
 
 

Stepping Up to the Plate: 

Nutrition Standards and School Meals 

 

 

OVERVIEW  
Nutrition standards have been a part of school lunch since they were first implemented under the Truman administration out of national security 

concerns. The process for updating national nutrition standards began in 2004, when the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)—based on 

requirements in the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004—commissioned the National Academy of Medicine (NAM), formerly the 

Institute of Medicine, to provide recommendations on what constitutes a healthy school meal.1,2 In December 2010, the bipartisan Healthy, Hunger-Free 

Kids Act (HHFKA) was signed into law, further empowering the USDA to update the national nutrition standards for school meals and establish nutrition 

standards for other foods sold in schools throughout the school day, based on the NAM report.3 As of 2016, more than 99 percent of schools that 

participate in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) were meeting these nutrition standards, up from 14 percent in 2009-2010.4,5 This means that an 

overwhelming majority of children are now receiving healthier lunches at school. 

 

A PUBLIC HEALTH VICTORY FOR KIDS  
School meal standards help schools promote a positive food environment and establish a 

foundation for a lifetime of healthy behaviors. Studies have suggested that a healthy diet is 

associated with academic achievement6 and that certain nutrition programs increase 

attendance.7 Additionally, the updated nutrition standards have had several beneficial 

effects on school nutrition and health.   
• Kids are now choosing healthier foods and are eating 16 percent more vegetables and 

23 percent more fruit.8,9   

• School meals are now lower in sodium and sugar.10,11  

• Children who participate in the NSLP eat greater amounts of healthy foods and have an overall better-quality diet.12 
• The number of elementary schools offering fresh fruit and whole grains has increased by nearly 20 percent since 2006.13 
• The nutrition standards have not had a negative effect on school meal participation over time;14 participation has actually increased for children 

who receive free meals.15   

• By 2025, it is estimated that healthy nutritional standards for all foods sold in schools will decrease the number of childhood obesity cases by 

more than two million.16  
• In particular, applying standards to foods sold outside of meal programs (Smart Snacks) can lead to costs savings of nearly $800 million.17 

In addition to positive health benefits, the public, children, and parents like them too.     
• Polls show that the updated nutrition standards are supported by 89 percent of the public.17 
• 70 percent of elementary school administrators and food service staff report positive feedback from their students on the new lunch standards.18  

 

A WAY TO A HEALTHIER GENERATION  
The progress brought about by this program is much needed. Currently, one-third of children 

are not only overweight or obese but are also at increased risk of developing heart disease and 

diabetes. 19 An overwhelming majority of children aged 5-19 meet none or only one of the five 

components the American Heart Association uses to define a healthy diet.18 More than 90 

percent of school-age children consume too much sodium, a risk factor for high blood pressure 

and many other health problems.20 High blood pressure was once generally considered to be 

an illness that affected mainly middle-aged and older individuals, yet one in seven U.S. youth 

aged 12–19 years had high blood pressure or elevated blood pressure in 2013–2016.21 High 

blood pressure increases the risk for heart disease and stroke, two leading causes of death in 

the U.S.22 Additionally, research has found that 20 percent of children ages 8-17 had high 

cholesterol levels.23   

LESSONS LEARNED   
Recent studies have concluded school meals are getting healthier and any challenges are expected to resolve over time with increased technical 

assistance to support school districts.24 In fact, targeted support and technical assistance appear to have mitigated initial troubles.    

• A report from Pew found that providing school food service team members with the training they need is a critical step in meeting the updated 

nutrition standards.25  

• A 2014 USDA analysis found that $200 million in revenue has been gained since the implementation of the new standards.26  
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• In a national survey of 489 school nutrition directors, 84 percent of program directors reported rising or stable combined revenue (meal 

reimbursements plus snack and beverage sales) after implementing the updated nutrition standards.27 

• Examples from across the country show that students are selecting more fruits and vegetables and eating healthier meals over time as a result 

of the standards.28 

• Preparing and presenting fruits and vegetables in certain ways, participating in farm-to-school programs, incorporating technical assistance, 

and using creative and fun games can all reduce plate waste if it is occurring.29,30,31,32 

• Simple changes in how the lunch day is structured, such as time of day lunch is served, length of lunch, having lunch after recess, and an inviting 

atmosphere can also reduce plate waste.33 

• Data suggests that flavored milk can be removed from schools and consumption of plain milk can increase over time.34 

 

ONGOING THREATS 
As part of the 2012 nutrition standards update, USDA adopted a three-tiered ten-year reduction to align sodium levels in school meals with upper limits 

of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, as recommended by the NAM. The first phase has already been implemented. Schools were supposed to 

implement the final phase of sodium reduction by the 2022-23 school year.35 However, in December 2018, USDA announced that it was changing some 

of the requirements for schools, including delaying the second phase of sodium reduction to the 2024-25 school year and eliminating the third and final 

phase of sodium reduction.36 This weakening of the sodium standards jeopardizes children’s health. Children who eat school meals consume 26 percent 

of their sodium from cafeteria foods.37 Eliminating the final phase means school foods will not be consistent with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

as required by law.  

 

In addition to rolling back the sodium standards, USDA also weakened the whole grain and flavored milk standards. The whole grain standard moved 

from having all grains be whole grain-rich, to only having half of the grains be whole grain-rich. Diets high in whole grains and fiber have been 

associated with increased diet quality and decreased risk of cardiovascular disease.38 There is also evidence that people who eat whole grain foods—

particularly those that are high in fiber and lower in sugar—have a lower body weight than those who eat fewer whole grains.36 Unfortunately, children 

ages 4 to 18 do not meet the recommended intake for whole grains and exceed the recommended limit for refined grains.39 

 

USDA now allows flavored milk to be both fat-free and 1 percent. Previously, flavored milk could only be fat-free. While milk provides key shortfall 

nutrients, most notably potassium, calcium, and Vitamin D,36 these changes to milk leave concerns about the added calories and saturated fat that will 

come with allowing 1 percent flavored milk, as well as the potential of additional added sugars currently found in some 1 percent flavored milk 

products. 

 

These three changes to the school meals program threatens to reverse the progress made in improving nutrition in children.  

 

THE ASSOCIATION ADVOCATES  
Despite some growing pains and challenges, schools have stepped up to the plate and are serving more healthy meals than ever. The association will 

continue to support keeping robust school nutrition standards in place to ensure the health and wellbeing for all children and the success of the 

programs. In addition, the association will advocate to reverse USDA’s sodium, whole grain, and milk rollbacks, and encourage schools to stay the 

course to put healthier food on children’s plates. 
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