FACTS
Child Nutrition Reauthorization
A Healthy Recipe for School Nutrition
OVERVIEW
The U.S. is in the midst of a childhood
obesity epidemic. Currently, nearly one
third of children are overweight or
obese.1,2,3 The health consequences of
obesity in children are staggering.
Research shows that an obese child’s
arteries can resemble those of a middleaged adult and obese adolescents have
a greater risk of becoming obese
adults.4,5 Childhood obesity can also
increase left ventricular mass, which can
increase the likelihood of adverse
outcomes in adulthood.6 Children participating in school meals
consume 35%- 50% of their daily caloric intake and nearly a
third of their daily solid fat and added sugar intake at school.7,8
Schools can encourage a healthy environment by promoting
and providing nutritious meals.

HEALTHY, HUNGER-FREE KIDS ACT: AFFECT
ON KIDS’ HEALTH
In 2010, President Obama signed the Healthy, Hunger-Free
Kids Act, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
moved forward in updating the national nutrition standards for
school meals and establishing nutrition standards for other
foods sold in schools throughout the school day.9 As of 2015,
97% of schools in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
offered lunches that met these nutritional standards according
to data collected by the USDA.10 This is up from 15% in 20092010.11 That means an overwhelming majority of children are
receiving heart-healthy lunches while at school.

The law has had several other positive effects on
school nutrition and health. For example:

As of 2015, the overwhelming majority of schools
are serving healthier meals, and are receiving the
$.06 performance-based increase in the federal
reimbursement rate for school lunches for meeting
the updated nutrition standards for lunch.10 School
meals have substantially lower sodium and overall
caloric content, and are generally healthier than
before the new rules were implemented 12,13

Local school wellness policies have been
strengthened by creating more accountability and
better implementation.14,15

The Smart Snacks in School standards, which
went into effect during the 2014-2015 school year,
updated nutrition standards for all foods sold on
the school campus outside of the meal program
throughout the school day, including vending
machines, a la carte, and school stores.16

70% of elementary school administrators and food
service staff report that their students seem to like
the lunches under the new meal standards.17

12% more students are choosing fruit with their
meals after the new rules were implemented.18

A Government Accounting Office (GAO) report
concluded that while there have been some
challenges in implementing the school lunch
standards, school meals are now healthier than
ever and challenges are expected to resolve over
time as school food service and students adjust to
the changes.19

MAKING CHILDREN HEALTHY,
LEARNERS
A healthy school environment helps improve children’s
physical well-being, enhances learning, and increases
attendance. 20,21




Comprehensive nutrition education and promotion
in schools is successful in increasing children’s
nutrition knowledge and fruit and vegetable
consumption, especially in low-income students.22
Children who participate in the NSLP select more
fruits and vegetables and have an overall better
quality diet.23
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DON’T GIVE UP ON CHILDREN’S HEALTH
While there have been challenges, that’s not unexpected. Kids
are adjusting to the new meals and appropriate portion sizes.
And while there has been some criticism about participation
declining, this downward trend is only among paid participants
and started in 2007, well before the school meal standards went
into effect in 2012.19,24 In fact, the GAO report also noted that
participation will likely improve over time as students and school
food service fully adapt to the new standards for healthier
meals.19,,24






Continued robust technical assistance by the USDA
to support schools in implementing nutrition
standards, effective nutrition education, and
nutrition promotion and model local wellness
policies with effective implementation and
evaluation.
Continued support to schools for effective
implementation of the federal nutrition standards for
school meals.
Extra reimbursement for breakfast and lunch, based
on the latest evidence, to help schools ease the
burden of increased costs.
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However, Congress recently passed a provision to funding
legislation that not only would stop the USDA from
implementing the next sodium standard levels until more
science supports the benefits of sodium reduction in
children, but also would allow states to grant exemptions for
whole grain standards in school meals.25 This is particularly
troubling in light of recent research that shows sodium
consumption among school-aged children is still well-above
healthy levels, and that whole grain consumption lowers
mortality risk. 26,27
Schools that struggle with the new standards need assistance,
not a pass or waiver. It is critical that schools are not forced to
stop mid-implementation or get mixed messages of what is
required of them. Let’s help the schools who are not meeting
the new standards move forward, and reward those who are
making remarkable progress. Most importantly, let’s not turn
back the clock on our children’s health.
The evidence is overwhelming that the new school meal
standards are working. Going into child nutrition reauthorization
for 2015, the American Heart Association advocates for:
 Continued strong implementation of school meal and
Smart Snacks standards. These standards include
reducing sodium; eliminating trans fat; decreasing
saturated fat; minimizing fried foods; offering healthy
beverages; and increasing the offering of fruits and
vegetables, whole grains, seafood, and low-fat dairy.
 Investments in kitchen equipment and infrastructure that
can help schools serve healthier meals.28
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