 

populated households or single parent homes, more chaotic households, and may rely 

on peers for emotional support (Jensen, 2010). Living in poverty may mean a higher 

chance of chemical dependence and depression, which can lead a child to feel isolated 
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and unloved and can influence a child’s optimism and self-esteem (Jensen, 2010). If the 

basic needs of these students are not being met in their home life, if they are already 

having stress and anxiety, there is no need to add any more stressors to students that 

have been at a disadvantage since birth.  

The impact of shaming may be felt more by those who are close to being poor 

than by those who are already poor. Members of the working class are living paycheck 

to paycheck and, unable to acquire wealth, are struggling to afford essential items such 

as housing, food, and clothing (Gorski, 2013). It is these families that are not able to 

qualify for aid due to making too much money is where a failure lies (Lareau, 2003). 

Lunch shaming isn’t just reserved for those hovering around the poverty level as it can 

include any student that has a certain balance.   

  

Methods 

Research Design 

 The study was a qualitative research project with former students that 

experienced lunch shaming. I collected data through open ended questions with semi 

structured interviews. 

 

Data Sources 

 A total of 6 individual interviews took place.  The interviews focused on the 

feelings and perceptions of the students’ experiences with lunch shaming. Pre-written, 

open-ended questions were used during the interviews and the participants did not have 

access to the questions. The questions are included in the Appendix. The interviews 
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lasted between 15 minutes and 35 minutes and were recorded using TapeACall Pro 

over the phone.  All interviews took place during the Spring semester of 2019. 

 

Procedures 

 In February of 2019 I began sending out emails to different professors on 

campus and posting on Facebook in search of participants.  I then turned to Reddit to 

broaden my search, where I then collected the most responses. The invitations and 

posts included the topic, expected interview duration, possible interview settings, and 

goal of the research. I met with four of the participants in March and two in April. 

Interviews were conducted with mutually agreed upon times and no follow up interviews 

were necessary. Data analysis began in May and continued through July.   

 

Participants 

 The participants for this research study included 6 former students that were from 

schools that participated in lunch shaming.  I selected 4 female and 2 male participants 

with ages ranging from 19 to 45, with 5 white participants and 1 Latina participant.   

While the participants were in school, 4 of had parents in original marriages while the 

other two were living with their mothers and a stepfather. The participants’ mothers 

were employed in various occupations: one was a law firm secretary, another worked in 

a daycare, still another was an accountant, and the other was self-employed. One of 

their mothers was unemployed and the final participant’s mother was a stay at home 

mom. The fathers and stepfathers of my participants also had a range of employment 

consisting in one serving as a correctional officer, another was a carpenter, one was a 
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mailroom clerk, another a realtor, one a truck driver, and another self-employed.  I found 

it important to include the employment of the parents of the participants to show that 

they did come from working families. Having a job doesn’t necessarily mean that you 

have the income to cover all of the basic necessities.  

 I recruited most of my participants through Reddit.  It took longer than I’d hoped 

forming my research pool as I found many people who responded to multiple posts but 

only 5 agreed to be interviewed.  Again, many people responded to my invitation to 

participate in this research via Facebook but only one agreed to be interviewed.  I found 

many people willing to share stories through comments and messages on social media, 

but getting them to commit to interviews was challenging. I was happy when I finally 

found six of my own former students who showed enthusiasm about the project and 

agreed to participate in my study.  

 

Data Analysis  

 I started data analysis by transcribing each interview soon after they were 

recorded.  After transcription, I used open coding while reading through interview 

transcripts to generate possible themes as well as memoing to take note of my thought 

process. I then read through the interviews again using focused coding and came up 

with my themes. Bullying and humiliation took place as a result of lunch shaming, 

participants were left hungry and this impacted their academics, participants were 

resourceful, school personnel and parents played a role, and adults should know better 

will be discussed below.  
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Findings 

 

 I conducted interviews with six participants, each of whom provided insight to the 

impact that lunch shaming has had on them, and, I imagine, students in general. 

