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Background

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Progran_

(SBP) are federally sponsored nutrition programs operating daily in our nation's

schools. All public and private nonprofit elementaw and secondaw schools are

eligible to participate. In fiscal year 1992, 24.6 million students participated in

thc hmch program each day, and nearly 5 million participated in the breakfast

program. The two programs, which cost the federal government $5.5 billion in

fiscal year 1992, make a substantial contribution to what our children eat and

represent a large investment of federal dollars.
This publication, which is based on the School Nutrition Dietary Assess-

ment study, describes the National School Lunch Program and The School

Breakfast Program, presents findings tin the nutrients and foods provided in school

meals, and describes the dietary intakes of the nation's students on a typical school

day. The School Nutrition Dietary Assessment study collected information from

a nationally representative sample of schools and a nationally representative

sample of students attending these schools. A total of 545 schools provided

infonnation about all meals served during a one-week period between February

and May 1992, as well as information about school food sen:ice operations.

Approximately 3, 350 students in grades 1 through 12 provided detailed informa-

tion about the lbo& and beverages they consumed during a 24-hour period that

included 'aschool day. Parents contributed to tile intendews with students in

grades 1 and 2; however, students in grades 3 to 12 reported their own food and

beverage COl'lsunlptiot'L

Tile study compares the nutrients provided in school meals and the

nutrients cons/tmed by students with several standards (Figure 1). Recommended

DietmT Allowances (RDA) are the daily intake levels of essential nutrients that

tire adequate to meet the nutrient needs of practically all healthy persons. The

RDA are used to plan school meals.

Figmre 1

Dietary Standards Used in the School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study

NSLP and SBP Program Goals
· One-third of the R[')A for lunch

· One-fourth of the RDA for breakfast
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Dieta_ Guidelines for Americans

· Limit intake of total fat to 30 percent or less of calories

· Limit intake of saturated fat to less than 10 percent of calories
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National Research Council's Diet and Health Recommendations

· Limit daily sodium intake to 2,400 milligrams or less

· Limit daily cholesterol intake to 300 milligrams or less

· Increase daily carbohydrate intake to more than 55 percent of calorics



Thc I)ic't_trx_¢;mclclinc.sj}rrAmcrica_rsprovides broad rco,nmendations and

suggestsquantitativegoalsfortiuand saturatedti_t.Thc Fo_dand Numtk_n

.<,crvicc ot thc [_J.5. [)cpartnlcnI of Axriculfurc (USDA) cm'ouraxcs_ch,,olfi,od

service 1m <rams to c_rtsidcr thc l)icrzw_:(hark'lines, alt¼{_ugh it has not imple-

mented re_u]afitw_s rct.luirin Mthem to c]{_sex This study usc., thc Dict;u T (.;uidc-

linc _t)als tbr fat and saturated fiu. Bccmlsc thc l)ickz?7 (;mdclincs ./bt ,[?)k'rk'tlns

docs not _4ivcquantitative _t)a]s for _thcr fi_od components, finis .qudv uses thc

rccommcndatit_ns ofthc National Research (;ouncil, pulqishcd in l)ter ttntl/{cd/th,
as bcnchm:trks fi_rnsscssin_4intakes _d'5_dium, chi dcstcr_ d, and earn dwdr',u c.

Dietary. Guidelines for Anwrican.s

· gat a variety _d't;._ods

· Maintain hcahhy wciQlt

· (_'hoosc a diet low in/at, saturated tat, ',md cholesterol

· (._'[_ltlO.sCil diet with plenty of vctzetablcs, fruits, and _zrain pr_Jucts

· Usc sugars _>nlyitq lllod0ration

· Usc sah and sodium _,_l'_ in moderati_)n

· 11y_u drink ',dc<,holic beverages, cio s{_in modcrati{_n



The National School Lunch Program

NSLP
Con t;ress authorized the NSLP in 1946 to "safeguard the health and well-being of

the nation's children and to encourage the domestic consunlption of nutritious

agricultural commodities and other foods." USi)A subsidizes school lunches by

providing cash reimbursements and commodities to schools that serve lund_es

mcctin_4 required nutritional standards. The amount of the cash reimbursement

per meal varies according to the size and income of participating children's

kunilies. Children whose family incomes are 130 percent or less of thc poverty

guidelines quali_, fbr free meals, and children whose family incomes are between

130 and 185 percent qualify for reduced-price meals. All other children pay full

price, but full-price lunches are also federally subsidized.

