
Meal Preparation and Contracting                       
for Food Services 

The best method of meal preparation will depend upon factors such as the type of menu 
desired, the availability of food service equipment, space and personnel, and the budget of the 
organization. 
 
Meal Preparation Methods 
 

 On Site:  On Site preparation, commonly called “self-prep”, is the most commonly used 
food service method.  The meals are prepared at the same physical location where they 
are served.  This is the most economical method when the center has a kitchen, 
sufficient food preparation equipment, and available staff.  The sponsor will follow the 
basic recordkeeping requirements of the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP).   
 
All or part of the food may be prepared on site and the remainder purchased by the 
sponsor from an outside source, such as a school, hospital, commercial vendor, or 
farmers market.  The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) Instruction 796-2, Rev. 4 
provides guidance for funding food grown by and used in the child care center’s meals.  
This option offers education opportunities and may decrease food costs. 
 

 Central Kitchens:  Meals are prepared in a kitchen at one of the sponsor’s physical 
locations or sites by the sponsor’s employees and delivered to another one or more of 
the sponsor’s sites.  The sponsor will follow the basic recordkeeping requirements of the 
CACFP plus daily meal delivery tickets, where applicable.  Contact the Department of 
Health and Senior Services-Community Food and Nutrition Assistance (DHSS-CFNA) 
for specific requirements for your circumstances. 
 

 Vended:  Meals are purchased from a School, a Food Service Management Company 
(FSMC), or a Commercial vendor. This includes a FSMC that operates within a school. 
 

o Purchasing from a School:  Meals may be purchased from a public or private 
nonprofit school that participates in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) 
or the School Breakfast Program (SBP), either in bulk or as individual packaged 
units.  An independent center that receives meals from a school must enter into a 
written agreement with that school or district.  An example of this type of 
agreement is when a school provides meals to a Head Start center.  

 
This annual agreement must contain the basic provisions of the program 
requirements, non-competitive bid process.  A sponsor may use the Sponsor 
Agreement with a School or Affiliated Organization to Furnish Food Service 
for the CACFP located on the CACFP website.  Federal regulations exempt 
organizations from having to competitively bid for catered meals when those 
meals are purchased through schools participating in the NSLP or SBP.  Signing 
an agreement with a school to provide meals does not relieve the independent 
center of its program responsibilities for monitoring and recordkeeping.  
Additional recordkeeping is required when a sponsor obtains meals from a 
school; recordkeeping requirements are listed below. 
 



o Purchasing from another Department within the Organization: Organizations 
who receive meal services obtained through a competitive process by another 
department of the same organization, such as a university child care center 
whose meal services are provided by the campus dining hall or campus student 
union, may also use a non-competitive process to obtain CACFP meals.  Such 
organizations may sign an agreement with the food service caterer contracted by 
the organization to provide meals for the entire organization.  This type of 
situation is common in large organizations such as hospitals, nursing homes, 
schools, governmental entities, and universities where food services are 
centralized.  As long as the meals provided to the centralized food service were 
obtained through a competitive manner within a formal bid process, those same 
services may be used by the CACFP organization.  A sponsor may use the 
Sponsor Agreement with a School or Affiliated Organization to Furnish 
Food Service for the CACFP located on the CACFP website when obtaining 
meals in this manner. 

 
o Purchasing from a Food Service Management Company:  Food service 

management companies are organizations that prepare and deliver meals.  An 
independent center that purchases meals from an FSMC must enter into a 
written contract with the company.  The bid prototypes and CACFP guidance on 
meeting procurement standards are located on the CACFP website.  Signing a 
contract with an FSMC does not relieve the center of its program responsibilities 
for monitoring and recordkeeping.  Regulations require that a copy of the contract 
be submitted to DHSS-CFNA before the beginning of program operations under 
the contract; and all bids totaling over $250,000 shall be submitted for state 
agency approval before the sponsor accepts and signs any contract.  In addition, 
all bids shall be submitted to the state agency for approval before accepting a bid 
which exceeds the lowest bid.  DHSS-CFNA shall respond to any request for 
approval within ten working days of receipt (7 CFR 226.21). 

 
o Purchasing from a Commercial Vendor:  Commercial vendors are public 

organizations, hospitals, college cafeterias, etc., private commercial enterprises, 
caterers, or individuals that provide non-food items or individual food items but 
not complete meals.  An independent center that purchases from a commercial 
vendor must enter into a written contract with the vendor following the guidelines 
for the formal or informal competitive bid process, depending on annual meal 
expenditures. 

 
Additional recordkeeping is required when a CACFP sponsor obtains meals from a 
school.  The school or school district that provides meals to sponsors under an agreement 
must provide the following documentation to the CACFP contractor on a weekly or no less than 
a monthly basis: 
 

 Food costs to substantiate the reimbursement. 
 Daily dated menus using a minimum of a two week menu cycle. 
 Daily meal delivery tickets to verify the amount of food and/or number of meals provided 

to the center. 
 Production records. 

 



In addition to the records required under the agreement, the commercial vendor must 
provide the following documentation to the CACFP sponsor on a daily, weekly, or no more than 
a monthly basis: 
 

 Documentation of paid invoices to verify contractual accountability. 
 Meals per labor hour recordkeeping to document staff allocation. 

 
Federal regulations prohibit sponsors from contracting out the management 
responsibilities of the CACFP, including but not limited to: 
 

 Ordering meals. 
 Maintaining program records. 
 Submitting claims for meal reimbursement. 
 Training and monitoring. 
 Determining eligibility for free or reduced-price meals. 

 
The sponsor must monitor the conditions set forth in the food service contract and compliance 
with CACFP requirements.  The DHSS-CFNA will not intervene in contract disputes. 
 
It is the responsibility of the sponsor to monitor the requirements of the agreement for 
compliance with the CACFP requirements.  First occurrence meal disallowances will be taken at 
the CACFP monitoring reviews in the following instances when: 
 

 There is no or inadequate processed food documentation, such as CN labels. 
 There are no production records. 
 The production records indicate that the caterer did not provide enough food to meet the 

minimum portion requirement. 
 

A Daily Vended Meal Receiving Log and a Vended Meal Communication and Credit Log is 
available in this manual for sponsors to document the date and time food was received at the 
center, food temperatures, and any problems with the foods received.   
 
The procedures for the informal and formal bid processes are available on the CACFP website 
at:  http://health.mo.gov/cacfp. 

 

http://health.mo.gov/cacfp

