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FACTS 
Stepping Up to the Plate:  
Nutrition Standards and School Meals  
 
OVERVIEW 
Nutrition standards have 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 Institute of Medicine (IOM) to provide recommendations on 
what constitutes a healthy school meal.1,2 In December 2010, 
the bipartisan Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act was signed into 
law, further empowering the USDA to update the national 
nutrition standards based on the IOM report for school meals 
and establish nutrition standards for other foods sold in schools 
throughout the school day.3 Today, more than 99% of schools 
that participate in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) 
are meeting these nutrition standards, up from 14% in 2009-
2010.4,5 This means that an overwhelming majority of children 
are now receiving heart-healthy lunches at school.   

 

 
A PUBLIC HEALTH VICTORY FOR KIDS 
School meal standards help schools promote a healthy food 
environment and establish a foundation for a lifetime of healthy 
behaviors. Studies have suggested that a healthy school 
environment can help improve children’s physical well-being, 
enhance learning, and increase attendance.6,7 Additionally, 
updated nutrition standards have had several positive effects 
on school nutrition and health.  

• Kids are now choosing healthier foods and are eating 
16% more vegetables and 23% 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% since 2006.13 
• 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.14 

• In particular, applying standards to foods sold outside of 
meal programs (Smart Snacks) can lead to costs savings 
of nearly $800 million.14 

 

 
 
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% of the public.15  
• 70% of elementary school administrators and food 

service staff report positive feedback from their 
students on the new lunch standards.16 

 

 
 
A WAY TO A HEALTHIER GENERATION 
The progress brought about by this program is much 
needed. Currently, nearly one-third of children are 
overweight or obese17,18 and 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.19 Recent research found that 
20% of children ages 8-17 had adverse cholesterol 
levels and 11% suffer from hypertension.23  
 
Additionally, researchers have concluded that the 
arteries of an obese child with atherosclerosis-
promoting risk factors (e.g., hypertension, tobacco 
smoke exposure) can resemble those of a middle-aged 
adult and children who are obese throughout childhood 
have a greater risk of becoming obese adults. 24,25,26  
 
LESSONS LEARNED  
There are critics of the updated school meals nutrition 
standards. They contend that the program is too 
expensive, too difficult to implement, or wastes foods. 
However, recent studies have concluded that while 
there have been some challenges in implementing the 
updates, school meals are now healthier than ever and 
challenges are expected to resolve over time as school 
food service and students adjust to the changes.27 In 
fact, targeted support and technical assistance appear 
to have mitigated initial troubles.   
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• While only 37% of school food authorities report having 
the necessary budget to train food service personnel in 
implementing the updated nutrition requirements,28 
programs like Team Up for School Nutrition Success have 
connected hundreds of school food services directors to 
technical assistance and peer mentoring.  

• Although recent media reports have warned about the 
NSLP’s increasing fiscal burden on school districts,29 a 
recent USDA analysis found that $200 million in revenue 
has been gained since the implementation of the new 
standards.30 

• Some reports indicate that kids are throwing away less of 
their entrees and vegetables.9  

• Plate waste can be reduced by the manner in which fruits 
and vegetables are prepared and presented, and by farm-
to-school programs.31,32 

• Incorporating technical assistance and using creative and 
fun games can counter plate waste and increase fruit and 
vegetable consumption.33,34,35 

• Much plate waste can be reduced by 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.36  
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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.    

 
To find out more, visit www.heart.org/schoolmeals.  
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