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Introduction

Most U.S. children’s diets exceed recommended levels of sugar, fat, and sodium,! and are deficient in fruits, vegetables, and
whole grains.? 2 In 2009-10, elementary school lunches exceeded recommendations for calories from solid fats and added
sugars, and fell short of recommended daily amounts of vegetables and whole grains.* As directed by the Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010,° the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) updated the national nutrition standards for school meals
to align with the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.® These updated standards’ were announced in January 2012, and
schools began to implement them at the beginning of the 2012—13 school year.

The updated standards require schools to offer: a fruit or vegetable daily, a variety of vegetables, and only fat-free or low-fat
milk. As of the 2014-15 school year, they also require that 100 percent of grain products offered at lunch be whole-grain rich®
(up from 50 percent during 2012-13 and 2013-14), although schools may seek exemptions to remain at the 50 percent
standard through 2015-16. Some schools had already been meeting these benchmarks prior to 2012-13, but the updated
standards led to widespread changes to meals served at most schools.

This brief uses data from surveys of elementary schools to examine: a) how the types of items offered in school lunches have
changed over time; and b) whether the variety of healthy options changed from the first to the second year of updated
standards.

This brief reports on nationally representative data obtained from administrators and food service personnel at U.S. public
elementary schools between the 2006—-07 and 2013-14 school years. These data do not allow for evaluation of whether a
specific school was in compliance with the new meal standards, but they do provide an indication of trends in the availability of
healthier items (i.e., a variety of vegetables, fresh fruits, salad bars, and whole grains) and unhealthier items that tend to be
high in fat and sodium (i.e., fried potatoes, regular pizza, and higher-fat milks). In 2013-14, the survey included several items
assessing changes in lunch characteristics from 2012-13 to 2013-14. Additional detail on the methods used for this study are
available online.®

The results show that elementary school lunches have been improving consistently since the 2006-07 school year, with more
schools offering healthier items and fewer schools offering unhealthier items. This trend has continued through the
implementation of national standards in 2012-13, as the overwhelming majority of schools maintained or improved their
offerings in the second year of implementation as compared with the first. Together, these findings suggest that elementary
schools are able to successfully offer healthier lunches to students and that the national standards are consistent with those
efforts.

This research brief, V2.0, corrects inaccuracies in the legend in the first figure. Version 1.0 showed the labels as “most
days” and all have now been corrected to “most/every day(s).” For whole grains the label has been corrected from “most
days” to “some/most/every day(s).”




Key Findings

Significantly more elementary schools were regularly offering healthier items in lunches in 2013-14 than in 2006-07. The
availability of unhealthier items in school lunches also decreased notably during the same period.
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Key Findings

All schools either increased or maintained the amount and variety of fruits and vegetables offered since the standards went
into effect in 2012-13.
e At more than half of elementary schools, lunches in 2013-14 included more fruits and vegetables and whole grains,
as well as a greater variety of fruits and vegetables, than in 2012-13.
e The majority of schools maintained the same variety of entrée options as in 2012-13, although 33 percent of schools
actually increased entrée variety.
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Conclusions and Policy Implications

School lunches have changed considerably over time, with significant improvements documented particularly in recent years.
The recent updates to the national nutrition standards are consistent with these improvements. A March 2015 study shows
that since the implementation of the new lunch standards—which require students to take either a fruit or vegetable at each
meal—students are selecting and eating more fruit, and throwing away less food than they did before the changes were
implemented.'® Recent surveys also show that many students have adapted well to the revised meals, with few complaints.1t
It is essential for policymakers to continue to support implementation of the healthier standards for school meals to support
optimal nutrition and health for millions of U.S. children and adolescents.
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