Pseudonyms took the place of the participant’s names.  

The first participant I interviewed was Ellen, a 23-year-old white college student.  

During the time she attended high school, her dad was a correctional officer and her 

mother a stay at home mom.  

Erica was the most recent high school graduate; she is 19, also attends college, 

and has a disability.  Her mom works for a law firm as a secretary and her stepfather 

was is a mailroom clerk.   

The third interview I conducted was with Brett, who also has a disability.  Brett is 

white, 22, and started work after high school.  Both of his parents are self-employed.   

Lisa was the fourth interview. She is 38, white, and started an LPN program after 

high school.  Her mother is unemployed, and her stepfather a carpenter.  Lisa is the 

only interview that was found through Facebook with the rest coming from Reddit.   

The fifth interview was Sophia.  She is 27, Latina, and went into the military after 

high school.  While she attended high school Sophia’s father was a truck driver and her 

mother was an accountant.   

The final interview was Mark.  He is 45, white, joined the workforce after 

graduating high school and later attended college. While he was in school, his father 

was a realtor and his mother operated a daycare.   

All six of the interviews were conducted over the phone and recorded. The 

participants seemed eager to get their story out as it seemed as if they were ready to 
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jump into speaking of their experiences. I think what helped was that they were 

speaking to a special education teacher who has familiarity with students that have 

been through lunch shaming.  I was pleased with the amount of detail that the 

participants gave.  At times I could tell that it was emotional for them to speak of their 

memories.  I also think this is why they spoke so passionately about the topic as they 

felt that their story needed to be on record.    

Five major themes emerged. The first is that bullying and humiliation took place 

as a result of lunch shaming.  The participants endured bullying and humiliation both in 

the lunchroom and in the classroom due to their school’s lunch shaming practices. The 

second theme is that the participants were left hungry and this impacted their 

academics.  The participants would sometimes go without food which would make it 

harder to focus on their schoolwork. The third theme is that the participants would be 

resourceful in planning ahead or relying on other students to try to have access to food. 

Unfortunately, this resourcefulness was not rewarded in their academics, despite its 

being a key life skill. The fourth theme focused on the conflicting roles that parents and 

school personnel played in lunch shaming. Certain parents would plead with schools for 

their child to receive food while school personnel would keep up with administering 

alternative lunch practices that were detrimental to the students. The final theme that 

emerged is that adults should know better.  The participants are still trying to process 

why adults did and are still allowing lunch shaming take place.  

 

Bullying and humiliation took place as a result of lunch shaming  

The first theme that emerged was that bullying and humiliation took place as a 

result of their lunch-shaming situation.  Everyone that was interviewed had experienced 
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this, with some experiencing this happening more frequently than others. While each 

incident may have been different than the others, the end result for each involved 

humiliation and other students taking notice.  

Each school the participants described had a different way of administering lunch 

shaming.  In the case of Ellen, the school would stamp the students’ hand stating that 

they needed lunch money as a result of an unpaid bill. They would then show the stamp 

to their parents upon returning home from school. Ellen recalled the first time it 

happened, stating, “I was embarrassed, and I felt sick, and I was hungry and upset. I 

wanted to cry.  Cause I was probably seven when this happened.” For Erica, Sophia, 

and Mark, it was a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that schools provided to students 

who lacked funds. As Erica noted, “We were often told that we couldn't have the hot 

lunch. Or handed a peanut butter and jelly sandwich or, it was always something from 

the back, something disgusting.” Moreover, Mark recalled that it was “the crappiest 

peanut butter you ever had; I think it was just punishment.” While Brett did receive a 

bologna sandwich, it could only happen three times.  

You were able to go a total of $10 negative in your student lunch balance or 
whatever.  They would tell you whenever you were at the $5 mark, and after 
zero, and at $10 they would start doing this like “three strikes and you’re out” kind 
of thing.  
 

