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Introduction 

 

The Public School Lunch Program 

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is a federally assisted meal program 

operating in more than 99,800 public and nonprofit private schools and residential childcare 

institutions (FNS, USDA 2003).  It provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches 

[and/or breakfast] to more than 26 million children each school day (FNS, USDA 2003).  The 

program was established under the National School Lunch Act, signed by President Harry 

Truman in 1946 (FNS, USDA, 2003).  Many schools have joined the School Breakfast Program 

(SBP) to offer morning meals that help children get ready to learn.  However, the NSLP was 

slow to get started.  The year-to-year appropriations by the Congress without legislation assuring 

a continuation of program operations in years ahead, and the past experience of a drastic falling 

off in Federal support by means of donated foods, made-school boards hesitant to undertake the 

program (FNS, USDA, 2003).   

Initially, growth was sluggish due to the high cost of the special equipment needed to 

service the new program within schools.  In addition, some remodeling had to occur to 

accommodate the expansion of the new equipment.  Therefore, school district administrators 

were reluctant to invest a great deal of money into a new program.  Without some guarantee as to 

a future, this was regarded as a high-risk investment, and hampered program growth (FNS, 

USDA, 2003).  Nevertheless, the 79th Congress (1946) recognized the need [and] legislation was 

introduced to give the program a permanent status and to authorize the necessary appropriations 
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for it (FNS, USDA, 2003).  Thus, the NSLP has become an integral part of the public school 

institutions today. 

The Role of the National School Lunch Program and the USDA 

Generally, the goal of the NSLP program is to provide schoolchildren with healthy meals 

for all students who attend school.  In addition, the NSLP financially assists those with adverse 

financial conditions or those that qualify for assistance.  Food and Nutrition Service (FSN, 

USDA, 2004): 

Illustrates the student’s need by the parent’s annual salary and household size, which, 
then determines reduced price meals for those students with family incomes that are at 
185 percent of the poverty level or free meals for those students with family incomes at 
or below 130 percent of the poverty level, [Any student whose family income exceeds the 
185 percent of poverty level pays full price for their meals].  Income Eligibility 
Guidelines [Table 1—below] (Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 1995) are to be used in 

 



 3

determining eligibility for free and reduced price meals or free milk.  These guidelines 
are used by schools, institutions, and facilities participating in the NSLP (and Commodity 
School Program), School Breakfast Program, Special Milk Program for Children, Child 
and Adult Care Food Program and Summer Food Service Program.  The annual 
adjustments are required by section 9 of the National School Lunch Act.  The guidelines 
are intended to direct benefits to those children most in need and are revised annually to 
account for changes in the Consumer Price Index [and] they are effective from July 1 
through June 30 every year.  School districts and independent schools that choose to take 
part in the lunch program get cash subsidies and donated commodities from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) for each meal they serve.  In return, they must serve 
lunches that meet Federal requirements, and they must offer free or reduced price lunches 
to eligible children.  School food authorities can also be reimbursed for snacks served to 
children through age 18 in after school educational or enrichment programs.   

The USDA supports the programs that provide schools in the National School Lunch 

Program.  The illustration below indicates the repayment from the USDA to the schools for each 

meal they serve.  Therefore, accurate accounting of individuals participating in the NSLP must 

be maintained on a daily basis for the school to obtain such reimbursements.  Below, the Food 

and Nutrition Service (FNS, USDA, 2003) specifies the basic cash reimbursement rates are for 

the period July 1, 2003 through June 30, 2004:  

Free lunches: $2.19 Free snacks: $0.60 

Reduced-price 
lunches: 

$1.79 Reduced-price 
snacks: 

$0.30 

Paid lunches: $0.21 Paid snacks: $0.05 
Note: Higher reimbursement rates are in effect for Alaska and Hawaii, and for some schools 
with high percentages of low-income children.  
  

In addition to cash reimbursements, schools are entitled by law to receive commodity 

foods, called "entitlement" foods, at a value of 15.75 cents for each meal served (FNS, USDA, 

2003).  Additional commodities can be directed to such participating schools from the USDA 

when surplus agricultural stocks are in abundance. 