In fiscal year 1993, the school lunch subsidy was $. 1625 per meal fi_r full-
price lunches, Sl.2950 for reduced-price lunches, and $1.6950 tot free lunches.

Schools in which at least 40 percent of the ltuaches served are free and which

have costs greater than the regular rate ("severe need" schools) receive additional

assistance of $.02 per lunch. In addition to these cash reimbursements, all schools

may receive entitlement commodities, valued at $. 14 per lunch in FY 1993.

NSLP lunches are planned to provide approximately one-third of the

RDA for specific mltrients over a period of time. Lunch must include five items:

meat tlr a meat alternate (such as cheese or peanut }>utter), two or more vegetables
and/or fruits, whole-grain or enriched bread or a bread alternate, and fluid milk (as

a beverage) (Figure 2). i)ifferent quantities are recommended for students of

difk_rent ages and grades. Under off;er versus serve (OVS) regulations, students are

Figure 2
National School Lunch Meal Patterns

Component/hem Required Servin_ for Students in Grades 4 to 12

Meat or Meat Alternate l serving per day

Lean meat, poultry, or fish 2 oz.
Cheese 2oz.

Largeegg(s) l

Cooked dry beans or peas 1/2 cup

Peanutbutter 4 tbsp.

Peanuts, soy nuts, tree nuts, tlr seeds 1 oz. = 1/2 the requirement

Vegetables and/or Fruits 2 or inore servings per day

3/4 cup total

Bread or Bread Alternate I serving per day/8 servings per week

Whole-grain enriched bread 1slice

Whole-grain tlr enriched biscuit,
muffin,roll,etc. 1

Cooked whole-grain or enriched

rice, mac:m_ni, noodles, etc. 1/2 cup

Milk 1servingperday

Fluid milk 1/2 pint (8 fi. o:.)



pemntted to refuse one or Ixvt_tieing, and thc _d_ool can still claim tbderal i-eim-

Nu'scmcr_t for ttlC lunch. L')VS is required Ul alt secondary _<h_ob,. Federal

re_uLiti_n,; porn/it _chotl[ Fiat)c{Atilhtlritics t_ usc the (-_\/_ option beh_w the

_eo,_dary level. ,<,lightly ln_,'e th;u_ 70 percent et element',try scht)ols and 0t'_

percent t ,( in Mdle scht _t,is tp,e 0\'%.

T]/C St.'}qt*l_] NulLl'irit)n l')ictary :\ssesslnent Sttld'f collected ini_.)rlnation

troln a n'ati_)nally rcpresenrative sample of 545 schools, inch,lin_z ,_cllll,,I, t}lat

p'articipale nl thc NSI,P ap.d th, Ise Ih:it dtl nt,l. lilt}_rlnat ion was ___dj<ted ,)n:

( 1) sc[/_itd nut nt it )n pn _raln part icipat i_,l, school cnn dlment, and c}_arac'Icrist its

o(h ttId service t/poi'at itel/,,; (2) all Ii,,,,_tsand bex'cra_es t dtcrcd :is part t if thc N,":,LI'

dtu-in_ a one-week perilld ]['t)lll Fe[_l'llilI'y Itl Niity 1092; _md (:_) nt,/-[ !,"q_A t,,llds
tittered a l_lcarte :it ltmctt :_ll,{in x'cndin_ machines itl thc _c}l_)ld_.

Almost all public schools participate in the NSLP.

Alin, tst 99 pcrcenf[ _d public sob,lids and 8g percent of all putqic and private

scht)ols p',u'ticiDite in thc NSI, P. Only a small traction iff school,_ do il, it/_ttcr

either thc NSLP or_lnl,l-l_JSl')A lunc]l pl'oMtam.