After the three strikes the students would not receive any sort of lunch.  Brett also 

remembers the first time that it happened to him:  

I think the first time I remember was around the fourth or fifth grade. It was an 
outright refusal lunch cause I didn't know that I would get refused lunch. I figured 
I would get a sack lunch. I went up to the lunch lady without a lunch in my hand 
cause I knew she was just gonna take it from ya. I was expecting her to reach 
into her register and open up the cabinet and pull out a sack lunch like they 
usually would. She had told me I already reached my maximum free lunches, 
and I went to my table and I think that's whenever it hit me the hardest. 



Running head: Feelings and Perceptions        15 

 
Not only was Brett not able to eat, he had to endure the probability that his peers were 

wondering why he was being singled out.  

Interviewees also reported that classmates would notice when others were 

receiving a different lunch from them. When accepting the alternate lunch other 

students would know that meant you were from a lower socioeconomic class. Lisa 

recalled having to use a different colored ticket and a student pointing it out for others to 

see.  “I just remember that being very humiliating because you think that you're sitting 

being accepted by people . . . they wanted to call you out for being poor, wanted to 

make fun of you.” Additionally, Erica recalled that others could tell you were getting the 

“poor people’s lunch” or the “mommy and daddy didn’t pay the bill” lunch. Humiliation 

also came while in the lunch line itself.  Sophia remembers getting stopped while in line 

and told that she couldn’t receive a hot lunch because she had a balance. “I thought it 

was ridiculous . . . when people see that peanut butter and jelly and that carton of milk 

on your tray, they know that you have a balance.” Sophia would also try and have a 

friend that didn’t have a balance get lunch for her.  It worked at first, but the school 

caught on and wouldn’t allow that to happen, even if there was money to pay for the 

lunch in full, all because she still had a balance. This would lead to Sophia not eating 

anything. She laments: 

So, they wouldn't let you get nothing. Nothing. How does that make you feel? 
What because I’ve charged a little bit with you guys and now you're gonna make 
me feel like shit because I can't afford to eat? Now that I think about it, that's 
really some messed up shit.   
 

While Sophia struggled with teachers targeting her, for Brett, the bulk of humiliation 

would come from teachers wanting to help.  His teachers would ask for food from other 
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students to help him, but it would also single him out at the same time.  He didn’t 

request the help, and this would only add more to the problem. Ellen recalled being 

singled out while in the lunch line. 

I think the most harmful part of lunch shaming is being told when you’re in line, 
trying to get lunch, that you can’t have lunch and having the rest of your peers 
hear that and be aware that you don’t have money, and you don’t have food.  I 
think that’s the most harmful part about it. 
 

This humiliation would cause some students to want to avoid lunch.  Lisa stated, “I 

remember in high school, eating my lunch or hiding in the bathroom until lunch was over 

with.” While Lisa would hide, Sophia would have rather avoided it all together. “I used to 

not wanna go to lunch, I would dread going to lunch. You're not supposed to dread 

going to lunch, lunch is supposed to be the half hour to get away from academics, not 

the other way around.” It’s hard to avoid a time of the day, lunch, that every student has 

built into their schedule.  

The part that is most disheartening is that some students in the study were 

already being bullied. Erica said, “I was just picked on a lot. I was a very conservative 

child, very shy. And so, I got teased a lot, called names, teacher's pet, things like that.” 

Similarly, Sophia stated she was picked on every day. Brett, who has lighter skin and 

freckles, remembers students connecting the dots on his skin if he fell asleep in class. 