  The number of students participating in the NSLP reveal that (FNS, USDA, 2003): 
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by the end of its first year [of inception], 1946-47, about 7.1 million children participated 
in the National School Lunch Program [by] 1970, 22 million children were participating, 
and by 1980 the figure was nearly 27 million.  In 1990, an average of 24 million children 
ate school lunch every day.  In Fiscal Year 2001, more than 25.4 million children each 
day got their lunch through the National School Lunch Program.  Since the modern 
program began, more than 187 billion lunches have been served.  As a result of such 
participation, the National School Lunch Program cost 6.4 billion in FY 2001.  By 
comparison, the lunch program's total cost in 1947 was $70 million; in 1950, $119.7 
million; 1960, $225.8 million; 1970, $565.5 million; 1975, $1.7 billion; 1980, $3.2 
billion; 1985, $3.4 billion; and 1990, $3.7 billion. 
 

However, with the increase in children participating in the NSLP, the cost for the program has 

considerably escalated.  As a result, the USDA’s concern about the eligibility of those that 

receive free and/or reduced priced meals has prompted ongoing investigations.  The Food and 

Nutrition Service stated (2004) that the nature of its concerns about the application and 

verification process in guidance issued to School Food Authority’s (SFA) in 2001: 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has become aware that a significant and 
increasing number of ineligible children are being certified for free and reduced price 
school meals as a result of inaccurate information provided by some households.  When 
ineligible children receive free and reduced benefits, USDA meal reimbursement is 
misdirected, as are significant amounts of State, Federal, and in some cases, local 
education funds.  Furthermore, questions about the integrity of the certification and 
verification process undermine public confidence in a program that has long enjoyed the 
support of the American people.  
 

So as a result, the Food and Nutrition Service wanted more information to fully be aware of this 

growing predicament.  Therefore, [NSLP] contracted with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. 

(MPR) to conduct [in random-sampling districts] a study of the outcomes of the verification 

process in selected school districts (FNS, USDA, 2004).  [An all-embracing study was conducted 

by MPR, which] included interviews with families in 21 large metropolitan school districts 

(Table 2—next page) around the country (FNS, USDA, 2004).   
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Burghardi, Hulsey, and Silva (2004) illustrate in (Figure 1—below) the Case Study of 

Verification Outcomes in 21 Large Metropolitan SFAs (School Food Authorities) whom 

 

operate the NSLP.  Based on the results of USDA’s eligibility verification processes (Table 3—

next page), an estimated 12 to 33 percent of students certified for free or reduced-price meals 
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are income ineligible for these benefits (Burghardi, Hulsey, and Silva 2004).  The study, [an] 

evaluation funded by the USDA, Economic Research Service, mainly focused on those 

households that did not respond when asked for updated eligibility paper work.  Burghardi, 

Hulsey, and Silva (2004) found that on average, half the households selected for verification did 

not respond to this request.  Nonetheless, over fifty percent of those that did not respond to the 

request for updated paper were at least eligible for the current program they were receiving.  

About one-fourth of non-responding households reapplied and were re-approved for free or 

reduced-price meals within the two to three months following verification (Burghardi, Hulsey, 

and Silva 2004). 
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            Burghardi, Hulsey, and Silva (2004) found that among households selected by districts 

for verification, about one-third had their eligibility for existing certification status verified (and 

thus, their benefits did not change as a result of verification).  However, about one-third of 

households whose benefits were unchanged as a result of verification were income ineligible for 

their approved benefit level two to three months following verification (Burghardi, Hulsey, and 

Silva, 2004), (Table 4-below).  
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Poor Nutrition Affects Education 

 
The U.S. Government is involved with school menu planning, requiring school 

administrators to follow strict dietary guidelines.  There are healthy alternatives that the NSLP 

has been planning for over 59 years.  Items include offering well-balanced breakfast through the 

schools that participate in the School Breakfast Program, and lunch each day to those students 

willing to participate in the healthy food program.  Special pricing is offered to those students 

who are less fortunate and unable to afford breakfast and lunch each day.  Consequently, there is 

no excuse for kids in the special needs program to be eating poorly.  Included in such programs 

are strict menu guidelines school cafeteria employees must abide by to properly prepare well-

balanced meals.  The National School Lunch Act mandates that school meals “safeguard the 

health and well-being of the Nation’s Children” (FNS, USDA 2003).  These programs are 

important to the welfare of the students.  President Bush showed concern by attending a 

weeklong campaign honoring National School Lunch Week.  President Bush proclaims, “I call 

upon all Americans to join the dedicated individuals who administer the National School Lunch 

