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Meal Counting and Claiming

Be sure you have a system in 
place to accurately count and 

claim reimbursable meals.

Breakfast and Lunch

 

You must have an accountable system 
in place so that you can: 
• Assure meals are reimbursable 
• Accurately count reimbursable meals 
AND 
• Carefully count meals by eligibility 
category (free, reduced price and paid) 
for your meal claim. 
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Counting & Claiming Meals

Your system for 
counting and claiming meals must contain:

 Eligibility Documentation
 Collection Procedures
 Point of Service (POS) Meal Counts
 Reports & Edit Checks
 Reimbursement Claims
 Internal Controls
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Accurately count, record and claim the 
number of meals actually served to 
eligible participants
Meals counted at a “Point of Service”
Meal counts taken at the time meals are 

served
Maintain written instructions at each site

 

Here’s how to ensure Acceptable Meal 
Counts: 
•  In order to obtain federal 
reimbursement for meal served, trained 
adults must accurately count, record 
and claim the number of meals actually 
served to eligible participants. 
 
• Everyone involved in the serving and 
counting of meals at each school site 
should know how to identify a 
reimbursable meal.  Training is a must!  
The person who has the responsibility 
for counting and recording meals as 
well as the person who enters the claim 
needs to be someone who is careful 



and has good math skills.   
 
•Only count meals at the “Point of 
Service” where it can be determined 
that a complete reimbursable meal is 
served to an eligible student.  
Remember the Meal Pattern in effect 
requires fruit, vegetable or a 
combination of both for a meal to be 
reimbursable.   
  
•A key element to accurate meal 
counting is that meals are counted at 
the time and place meals are served.  
Not before, not after! The trained 
person needs to be able to observe 
what is on the student’s tray before 
they exit the meal service area to 
assure a reimbursable meal was 
chosen. 
 
•Each site should maintain written 
instructions for all personnel, which 
describes the meal count system and 
the responsibilities and duties of each 
person involved 
 
•What happens when someone new 
has the responsibility of cashiering 
today?  Every site should have detailed 
written instructions that describe the 
meal counting system.  It is also critical 
that the person is trained and has 
information available on identifying 
reimbursable meals.  
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The following meal count scenarios are not 
acceptable because they do not provide a 

daily count at the point-of-service

Attendance Counts

Tray or Entree Counts

Vended Meals Counts

 

There are a number of Unacceptable 
Meal Counting methods.  These are 
important because if your counting 
system isn’t acceptable, You may have 
meals that are disallowed.   Why? 
Because they do not provide a daily 
meal count at the point of service. 
•Attendance Counts – Just because a 
student is at school does not mean they 
are eating lunch – and – how would you 
know when attendance was taken, 
and/or the daily meal count is taken, or 
if the student is taking a complete meal 
that is eligible for reimbursement!?! 
•I count the trays out at the beginning 
of the meal and then subtract what’s 
left to get the number of meals served.  
What’s wrong with this picture?  A tray 
gets dropped, a student doesn’t select 
a complete meal, you don’t know what 
eligibility group the students are in – 
this is not an acceptable or accurate 
way to count meals.  This is also true 
for using a count of entrees served as 
the basis for a meal count. 
•I buy my meals already prepared from 
Apple Tree SD.  I have to pay for each 
meal ordered, so I claim each meal.  
Whoa!  You can only count meals that 
were actually served to students.  The 
number of meals delivered to a site is 
not necessarily the number of 
reimbursable meals that are served. 
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Counts taken anywhere other than 
at the point-of-service 

Second meals claimed for 
reimbursement

Ineligible persons claimed for 
reimbursement

Unacceptable Meal Counts

 

 
•The only place an accurate count of 
reimbursable meals can be made is at 
the point of service.  This is best at the 
end of the serving line.  Do not count 
meals at any other place other than at 
the Point of Service. 
•Unless approved by the state office, 
the only place an accurate count of 
reimbursable meals can be made is at 
the point where it can be determined 
that the meals are actually 
reimbursable. 
•Second meals served to students 
cannot be claimed for reimbursement. 
Schools can claim only one meal, per 
eligible student, per day. 
That’s 1 breakfast, 1 lunch, 1 snack.  
Second meals cannot be claimed for 
reimbursement. 
•Adults or children not enrolled in the 
program cannot be claimed for 
reimbursement.  
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Important Points To Remember:

Only 1   Breakfast
1  Lunch
1  Snack

Can be claimed per student/per day

Meal counts must be taken at the 
Point-of-Service (POS) where a 
reimbursable meal can be identified.

 

Here are 2 important points to 
remember. 
•Only 1 lunch, 1 breakfast and 1 snack 
may be claimed per student each day.  
And the student must have actually 
received a full reimbursable meal. 
•Which means – only count meals at 
the Point of Service where a 
reimbursable meal can be identified. 
 