Erica was a student with a disability.  She would often be pulled out of classes or have 

an aid with her, which, she said, made things more challenging for her fitting in.  “I was 

often verbally abused. I was emotionally abused, for a long time. I was told that I would 

never fit in. I was stupid or retarded because I took extra help.” In short, Erica found 

lunch shaming to be, “another thing to add to it”, since she was already being bullied.  
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Participants were left hungry and this impacted their academics 

 

 For many of those I interviewed, it wasn’t a rare occurrence to have lunch 

shaming happen to them, and as if the shame itself weren’t bad enough, the 

participants recalled having to suffer hunger.  Mark recalled it happening 3-4 times a 

month. When he was 9 years old, he worked on a paper route, though, to help pay for 

his lunch. Erica didn’t remember how many times she went without food since she tried 

bringing a lunch to avoid the embarrassment and the hunger. Additionally, Ellen stated 

that she went hungry 15-20 times between her 1st and 5th grade years. Sophia said it 

happened frequently. Brett, who would be denied a lunch after the third strike, he rarely 

ate lunch the rest of the year.  He stated that the amount of times he didn’t eat lunch 

totaled to around 6 months while in school.  Furthermore, Lisa didn’t eat half the time 

during her 8th grade year, although some of that was due to helping in the library during 

her lunch period. She would assist in the library during lunch to earn money to pay off 

her cheerleading uniform. While Erica would try and bring a lunch, if she forgot it, she 

stated, “I went hungry. I didn't eat. I couldn't afford to charge the meals to the account.” 

Those sentiments were echoed by Mark, “If you didn’t have money, you didn’t eat.” Not 

getting enough to eat was a common theme for the students in my study. 

 My interviewees all felt that food insecurity interfered with their academics. Brett 

would regularly fall asleep because he didn’t have the energy to proceed with the school 

day. “It's kind of ridiculous cause whenever you're young you need the nutrients to grow 

and what not.” Lisa stated that she would get anxiety from not having enough to eat and 

said, “when your stomach's growling ... cause you're hungry that that's all you're 

thinking about or you're more tired.” Additionally, Ellen stated, “Being denied lunch 
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definitely affected my academics at school because obviously you're hungry, you can't 

focus as well.”  Although Erica would try and get food from friends to help her through 

the day, it wasn’t always readily available. “When you're sitting there in class, and you're 

starving, and you're asking your friends for a snack or something, and they can't give it 

to you, it's pretty crappy.” Erica was acknowledging the problem but couldn’t do 

anything about it.  

   

Participants were resourceful  

The participants would try and be resourceful to help with their lack of food, by 

planning ahead or using networking. For Lisa it was borrowing money from other 

students. “If you could borrow $0.10 from 5 friends, you'd have $0.50 to get an ice 

cream and that would hold me over, so I'd rather do that, which you know like in a kid's 

mind ... If you think about it, it sounds so silly to be borrowing money.” Lisa also stated 

that borrowing would also carry over into her activities after school since she would still 

be hungry.  

I mean I would be hungry anyway; you know what I mean? So, when you're 
hungry and everybody else is eating, it was like, I don't know, it's their normal 
routine . . .I was in track and their parents would pack little snack lunches for their 
kids for track practice or to be eaten and I wouldn't have that so, you know, there 
you are again, borrowing. 
 

Mark would borrow from friends but would use the excuse that he forgot to grab lunch 

from home because it was easier than admitting that his family didn’t have the money. 

Students tried to plan ahead.  Brett would try and grab an extra cereal box during 

breakfast to stash in his backpack so he could have something to eat later. Planning 

ahead didn’t always work. As stated earlier, Sophia would ask others to buy her lunch 
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and would get reprimanded by school personnel. Even when trying to find alternate 

ways to secure access to food, the students often experienced roadblocks.  

 

School Personnel and Parents Played a Role 

 The role that school personnel and parents played during lunch is also something 

every participant discussed. Many of the participants remember being denied lunch 

while in line.  Cafeteria personnel are the ones following rules set out by the district and 

denying the lunch. Erica stated that her lunch lady was “one of the worst lunch ladies 

you could’ve ever had.” Lisa was a cheerleader who cheered alongside the daughter of 

her school’s principal. Since she had an established bond with the principal, she felt 

comfortable going to him if she was hungry. If she needed a lunch, for instance, he 

would take her into the kitchen of the lunchroom and get her a lunch.  She would have 

to sign a piece of paper saying that she would pay it back. She received lunch this way 

from the principal only a few times and paid back what was owed. One instance Lisa 

tried going into the kitchen when the principal wasn’t there, to get herself a lunch and 

sign the piece of paper like she had done before.  Since the principal wasn’t around to 

vouch for her, a cafeteria staff member denied her receiving a lunch that day.  