Program at the State and Local levels in appropriate activities and celebrations that promote all 

programs that support the health and well-being of our Nation’s children.”  (American School 

Food Service Association, 2002).  The National Education Association supports measures to 

improve student health by providing programs that ensure students are ready to learn.  With 

additional education and training programs, school administrators and teachers may instill upon 

the students the importance of proper nutrition.  By promoting healthy eating habits to students 

may lead to an improved nutritious and much healthier life style.  While healthy alternatives for 

breakfast and lunch at schools do exist, the ultimate decision to select a proper breakfast or lunch 

is up to the students.  Nevertheless, teaching students to select good nutrition over junk food is a 
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considerable challenge, particularly when vending machines, available at most schools in 

America, are full of saturated lipids, high sodium content and simple carbohydrate—rich foods 

and beverages.  Kids shall be kids; therefore, they will choose what they desire most.  When 

parents provide school lunch money to their kids, it most often goes toward fatty, salty, and 

sugary foods, and as a result, a barrier in education occurs. 

Poor health in schoolchildren and adolescents affects learning.  Problems related to 

cognitive, emotional, and social development often results from poor nutrition.  Poor diet 

adversely affects education by decreasing motivation and attentiveness while learning.  Such 

findings indicate that young people are not ready to learn and achieve there full potential unless 

they are receiving proper nourishment.  Fast food, available both on and off school campuses, 

may be an important part of this complex problem due to their limited nutritional value and high 

levels of fat, salt and sugar (California High School Fast Food Survey, 2002).  School 

administrators are more concerned with satiating students than being proponents of proper 

nutrition. 

When choosing lunch, children and adolescents have carte blanche.  They should select a 

well-balanced, high nutrient density meal.  Instead, they choose foods high in lipids, simple 

carbohydrates, high in sodium, and harmful cholesterols such as fries, pizza, ice cream, candy 

bars, and soda from available vending machines.  Kids are looking to be satiated, and those foods 

give them a feeling of fullness and satisfaction.  As a result, too many lipids, high levels of 

sodium and carbohydrates impair student’s ability to learn.  It appears school administrators 

deliberately contradict themselves by teaching proper nutrition, yet, supplying students with food 

and beverage items that are not healthy.  Administrators are required by the federal government 

to provide a well-balanced meal that offers protein, fruit or vegetable, milk and at least one 
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serving of bread, while keeping the fat content under 30 percent of the total calories.  The food 

guide pyramid’s daily menu plan includes meals high in dairy, vegetables, fruit, meat, or other 

type of protein, complex carbohydrates, and fats and oils, meant only to use sparingly.   

FOOD GUIDE PYRAMID (Figure 2) 

(Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 1995) 

 The Dietary Guidelines for Americans, (1995) describe food choices that will help 

[individuals] meet these [Food Guide Pyramid—Figure 2—above] recommendations.  Through 

Team Nutrition, the USDA provides schools with technical training and assistance to help school 

food service staffs prepare healthful meals, and with nutrition education to help children 

understand the link between diet and health (FNS, USDA, 2003).  However, kids eat foods such 

as fries, candy bars, and soda for lunch, and they believe those foods to be a well-balanced meal.  

Research shows that healthy, well-nourished children and adolescents are more ready to learn 

and can take better advantage of educational opportunities (California School Boards 
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Association, 2002).  Students need to be learning at school, not eating high saturated fat, massive 

amounts of salt and simple carbohydrate meals that prevent them from getting a proper 

education.   

 Even though healthy meal choices do exist, students are given the ultimate choice of 

selecting either a well-balanced meal provided under the guidelines of the NSLP, or one with 

very little nutritive value.  Because of poor nutrition, obesity is rampant today in society, 

especially in kids.  Obesity is the most prevalent nutritional disease among youth today, with 27 

percent of children and 21 percent of adolescents currently considered obese (California High 

School Fast Food Survey, 2002).  There are many interconnected diseases associated with 

obesity.  Obese adolescents face increased risks for many serious health problems that do not 

commonly occur during childhood, including high blood cholesterol levels, abnormal glucose 

tolerance, and high blood pressure (California High School Fast Food Survey, 2002).  Kids who 

eat poorly end up abusing their body.  Consequently, their self-esteem, physiological posture, 

and psychological outlook in life distract them from the benefits of education.   