T}lt.' ;t'x.r(.'r;l_Cfilll pE-i_Ctk>ra scht>td lunc}l itl the 1991-1992 schtltd vt:u-

was $l. 14, wit}l ',lVenlgCSnixing ir, ,n $1. I l in elelnentary scho,,ls tt_ approxi-

mately $1.22 ill middle and [/i_zhscht,tds. The ,tvcn_gc price t_(a reduced-price

meal was $. _8, with nl> vm-m;ltit,qacrt)_s _mde levels. 51iMhtly less than 40 percent

,f tile scht,t,l lunc}les were pl-tl\Tikledlice, 7 percent wcre l'CdklCt_'dprice, and 51
pcrcellt \','crc tull pi'icc.

Students have a variety o{ lunch options in addition to the NSLP (Figure 3).

,a. hlnch bi'ta_ght fi'tm_ lit)tile is tile 1/1115,t prevalent non-NSkl '_hlnch choice.

Outside schtltd>, h,lches al h,,lnC:mdat restaunmts 'are tile twt, most prevalent
t)ptiollS C}11)>K'I1.Inside schools, \'endillt2 Ill'dC[lilieS, _'lltX_] stores, and >,l/itek I_iu'>, :Irc

Figure 3
More than Half of Students in Schools with a National School

Lunch Program Participate

BringLunchm_mHome EatNSLPLunch
18% 56%

Eat Other

Lunch at

School

11%--

Eat linch

at Rest 'aurant

4'74/

Eat Lunch at } {t)llle/

4% NuLunch7%



available, and beverages are thc food they oftbr most commonly (soft drinks arc

the most commonly available beverage). High schools are retire likely than either
middle or elementary schools to allow students to eat at restaurants and to oft;:r

food from vendin_ illachines or school stores.

More th',tn h',tlf thc school cak:terias offer some foods that can be pur-
chased separately (a lit carte) in additit_n to an NSLP meal. This type of arranxe-

merit is much more prevalent in middle and high schools than elementaB_ ones.

Baked goods (such as cookies and cakes), bcveraxes, frozen desserts, and snack

tbods are thc most commonly offi:red a la carte items. Nearly 40 percent of high

schools participating in the NSLP offer at least one a la carte entree, however.

Pizza, cold cut sandwiches, and hambur,,,ers are the a la carte entrees ofk'red most
often.

The NSLP is available to 92 percent of all students in the country.

On a typical school day, 56 percent of those to whom it is available participate.

Some groups of students participate more than others (Figure 4).

Participation varies with househt)ld income, age, gender, and region. More

elemental, school students dmn middle and high school students rake part in the
pro,ram. Students who are certified tin' trec and reduced-price meals are more

likely to get an NSLP hmch (although not all do so) than students who are not

certified and pay fidl price. More students participate where the full price ix lower,

and more boys than girls pamcipate. In rural schools, more students particit_ate

than in urban and suburban schot_[s. And students in thc Southeast, Southwest,

and Mountain states are more likely to participate than students m the Northeast
and West. An t)pen-camptls policy allowing students to leave school at [unchtimc

tends to reduce NSLP participation.

Figure 4
NSLP Participation Varies with Household Income, Age, and Gender

AllStudentstoWhomNSLPlsAvailable

t
Students Certified for Free Meals 79%

Students Certified for Reduced-Price Meals 7"[%

Students Not Certified for Free or
Reduced-Price Meals

Age 6 to 10 66%

Age 11 to 14

Age 1S to 18

Male

Female



Schools offer a variety of fo_xt choices under the NSLP.
Thc NSI.P ,heal p;,ttem rcquirc_, that every lunch _)fi_'r _)nc ,,crx'in_ each _ff mt:at,

xrmn_, nnd milk, and txx'_ >_cl-vill_, ,,t'x'c_utalqc_:md/_)rtruit_. In additit_l-i, _,ch_t_lh

arccnctxm_ud t_ offera vm-iuwo(ti_,d ch_4cusm_dd_c_q_lx)nmm¥_ovar,,
cah_ric intake.

%lixhth' more fi_m_half _f :dl schotd menus offer a choice et entree cach

dxy, _3pOI'Cell[ {tfiel' D,v() iq' three entrees, ;uld 5 percent ,)fiL'l' si× t_l' Inorc. ,_\ ]ar,L_e

number _)fch,,iccs tit lunch is tn_)rc prcv_ilcnt in high 5ch,,_,lsm_d middle _ch,xds

than in elementary ,)nos.

