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Background

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program
(SBP) are federally sponsored nutrition programs operating daily in our nation’s
schools. All public and private nonprofit elementary and secondary schools are
eligible to participate. In fiscal year 1992, 24.6 million students participated in
the lunch 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 on 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
information about all meals served during a one-week period between February
and May 1992, as well as information about school food service operations.
Approximarely 3,350 students in grades | through 12 provided detailed informa-
tion about the foods and beverages they consumed during a 24-hour period rhat
included a school day. Parents contributed to the interviews with students in
grades 1 and 2; however, students in grades 3 to 12 reported their own food and
beverage consumption.

The study compares the nutrients provided in school meals and the
nutrients consumed by students with several standards (Figure 1). Recommended
Dictary Allowances (RDA) are the daily intake levels of essential nutrients that
are adequate to meet the nutrient needs of practically all healthy persons. The
RDA are used to plan school meals.

Figure 1
Dietary Standards Used in the School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study

NSLP and SBP Program Goals

¢ One-third of the RDA for lunch

® One-fourth of the RDA for breakfast

Dietary Guidelines for Americans

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

e Limit intake of saturated fat to less than 10 percent of calorics
National Research Council’s Diet and Health Recommendations

e 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




The Dictary Gradelines for Americans provides broad recommendations and
suggests quantitative goals for fat and saturated fat. The Food and Nutrition
Service of the US. Department of Agriculture (USDA) encourages school food
service programs to consider the Dictary Guidelines, although it has not imple-
mented regulations requiring them to do so. This study uses the Dictary Guide-
line goals tor fat and saturated fat. Because the Dictary Guidelines for Americans
does not give quantitative goals for other food components, this study uses the
recommendations of the National Research Council, published in Diet and Health,
as benchmarks for assessing intakes of sodium, cholesterol, and carbohydrare.

Dietary Guidelines for Americans

e Eata variety of foads

e Muaintain healthy weight

e Choose a diet low in tat, saturated fat, and cholesterol

¢ Choose a diet with plenty of vegetables, fruits, and grain products
e Use sugars only in moderation

* Usce salt and sodium only in moderation

¢ It you drink alcoholic heverages, do so in moderation




NSLP

The National School Lunch Program

Congress authorized the NSLP in 1946 to “sateguard the health and well-being of
the nation’s children and to encourage the domestic consumption of nutritious
agricultural commodities and other foods.” USDA subsidizes school lunches by
providing cash reimbursements and commodiries to schools that serve lunches
meeting required nutritional standards. The amount of the cash reimbursement
per meal varies according to the size and income of participating children’s
familics. Children whose family incomes are 130 percent or less of the poverty
guidelines qualify for free meals, and children whose family incomes are between
130 and 185 percent quality 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 for full-
price lunches, $1.2950 tor reduced-price lunches, and $1.6950 tor tree lunches.
Schools in which at least 40 percent of the lunches 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 commaodities, valued at $.14 per lunch in FY 1993,

NSLP lunches are planned to provide approximately one-third of the
RDA for specific nutrients over a period of time. Lunch must include five items:
meat or 4 meat alternate {(such as cheese or peanut butter), two or more vegetables
and/or fruits, whole-grain or enriched bread or a bread alternate, and fluid milk (as
abeverage) (Figure 2). Different quantities are recommended for students of
different ages and grades. Under ofter versus serve (OVS) regulations, students are

Figure 2
National School Lunch Meal Patterns

Component/lrem Required Serving for Students in Grades 4 to 12

Meat or Meat Alternate | serving per day

Lean meat, poultry, or fish 2oz

Cheese 2oz

Large egp(s) |

Cooked dry beans or peas 1/2 cup

Peanut butter 4 thsp.

Peanuts, soy nuts, tree nuts, or seeds 1 oz. = 1/2 the requirement
Vegetables and/or Fruits 2 or more servings per day

3/4 cup toral

Bread or Bread Alternate 1 serving per day/8 servings per week

Whole-grain enriched bread 1 slice

Whole-grain or enriched biscuir,

muffin, roll, etc. 1

Cooked whole-grain or enriched

rice, macaroni, noodles, ete.