 Parents of some of the respondents were also a factor as some of them would try 

and speak with the school. When Ellen would go home extremely hungry or when she 

said she was only able to share a friend’s lunch her mom would be angry. “When I was 

denied lunch, I brought it up with my parents. And my parents immediately were 

bringing it up with the principal and bringing it up with the school district.” Mark’s parents 

knew what was happening but were okay with their son being fed at least something. 

His parents did feel guilty that he would sometimes be denied eating.  
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Likewise, Sophia’s parents knew about her being denied food and it angered them, but 

they knew there was nothing they could do help her eat in the cafeteria 

regularly.  Brett’s parents made just enough money to not qualify for lunch aid but still 

did not make enough to provide lunch money daily. He reported that 

They were upset with the school about it. They argued with the school about 
trying to get me in the free-lunch program. Clearly, we weren't making enough for 
me to eat every day. Sometimes they weren't making enough for me to eat even 
once a week. So, the school kinda said you guys are making too much for us to 
give you the free lunch. So, they kinda just exhausted what they could do. After 
that point, they would, occasionally whenever we had the money, they'd go buy 
one of those party packs chips, variety or whatever, and send me to school with 
two bags of chips if I was lucky. There were several times my parents drove up to 
the school after I let them know I was denied lunch. 

 
 

While Brett did have parents that would talk with the school, other participants took a 

different approach. Erica and Lisa, for instance, didn’t want to tell their parents about 

what was happening at school.  Lisa felt that since her mom also grew up poor that she 

shouldn’t complain. “I didn't feel like my life compared to hers, like I had a right to be 

sad, you know, or feel sorry for myself.” For these students who were going through 

lunch shaming they did not turn to their parents for comfort as they did not want to 

bother them or add more stress.   

Adults Should Know Better 

 In sharing thoughts about the role of adults in their experiences with lunch-

shaming, the participants gave their views on what they would like to say to school 

personnel who participate in lunch shaming practices today. Mark stated, “Why even 

bother? What it costs to put PB and J together is probably the same cost to throw 

something on the trays.” Cost isn’t the only issue. Ellen said, “I would probably tell them 

that it's not ethical to deny a growing child food. I would probably ask them how they 
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would feel if their own kids were denied food. It's not okay to not give a kid food.” 

Besides ethical reasons, food is also being presented as a privilege. Sophia displayed 

frustration when stating, “Honestly, like what's wrong with you? You're making food 

seem like a privilege if you really think about it. You're disciplining me, like the type of 

food that I'm eating is a privilege, oh you're having a privilege to eat a burger versus a 

cheese sandwich, like get real.” Lisa connected this as a form of adult bullying by 

saying, “You're adults. Why were you not thinking of these children? Why are you 

involved in the bullying process? Because that's what it is.”   This form of adult bullying 

can also leave a lasting impact. Brett recalled on how lunch shaming effected his 

development: 

I feel like it kinda impacted the development of myself. I've always been a special 
learner, or a special needs kid. I always sat in the special needs room and what 
not. The special needs learning so, I kinda feel like it impacted my, I guess 
growing is the best way to put it. And I feel if that wasn't an issue at all, then I feel 
like I wouldn't nearly have as many problems as I think I do now days. 
Sometimes I catch myself eating faster than everybody else now days, for fear of 
getting food taken away from me. 
 

This quote from Brett is powerful as it shows the lasting impact that lunch shaming can 

have on students. Years may pass but what happened to the participants is still fresh in 

their minds. Now that the participants are adults, they’re hoping that by sharing their 

story they can help put an end to lunch shaming.  