Nevertheless, school lunch programs have expanded their selections of well-balanced 

foods to include branded items such as Domino’s Pizza, Taco Bell, Arby’s, Subway, and Pizza 

Hut to name just a few.  These popular franchise companies, which are present in 13% of the 

nation’s 86,000 public schools, now sell fast food, and are capitalizing on the vast business 

derived from the public school sector (CorpWatch, 1998).  

Nonetheless, the U.S. Government is involved with school menu planning, requiring 

school administrators to follow strict dietary guidelines.  In order to offer lunch to all students, 

even those with special financial needs, the NSLP assists in providing nutritionally balanced, 

low-cost or free lunches to more than 26 million children each school day (FNS, USDA, 2003).   
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The type of food and beverages offered to students is carefully outlined by use of the 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans and must meet federal nutrition requirements and 

Recommended Dietary Allowances, however, what foods and how they are prepared is up to the 

local school food authorities (FNS, USDA, 2003).  To meet the Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans, food administrators must choose a diet with most of the calories from grain products, 

vegetables, fruits, low fat milk products, lean meats, fish, poultry, and dry beans.  Choosing 

fewer calories from fats and sweets are especially important (Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 

1995).  

Nevertheless, it is up to the local food authorities to plan the menu, and prepare the 

variety of foods to accomplish the goal of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, and to provide 

the Recommended Dietary Allowances for each meal.  It is most disconcerting to place 

economic concerns over the health and nutrition of schoolchildren and adolescents.  “It would 

certainly impact the schools if we didn’t have vending machines, ‘Cadwallader said.  “It would 

affect the rewards program for students.’  Chino Valley Unified School District receives $50,000 

in revenue per year from vending machine beverage sales, according to district spokeswomen 

Julie Gobin (Cho, 2002, p. 2).  Even though schools offer well-balanced meals, students select 

meals from vending machine and the schools ala carte menu, which are tasty, highly fattening, 

extremely salty, and stuffed full of sugar.  Besides, there is no incentive for cash rewards for the 

school if the kids select a well-balanced meal from the cafeteria.  School funding programs that 

fill the schools coffers with much needed and anticipated financial funds may interfere with the 

advancement and progress of teaching and providing proper nutrition to students.  As a result, 

school administrators hungry for additional funding, will keep the vending machines full at all 

times, disregarding the fact that poor nutrition affects education. 
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Summary of the Local Survey Results 

A survey was conducted in a random (stratified) sample of local Columbus, Ohio suburban 

public schools.  These schools included three elementary, three middle, three high schools, and 

one District city school administrator.  The one District city school administrator oversees the 

entire school lunch program for that one particular city.  Of the total surveys mailed, only one 

response came from each category of schools, and including the one District city school 

administrator.  The purpose of the survey was to find out what the schools could convey 

regarding: 

 The National Lunch Program 

 About their particular school lunch program 

 Their view-point regarding nutrition and education 

 How the school lunch program has changed in the past 10 years. 

After review of the respondents’ questionnaires, 40% of the target survey, the results are 

summarized and compiled to yield an overall idea of the school lunch program in the local 

public school system.  The NSLP administers the program in schools by giving each school a 

six-week cycle menu.  Each week is nutritionally analyzed to meet the NSLP guidelines.  

Every school district that participates in the NSLP is audited by the State every five years to 

ensure the NSLP guidelines are being follow appropriately. The local NSLP liaison is the 

Ohio Department of Education.  Yet, the city school districts have the control of whether or 

not the School Breakfast Program (SBP) is offered.  Only 27% of the 15 schools offer the 

SBP.  This is mainly due to not being able to be reimbursed by the NSLP for the SBP.  

Regardless of what meals are offered by the school, any program they offer are open to all 
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eligible students.  The NSLP does not offer special menus, but the District’s Foodservice 

Department is always willing to work with students with special medical conditions.   