1/2 cup

Milk
Fluid milk

1 serving per day

1/2 pint (8 . 0z.)




permitted to refuse one or two items, and the school can stitl claim federal reim-
bursement tor the lunch. OVS is required i all secondary schools, Federal
regulations permit School Food Authorities to use the OVS option below the
secondary level. Slightly more than 70 percent of elementary schools and 90
percent of middle schools use OVS,

The School Nutrition Dictary Assessment study collected information
from a nationally representative sample of 543 schools, including schools that
participate in the NSLP and rhose that do not. Intormation was collecred on:
(1) school nutntion program participation, school enrollment, and characteristics
of food service operations; (2) all foods and beverages offered as pare of the NSLP
during a one-week period from February to May 19925 and (3) non-USDA toods
oftered o Ta carte at lunch snd in vending machines in the schools.

Almost all public schools participate in the NSLP.

Almost 99 percent of public schools and 83 percent of all public and private
schools participate in the NSLP. Only o small traction of schools do not ofter
cither the NSLP or a non-UISDA Tunch program.

The average full price tor a school lunch in the T991-1992 school year
was $1.14, with averages ranging from $ 111 in elementary schools to approxi-
mately $1.22 in middle and high schools. The average price of a reduced-price
meal was $.38, with no variarion across erade levels. Slightly less than 4Q percent
of the school lunches were provided free, 7 percent were reduced price, and 33

percent were tull price.

Students have a variety of lunch options in addition to the NSLP (Figure 3).
A Tunch brought from homie is the most prevalent non-NSLP lunch choice.
Oueside schools, lunches at home and at restaurants are the two most prevalent
options chosen. Inside schools, vending machines, school stores, and snack bars are

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

Bring Lunch from Home Eat NSLP Lunch
18% 56/0/0

Eat Other

Lunch at

School

11%

Eat Lunch
at Restaurant

4%

Eat Lunch at Humc/ 7
4% No Lunch 7%

6




available, and beverages are the food they offer most commonly (soft drinks are
the most commonly available beverage). High schools are more likely than either
middle or elementary schools to allow students to cat at restaurants and to offer
food from vending machines or school stores.

Mare than half the school cateterias offer some toods that can be pur-
chased separately (a la carte) in addition to an NSLP meal. This type of arrange-
ment is much more prevalent in middle and high schools than clementary ones.
Baked goods (such as cookies and cakes), beverages, frozen desserts, and snack
foods are the most commonly offered a la carte items. Nearly 40 percent of high
schools participating in the NSLD offer at least one a la carte entree, however.
Pizza, cold cut sandwiches, and hamburgers are the a la carte entrees offered 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 household income, age, gender, and region. More
elementary school students than middle and high school students take part in the
program. Students who are certified for free and reduced-price meals are more
likely to get an NSLD lunch (although not all do so) than students who are not
certified and pay full price. More students participate where the tull price is lower,
and more boys than girls participate. In rural schools, more students participate
than in urban and suburban schools. And students in the Southeast, Southwest,
and Mountain states are more likely to participate than students in the Northeast
and West. An open-campus policy allowing students to leave school at lunchtime
tends to reduce NSLD participation.

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

All Students to Whom NSLP Is Available

Students Certified for Free Meals 79%

Students Certified for Reduced-Price Meals

Students Not Certified for Free or
Reduced-Price Meals

WV

Age 6 to 10
Age 11 to 14
Age 15 to 18

Male

Female
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Schools offer a variety of food choices under the NSLP.

The NSLP meal pattern requires that every lunch ofter one serving each ot meat,
erains, and milk, and two servings of vegetables and/or traits. Inaddition, schools
are encouraged to ofter avariety of food choices and the opportunity to vany
caloric intake.

Slighthy more than halt of all school menus offer a choice of entree cach
day, 35 percent offer two or three entrees, and 8 percent offer six or more. A large
number of choices at lunch is more prevalent in high schools and middle schools
than in clementary ones.

