
Healthy School
Lunches?

“	�This is a landmark moment for school food. We were  
so excited to see how the data showed that we could  
reduce our carbon and water footprint by serving healthy, 
delicious food—like the vegetarian tostadas with fresh 
made-in-house salsa, that kids absolutely love—all while 
saving money.’’

	 —�Jennifer LeBarre, executive director of nutrition services 
for Oakland Unified School District1

Understanding School Lunch by the Numbers 
•	�More than 30 million students—about 3 in 5 schoolkids—participate daily in the National 

School Lunch Program (NSLP).2 (source)

•	�5 billion lunches are served each year in 95 percent of public schools and thousands of 
(non-profit) private schools.3 (source)

•	�Limited funds for the program make innovation difficult. Public Schools have an average of 
about $3.00 total per lunch/per student3 (source). Of this money, ~50% is spent on the food 
offered and 50% on staff and overhead costs like electricity in the cafeteria.4(source)

•	�5 and 3: National School Lunch Program cafeteria line must follow an “offer vs. serve”  
model. They must offer 5 food groups—protein, fruit, veg, grain, and milk—and each student 
must take at least 3, and in some cases all 5 parts, for the school to receive a government 
reimbursement for that meal.4 (source)

Meat and Dairy at School5

•	�The origins of the National School Lunch Program date back to 1946, when Congress’ goal 
was not only to promote good nutrition, but also to support farmers by providing more mar-
kets for the excess food they produced.4 (source)

•	�In addition to reimbursements, the government supports the NSLP through purchases of 
surplus food items from producers known as “USDA Foods,” which schools depend upon 
heavily—typically USDA Foods make up 15-20 percent of the foods served each day.5 

(source)
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•	�Most of the USDA Foods used are meat and dairy.5 

(source)

•	�Schools can “trade” USDA raw commodities for finished 
products by having the commodity items shipped  
directly to manufacturer and the manufacturer then ships 
a finished project, such as burger patties, to the school 
system.4 (source)

Milk at School
•	�By law, the National School Lunch Program must  

offer milk.

•	�Federal law requires that schools do not “directly or  
indirectly restrict the sale or marketing of fluid milk 
products by the school . . . at any time or place”6 (source) This means schools can be cited 
for placing other beverages, such as water, near the milk on the lunch line. 

•	70 percent of milk served in schools is flavored.7 (source)

•	�A single serving of chocolate milk contains between four and six teaspoons of sugar (the 
recommended daily limit for young children is three teaspoons).7 (source)

Milk and Health
•	�The journal Pediatrics published a review of 58 studies looking at dairy consumption and 

health. After looking at the evidence, the researchers concluded that “neither increased 
consumption of dairy products, specifically, nor total dietary calcium consumption has 
shown even a modestly consistent benefit for child or young adult bone health.”8 (source)

•	�Drinking cow milk does not reduce the risk on bone fractures and in some cases can  
increase the risk. One study found that milk consumption was not associated with a  
decreased risk of fractures, while also showing 9% increase 
in risk for hip fractures in men for each additional glass of 
milk consumed during teenage years.9 (source)

•	�Hip fractures rates are highest in populations with the most 
milk consumption.9 (source)

•	�Studies have shown a connection between cow’s milk  
protein and chronic constipation in children. In one study, 
eliminating all cow’s milk lead to 100% resolution10 (source), 
and another showed just removing fluid milk (without  
taking other dairy products out of the diet) resolved  
more than 2/3 of cases.11 (source)
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Plant-based solutions to address climate change.

Plant-based Diets and Kids’ Health
•	�Studies show that children whose diets emphasize plant-based foods grow as tall or taller 

than their meat-eating peers and gain a measure of protection from the health risks that 
await many young people as they reach adulthood: obesity, diabetes, hypertension, and 
heart disease, among others.12, 13 (source, source) 

•	�Dietary habits start forming in childhood. Adult vegetarians tend to have lower cancer 
rates14 (source). For example, one study that found vegetarians’ cancer rates to be 25-50 
percent below population averages.15 (source) Vegetarians are also less likely to die from 
heart disease as compared to meat eaters.16 (source).

 Trends
•	�Oakland Unified School District reduced its meat and dairy purchases showing dramatic 

reductions in water use, greenhouse gas emissions and increased savings (see the graphic 
on page 2 and quote on page 1).17 (source)

•	�Some school districts have adopted the Good Food Purchasing Policy, which requires a 
reduction in meat along with other provisions around the environment, local economies, 
health, animal welfare and workers’ rights: LA Unified, Oakland Unified, San Francisco and 
Chicago Public Schools.18 (source)  

•�	�Fifteen Brooklyn schools adopted “Meatless Monday” in October 201719 (source) and the 
Coalition for Healthy School Food has implemented a number of plant-based programs in 
schools in New York City and State over the years.20 (source) 

•	�Universal free meals: Some schools and districts with very high percentages of low-income 
students offer “universal free meals.” Allowing all students to receive free meals ensures all 
students have access to healthy meals while reducing program administrative costs—and 
social stigma for kids and families. Universal free lunch also ensures a more secure budget 
for school food directors which in turn supports their menu-innovation efforts.4 (source)
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