 

Discussion 

The themes that emerged from the interviews are consistent with the literature 

that is reviewed earlier in this report. Every participant went through some sort of 

humiliation or embarrassment associated with lunch shaming. The participants also 

experienced stigmatization as a result as well. This linkage between humiliation and 
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stigmatization is supported by (Aslund, Starrin, Leppert, & Nilsson, 2009) and (Sweeney, 

2018) who found that students may dismiss eating altogether which in turn can lead to more 

problems.  While some of the students were already being bullied, the lunch shaming 

exacerbated it. Some of the participants did incur poor nutrition as well as have trouble 

accessing cultural capital. When looking at the jobs the parents of the participants have, 

it’s a definite possibility that their income placed them outside of the criteria for 

free/reduced lunch, which is where lunch shaming occurs. It surprised me how much 

detail they were able to remember, since for some many years had passed since they 

had been in high school. Because humiliation is such a big factor in my findings, I now 

wonder if the difficulty and hesitation I encountered when trying to secure participants 

for my study stemmed from the trauma of their past experiences of feeling shamed and 

their desire not to relive them. I now think it speaks to the lasting impact this practice 

has on people and the need to change this damaging practice. In what follows I discuss 

each theme in turn, highlighting what I see as the most important takeaways.  

It didn’t surprise me that many of my participants were also bullied outside of the 

lunchroom. Students in my own school that experienced lunch shaming also faced 

bullying as well. Lunch is also a social activity where many students are present.  Being 

singled out due to lunch shaming doesn’t help with gaining access to a more popular 

crowd. It also didn’t surprise me that parents and school personnel in the participants’ 

lives wanted to help when they could. Parents typically want the best for their child and 

would rather their child not be humiliated.  The same can go for school personnel.  

I have spoken to other educators about this topic and it’s not a popular practice.  Most 

teachers want their students to feel comfortable at school.  I also wasn’t surprised that 

the participants would go hungry but was surprised at how many times it happened. 
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Instead of facing continual humiliation students are choosing to avoid the situation by 

not eating.  This leads to a bigger problem of food insecurity, which also impacts their 

performance in the classroom. For a student to go over a half a year without eating 

lunch, for instance, is inexcusable.  What interested me the most was that once the 

participants opened up, they were happy they did with the hopes that their story could 

help with putting an end to lunch shaming. At the time these students might have felt 

that there was nothing they could to do help their situation, to end the practice of lunch 

shaming.  By talking about it now, though, it could help other students from going 

through the same thing they did. 

The lack of nutrients that their body requires as a growing child will interfere with 

their academics. Which, they may not be receiving the required nutrients to begin with 

from home. Students may fall asleep during class or experience hunger pains while in 

the classroom. They are unable to focus on academics because of the lack of food. 

Previous research supports this stating that poor nutrition makes it harder to listen, pay 

attention, and learn (Jensen, 2013). This also interferes with extracurricular activities after 

school. Research shows that poor nutrition can lead to low energy or hyperactivity if 

they are eating an abundance of processed foods with high sugar (Jensen, 2013). A 

growing child requires certain nutrients, and this is not being provided while being lunch 

shamed.  

The results confirmed that lunch shaming has taken place, is still taking place, 

and it has negatively impacted students. 

  

Limitations 
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 There were limitations to the study.  The biggest was that I did not interview 

administrators, teachers, and food service workers to find out their views.  

Administrators were not able to shed light on their motivations.  It became apparent that 

teachers are impacted by this as well since some were trying to help, even though it 

made matters worse as in the case with Brett. More students could have been 

interviewed as well.  I also feel that legislators could have been interviewed, both those 

that have voted for and against bills involving lunch shaming.  Addressing these 

limitations could help to paint a broader picture. 