ScJnool_ab,t_oftcr tkx_dvarieh' m'_ddic _ppt_rtunip,/Tovm-x'caloric intnkc
tim )t lk_hsclfLscrvetk),d l_'m's,usually sxl;Idbars. AN,ut half' t_fh i_h schl,_,lsm_d 16

pcrccnt _)tck'mcntarx/scht,t,l_ ,,fiL_'ra tt)_,dbm' at lc;bt _)ncc_,week; many t{_,so
iHt)refrcqucntly. $;dad}xu-x_fk,r an iD,'el'_l_cI)l'l'_,'_)entl-Ct' ch,,icc,, sevenvt'x-
ctablc/frml ch,,iccs, a,_dt,,lt' N'c;,d/t,rc_,{ahcrn;itc cht_icc, a_ well _,ssal;id hq_pinxs
m',d dressings.

%ch,),dsmust _d:fcrwh,,Ic milk plus _,nc t'i;pct_flox_-lilltn_t]ax'orcdmilk.
M_,stsch,,_,l_alst, _,fk'r,,nc ,M_cr type _t milk, u_u',dlvcl,)c_d:,c. Abtxit ()nc-
{_.)urth _)t't'ur ti_tlr types et milk. ,'_.Jt}l,_tl_h dcx_,Cl't5 _lI'C11_)1required, _,t) ['_CI'L'L'[/It}J'
h,nch menus t,Hcrdessert.

NSLP lunches provide one-third or more of the RDA for key nutrients
(Figure 5).
In elementary, middle, and high :.ch_d-, thc amount ot retest nt_tricnts in thc
avcra,xcNSi. I' ,heal exccc& thc RI')A ..tandard _,fone-third f_,' thc a_zc_,'_,ups;,t
eachschtxd level. Sch_td!t,nchcxtall short _)t:t,_c-thirdo(thc RI')A in x tow
c:tsu_,h_,wcvcr: ir(,n f,)r l l- t_) IX-vcar, dd females; :mc t_.' Il- [,_ {,N-vcm'-_,kJ

males; and cal_ _ricr, ;md vit;imin J_6 lk _i- 13- t_ J 8-x'cm'-_ _J,{ m;iJu_,

Fimm, 5
NSLP Lunches Provide One-Third or More of the l')aily RDA

Percentage of the RDA
100

61%
54%

53%

Target
for 40%
Lunches _% _ _'t_

k ,_J qlL' ['hq*ltl '_,11 I[IFHI 'N N _1_TI/trt { 'k tT,Jrllll_ [k(, 1, _]t ',lrrk ]h ,1 /iNk



The levels of fat and saturated fat in NSLP lunches exceed the Dietary
Guideline goals. (Figure 6A).
The avera,,,c percentage of calories from total fat is 38 percent, compared with the
l)ietatT Guideline goal of 30 percent tlr less; the percentage from saturated fat is
15percent, compared with thc Dietary Guideline goal (if less than I0 percent.

Figl_re 6A
NSLP Lunches Do Not Meet the Dietary Guideline Goals
for Total Fat and Saturated Fat

Percentage of Calories Percentage of Calories
75_ 75

38%

Target 15% Target [
is 30% is less I

or less. than 10%. [

Total Fat SaturatedFat

[ . Dietary Guideline Goal . Average Amount Offered ]

The average level of sodium exceeds NRC recommendations, but the average
level of cholesterol is within the recommended range (Figure 6B).
The avera,,,calllotlnt o( SOdiLlll_ in NSLP lunches is 1,479 rog, which is nearly two-
thirds the NRC recommendation of 2,400 mg per day or less and nearly twice the
lunch target of 800 mgor less. The average amount of cholesterol in meals ()ffi:red
is 88 rog, which is less than one-third of the recommended maximum daily intake
of 300 rog.

F/gmrc 6B
NSLP Lunches Meet the NRC Recommendation for Cholesterol

but Not for Sodium and Carbohydrate

Milligrams Milligrams Percentageof Calories
120.- 1,600 75

[,00
55%

Target for Target fi)r Target is
lunches is lunches is more than

100mgor 800mgor 55%.
less. tess.

1

i
i
J

Cholesterol Sodium Carbohydrate

· NRC Recommendation · Average Amount Offered
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