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Competitive Foods and Beverages in
Elementary School Classrooms
School Policies and Practices Allow Access to
Unhealthy Snacks and Drinks

Leading health authorities recommend that all
foods and beverages offered to students at school
contribute to a healthy diet.1 As directed by the
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) proposed new
national nutrition standards for competitive foods
and beverages—those sold in schools outside of the
federally reimbursable school meal programs.2
However, the proposed regulations do not address
a variety of other school practices that expose
students to high-calorie, low-nutrient foods and
beverages.
This brief presents research on the prevalence of
policies and practices that affect the availability of
snacks and beverages at parties, for fundraisers,
in the classroom, and other places outside of sales
venues in U.S. public elementary schools during
the 2009–10 to 2011–12 school years. Sales venues,
such as vending machines, à la carte cafeteria
lines, school stores, and snack bars are excluded
from this study.

Introduction
The foods and beverages available in schools affect students’
diets and their weight.1 Products offered outside of the USDA
meal programs—often called ―competitive foods and
beverages‖— include items sold in vending machines, school
stores and snack bars, or à la carte in the cafeteria. They also
include items offered through in-school fundraisers, during
classroom parties, and as rewards in the classroom.3
Many studies show that schools offer a variety of unhealthy
snacks and drinks in traditional sales venues. 4-7 However,
there has been less research about other competitive food
and beverage practices, which also expose students to
unhealthy fare at school. In 2004-05, 29 percent of U.S.
elementary students consumed competitive items on a typical
school day, and the most commonly-reported sources of
competitive items in elementary schools were fundraisers,
parties, and rewards or other classroom activities.8
Small-scale studies in elementary schools show that students
consume unhealthy foods and drinks that are high in sugar
and calories during parties.9 In addition, middle school
practices such as fundraising, allowing foods and beverages
in the classroom, and offering food-based rewards have been
linked with higher student body mass index outcomes.10
National organizations recommend that schools avoid foodbased fundraising,11 promote healthier party fare or non-food
celebrations,12 and not use food as a reward.13
This brief describes elementary school practices and schoollevel policies that affect the availability of competitive foods
and beverages in non-sales venues. Data are drawn from
surveys of nationally representative samples of U.S. public
elementary schools in 2009–10, 2010–11, and 2011–12.
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FIGURE 1 Percentage of U.S. Public Elementary Schools Allowing Competitive Food

and Beverage Practices
By School Year

average % of elementary schools across all years
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Key Findings

Conclusions and Policy Implications

In recent years, there has been virtually no change in

Elementary schools are making an effort to remove some

elementary school-level policies and practices pertaining to

unhealthy items from competitive sales venues, such as

foods and beverages offered in the classroom or otherwise

vending machines, stores, snack bars, and à la carte lines,14

made available outside of traditional sales venues in school

and the pending USDA competitive food regulations are very

(e.g., vending machines).

likely to restrict the availability of these items even further.
Yet, many students are offered sugary, high-fat foods and

 The majority of survey respondents indicated that their

drinks in their classrooms during the school day.

school had no school-wide restrictions on teachers using
candy in classroom lessons, offering sugary items (e.g.,

Although the USDA’s proposed standards do not address food

candy) as reward for good student behavior or academics,

and beverage practices in the classroom, other research shows

or offering coupons or incentive programs (e.g., pizza

that relevant district policies and state laws are associated

parties for reading).

with fewer schools allowing unhealthy products to be offered

 Few schools had school-level policies to limit students from

as rewards in the classroom,15 or through fundraisers.16

bringing in sugary items to be served during holiday parties

Furthermore, district policies appear to be effective for

or birthday parties, or to be eaten during regular snack

promoting healthier school environments,17 more nutritious

time.

diets,18 and improved weight outcomes for children.18 Thus,

 There were no statistically significant changes over time in
any of the practices shown in Figure 1.

developing policies at the state and local (i.e., school district)
levels may be a effective strategy for limiting students’
exposure to less-healthful foods and beverages at school.
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Study Overview

Suggested Citation

These analyses are based on data collected by the Bridging
the Gap research program at the University of Illinois at
Chicago. We used nationally representative data from
surveys of U.S. public elementary schools collected
annually during the 2009–10 to 2011–12 school years to
examine a variety of school-level policies and practices. In
the spring of each school year, we sent a survey to the
school administrator. Across the three years, responses
were received from 1831 schools (58% response rate).
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