•Why do we keep saying that?!  
• Simply, because a meal can not be 
counted for reimbursement unless it 
contains the correct food components.  
If there isn’t someone there to observe 
what food is being taken by the 
student, meals could be counted that 
are not actually eligible for 
reimbursement. 
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Counting Meals at the 

Point of Service
Having the POS (Point 
of Service) at the end 
of the  serving line is 
the BEST way to 
accurately count 
reimbursable meals.

 

Do you have your Point of Service at 
the end of the serving line? This is the 
best way to accurately count 
reimbursable meals.  This means there 
is someone at the end of the line who 
can identify the food items as taken by 
the student, determine that it is a 
reimbursable meal, and record the 
meal in the correct category for each 
student. 
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If you count meals at 
the beginning or the 
middle of the line, 
you must have a way 
to assure that the 

student actually 
took a complete   
reimbursable meal.

 

A Word of Caution!  If you count meals 
at the beginning of the meal service 
line – or anywhere other than the end 
of the line – you must have a way to 
assure that every student actually takes 
a complete reimbursable meal.  A 
trained adult at the end of the serving 
line.  A trained adult at the salad or 
variety bar.  Or, a trained adult at the 
point where the student exits the meal 
service area.  Then they must have a 
way of adjusting the count, by student 
and category, from the original point of 
service if a student does not take a 
reimbursable meal.   
Remember, students can not be forced 



(required) to take any food item.  
If you have a Point of Service at any 
point other than the end of the line you 
must have an approved exception.  
Contact your assigned CNP specialist. 
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Required Daily Edit formula:

Highest number of 
Highest number lunches

Attendance of students approved     possible for any
Factor in month serving day

Free __________        X ____________       = __________________

Reduced__________        X ____________       = __________________

Paid __________       X       ____________     =         __________________

To obtain your Attendance Factor (AF):
AF = Average Daily Attendance ÷ School Enrollment

 

This is an example of a daily edit check 
worksheet.  Before a claim is filed, this 
edit check system will help you identify 
a potential problem in your counting.  
The actual number of enrolled students 
in each eligibility category (free, 
reduced, paid) is recorded, multiplied 
by your schools attendance factor.  Your 
actual counts each day in each 
eligibility category should not exceed 
that figure.  If you do have a count that 
is higher, a simple explanation should 
be noted.  An special menu or non-
pricing event would be examples.  If 
you find you had a verified incidence of 
higher than edit check meals served, 
contact your specialist 
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Timely Fashion 
Claim Timelines
60 Days to File a Claim
One Time Exception
Revise Meal Counts Upwards - 90 

days
Downward Revisions - No Due Date

 

• Claims must be made in a timely 
fashion or the sponsor can lose their 
reimbursement.   

 Claim Timelines are federally 
regulated.   

• Sponsors have up to 60 days to file a 
claim. Once the 60 days are passed, 
the sponsor may request a one time 
exception in writing for one late 
monthly claim within a 36-month 
period.   

• Once a claim is filed the sponsor can 
revise meal counts upwards for a 
period of 90 days.  

• Downward revisions have no due 
date.    

 
Totaling the number of meals counted 

in each category is called 
consolidating your claim.  These 
totals, by eligibility category, are 
input in our claiming system, called 
CNPweb.   Claim periods open the 
first day of the month following the 
claim month.  The valid dates to 
record a claim are listed on the 
claims tab for each sponsor.  Check 
that each month you expect to file a 
claim for is listed.  Remember, you 
may add meals to your claim for 90 
days, and decrease your claim at any 
point. 
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Identify 

Reimbursable 
Meal at POS

Offer 5 Food 
Components

Offer vs. Serve

What  Does ½ 
Cup Look 

Like?

Train
Train
Train
Train

 

• At the Center is Train – Train – Train 
– Train 

• Offer 5 Food Components 
• Meat/Meat Alternate 
• Grains 
• Fruit 
• Vegetables 
• Fluid Milk 
• Offer Vs. Serve 
 Student may decline 2 
Components 
 Must take at least ½ cup fruit or 
vegetable 
• What Does ½ Cup Look Like? 
 
• Breakfast Offer 3 components with 4 

food items – Student may decline 1 
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Are All of the Meals 
You Serve Counted 
and Claimed 
Accurately?

Check 
Your 
System!

 

Check your system!  Are you accurately 
counting meals that are eligible for 
reimbursement?  
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, 
and applicants for employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, 

gender identity, religion, reprisal, and where applicable political beliefs, marital status, familial or 
parental status, sexual orientation, or all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any 

public assistance program, or protected genetic information in employment or in any program or 
activity conducted or funded by the Department.  (Not all prohibited bases will apply to all 

programs and/or employment activities.)

If you wish to file a Civil Rights program complaint of discrimination, complete 
the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint form, found online at 

http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, or at any USDA office, 
or call (866) 632-9992 to request the form.  You may also write a letter containing all of the 

information requested in the form.  Send your completed complain form or letter to us by mail at 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Director, Office of Adjudication, 1400 Independence Avenue, 

S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, by fax (202) 690-7442 or email at program.intake@usda.gov

Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through 
the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339; or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish). USDA is an equal 

opportunity provider and employer.

 

 

 