Schools also offer food variety and the opportunity to vary caloric intake
through selt-serve tood hars, usually salad hars. About halt of high schools and 16
pereent of elementary schools otter a food bar ar least once a week; many Jdo so
more frequently. Salad bars otter an average of two entree choices, seven veg-
ctableffruit choices, und one bread/bread altermnate choice, as well as salad toppings
and dressings.

Schools must offer whole milk plus one type of Tow-tat untlavored milk.
Most schools also ofter one ather type of milk, usually chocolite. About one-
tourth ofter tour types of milk. Alrthough desserts are not required, 39 percent of
lunch menus offer dessert.

NSLP lunches provide one-third or more of the RDA for key nutrients
{Figure 5).

In clementary, middle, and high schools, the amount of most nutrients in the
average NSLP meal exceeds the RDA standard of one-third for the age groups at
cach school level. Schoot Tunches fall short of one-third of the RDYA ina few
cases, however: iron for 11- 1o I8-vear-old females; zine tor 1= 1o IS-vear-old
males; and calories und vitamin B for 13- to [8-vear-old males,

Figure 5
NSLP Lunches Provide One-Third or More of the Daily RDA

Percentage of the RDA
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The levels of fat and saturated fat in NSLP lunches exceed the Dietary
Guideline goals. (Figure 6A).

The average percentage of calories from total fat is 38 percent, compared with the
Dictary Guideline goal of 30 percent or less; the percentage from saturated fat is
15 percent, compared with the Dietary Guideline goal of less than 10 percent.

Figure 6A
NSLP Lunches Do Not Meet the Dietary Guideline Goals
tor Total Fat and Saturated Fat

Percentage of Calories Percentage of Calories
75T 75
f
k 38%
Target Target
is 30Y% is less
or less. than 10%.

Total Fat Saturated Fat

M Dietary Guideline Goal W 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 average amount of sodium in NSLP lunches is 1,479 mg, which is nearly two-
thirds the NRC recommendation of 2,400 mg per day or less and nearly twice the
lunch target of 800 mg or less. The average amount of cholesterol in meals offered
is 88 mg, which is fess than one-third of the recommended maximum daily intake
of 300 me.

Figure 6B
NSLP Lunches Meet the NRC Recommendation for Cholesterol
but Not for Sodium and Carbohydrate

Milligrams Percentage of Calories
120 —n—— 1,600 : 75
100
Target for Target for Target is 55%
lunches is lunches is more than
100 mg or 800 mg or 55%.
less. less.

Cholesterol

Sodium

Carbohydrate

B NRC Recommendation

B Average Amount Offered ‘I




Virtually no schools meet the Dietary Guideline goals for fat and saturated fat
(Figure 7).

Only 1 percent of schouls offer lunches that provide an average of 30 percent or
less of calories from tat. In only one school i the sample did the weekly lanch
menu offerings provide an averace of less than 1O percent of calories from siatu-
rated fat.

Figure 7
Almost No Schools Meet the Dietary Recommendations for
Fat, Saturated Fat, and Carbohydrate

Percentage of Schools

Percentage of Calories from Fat

Dietary Guideline Goal: | 30% or less
31 - 34%

35 - 40%

More than 40%

Percentage of Calories from Saturated Fat

Dietary Guideline Goal: | Less than 10%

10 - 16% 1%
More than 16%
Percentage of Calories from Carbohydrate B
45% or less
46 -55% 74%

NRC Recommendation: | More than 55%

Some schools offer at least one low-fat lunch.

In 44 percent of schools, students can select at least one NSLP Tunch with the five
meal components that meets the goal of 30 percent or less of calories from fat.
These low-fat lunches provide fewer calories than the average lunches and
provide less than one-third of the RDA, but they contain similar amounts of
protein, viramins, and minerals. In 56 percent of schools, students cannot select
an NSLD lunch with the tive meal components that provides 30 percent or less off

calories trom tar.