 A District, which contains a city of schools, has more than 11,890 students attending 

school each day.  Of the 11,890 students that attend school on a given day, approximately 

3,000 or 25% purchase lunch.  There are those who bring their own lunch but that number 

was indeterminable.  Additionally, about 25% of the total students who attend school each 

day, purchase ala carte or single purchase items, especially of those students attending 

middle schools and high schools.  The types of food offered to those purchasing single item 

foods consist of bagels, muffins, fries, chips (regular and lo-fat), frozen fruit smoothies, soft 

ice cream, frozen yogurt, ice cream novelties, Little Debbie®, cookies, salads, cereals, fresh 

fruit, breadsticks, pretzels with cheese, nachos with cheese, pizza, wraps, chicken 

sandwiches, hamburgers, milk, and the list continues.  Nonetheless, some of the favorite 

meals include pizza, hamburgers, chicken nuggets, grilled cheese, fries, Mexican, chips, 

cookies, and ice cream.  Table 5—below shows a typical high school 6 week cycle lunch 

menu. 

 



 16

 Vending machines are only available at the high schools, and some of the middle schools.  

It was reported that students at the middle school level could only purchase from the food 

service program during lunch.  The companies that supply the vending machines are typically 

contracted for a period of 10 years.  Reported information states that those companies do 

offer the districts a commission for the products sold.  Although the percentage of 

commission was not revealed, it was mentioned that some of the monetary benefits go 

toward the athletic department.  In addition, some other advantages that are gained by the 

school vendor companies include supplies of soft drinks for special occasions such as proms, 

senior meetings, and freshman camp.  

 Many of the schools foodservice programs are managed by a foodservice contracted 

company.  These companies provide a greater buying power that helps ensure lower costs for 

schools.  In addition, these contracted companies have the resources available to the district 

on a variety of subjects pertaining to foodservice and other related departments.  The food 

service staff is all trained and must take Food and Sanitation courses frequently.  The 

employees receive additional training and undergo updates that are offered and required 

periodically throughout the year.  

 The nutrition curriculum at the public schools is established by the Districts, and if 

nutrition is part of the Districts curriculum then it is mandatory.  The NSLP offers updated 

educational materials to the Districts, but the districts curriculum standards may not permit 

outside materials.  Nevertheless, it is the opinion of those that responded to the survey that it 

is the responsibility of the parents, educators, and foodservice staff to teach the importance of 

nutrition to the students.  It is required by the NSLP that either the cashiers of food servers 

verify that every student buying a meal have all the required components of a well-balanced 
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and nutritious meal.  Nevertheless, it is equally important for the parents to serve and stress 

to their children the importance of a healthy diet.  School administrators agree that without 

proper nutrition a child does not have the learning potential, or the ability to perform at their 

finest.   

 School meal programs have changed over the past 10 years.  They have transformed from 

a one choice meal to three to four choices at the elementary school level; two choices to 10 to 

11 at the middle school level; and from three to unlimited choices at the high school level.  

Today’s school lunches resemble that of a shopping mall food court, especially at the high 

school level.  Districts feel that some flexibility is needed within the constraints of the current 

curriculum that would contribute to valuable resources of valuable information.  This 

information would be used to improve the food education of the educators, families, and 

students. Moreover, it is important to gain the support of political leaders to assist with the 

continuance, and the updating of the National School Lunch Program.   

  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 Surveying schoolchildren regarding their nutritional habits would be beneficial yet, quite 

difficult.  The outcome may assist those who administer the NSLP with greater knowledge of 

what these schoolchildren know about proper nutrition and what they do not.  Several interesting 

questions arise as well. Can a report of this magnitude be conducted without the enormity of “red 

tape” it would incur, as well as cost?  Would the results be truly accurate with regard to those 

surveyed?  Will those that are currently receiving benefits through the NSLP accurately report, 

or moreover, even report to the administration to verify eligibility?  Will the parents help to 
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educate their children on the importance of a healthier lifestyle by mentoring and leading by 

example, the importance of proper nutrition?   

 Even though the USDA funded a survey to explore the NSLP Verification Outcomes in 

Large Metropolitan Cities, they did not begin to explore the suburbs and the potential of 

misdirected funding. Since an all-encompassing survey of this nature could not explore the 

affects of the NSLP in its entirety, it would be most helpful to conduct periodic sample surveys 

that would assist in keeping the program administrators on top of key issues.  
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