 

Implications 

The results of the research propose a couple of questions that need to be 

considered.  Why are we allowing lunch shaming to happen?  What can be done to end 

this? Now that lunch shaming is gaining more national attention it’s hard to ignore the 

implications. As for what can be done the definitive answer hasn’t been given.  Some 

schools have turned parents into collections.  Concerned citizens have started 

GoFundMe me accounts to pay down lunch debt.  The most prominent solution is for 

there to be free lunch for every student.  Legislation was introduced in 2017 with the 

“Anti Lunch Shaming Act”. A related bill, “No Blame, No Shame” was introduced in 

2018.  Both were referred to committee with no action taken since. Both bills are still 

active so there’s still hope for them being passed.  

The main point is that something needs to be done as it’s students that are 

caught in the middle. There are implications from this study that can impact the way we 

approach school lunch.  The results can be used to help guide legislation towards 
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ending lunch shaming.  It can also help to shed light on what students are going through 

with the hopes that school administrators will take it into consideration. When talking 

with friends and community members about the research, many were unaware of the 

term or that such a practice takes place.  This study could also help to inform others 

about the impact of lunch shaming.  

 Further research can still be done on the subject.  Administrators, food service 

workers, and teachers could also be interviewed. While I feel the result would still be the 

same it can only help in ending it.  There are many other students that this has 

impacted and I’m sure they would tell their story if it would benefit others.   

 In conclusion, we need to look at lunch shaming from a child’s perspective.  How 

would you feel if you were told that you weren’t going to eat today, especially why 

others are having lunch? How would you feel if you had to wear a hand stamp all day 

reminding you of this?  How would you feel watching students not be able to eat, in 

some cases thinking that this may be their only meal of the day?  How would you feel if 

you were already hungry and you had to focus on taking a test later that day?  How 

would you feel if others were judging you on your socioeconomic status?  How would 

you feel if there was something out of your control that you had to live through day in 

and day out?  We have students that go through this every day and have students that 

are caught in the middle.  We as adults need to be the ones to do something about it.  
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Appendix 

 

Interview Questions for Former Students 

1. Tell me about life during high school for you. 

2. What were your best and worst classes? 

3. Describe what kind of student you were. 

4. Tell me about your social life at school. 

5. To what extent did bullying go on at school? To what extent did it affect you? 

a. If appropriate - describe what happened 

6. Tell me about breakfast at school for you 

a. Prompt: did you normally eat breakfast? If so, what did it usually consist 

of? 

b. After school, did you feel that you got enough to eat? 

7. Tell me about how lunch was at school?  How did it work?  Who did you usually 

eat with?  What did you usually eat?  How was the school food? 

8.  Some people call it lunch shaming when the school treats kids differently from 

others if their parents haven’t paid their lunch bill.  Tell me about lunch shaming 

at the school you attended. 

9. What was your experience with lunch shaming?  When was the first time you 

remembered being lunch shamed?  Describe to me in detail what happened. 

a. Follow up: What kind of lunch shaming did your school do?  Did any of the 

students treat you differently?  How did it make you feel?  What was your 

reaction? 

10. How much did your family know about lunch shaming? What was their reaction? 

11. How many times did lunch shaming happen to you? 

12. To what extent did lunch shaming impact your social or academic life at school? 

13.  To what extent did you talk with anyone else in school about lunch shaming, 

such as an administrator or cafeteria worker, or other students?  If so, what was 

their response? 

14.  If you could talk to those responsible for starting lunch shaming, what would you 

like to say to them? 

15.  If you could talk to a student going through lunch shaming for the first time, what 

would you say to them? 

16.  What do you feel your school should have done besides lunch shaming to try 

and collect unpaid bills? 

17.  Is there anything else you would like to share regarding lunch shaming? 
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Demographic Survey for Former Students 

1. How old are you? 

2. What is your gender? 

3. What is your race? 

4. What did you do after high school? 

5. Current occupation? 

6. What did your parents do for a living while in school? 

 

 

Participants 

Name Age Ethnicity Parents Married Disability 

Ellen 23 White Y N 

Erica 19 White N Y 

Brett 22 White Y Y 

Lisa 38 White N N 

Sophia 27 Latino Y N 

Mark 45 White Y N 

 


