
DIPPING 
SAUCE
Calories: 00
Fat: 00g
Sodium: 00g

D+ Overprocessed 
and high in sugar, 
fat, sodium, and 
calories. Must 
improve to pass.

When School Lunch     Doesn’t Make the Grade

FRUIT
CoCkTAIl
High fructose 

corn syrup nearly 
triples the sugar.

TINy
TATERS

Contain food 
additives and 
high sodium

PoPCoRN
ChICkEN 
Deep-frying 
raises the fat 

content.

CREAmED 
CoRN

Has half a kid’s 
daily sodium 

allowance 

BARBECUE
SAUCE

The sugar and 
salt content is 

sky-high.
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 Deep-fried popcorn chicken, tiny taters, 
bread, barbecue sauce, ketchup, milk. 
That high-fat, high-sodium, low-fiber 
menu is a typical lunch at a typical 

American elementary school. We know about it 
because Mrs. Q., a grade-school teacher, decided 
to eat her school’s lunch every day for an entire 
school year and report anonymously to the world 
on her blog, “Fed Up With Lunch: The School 
Lunch Project” (fedupwithschoollunch.blogspot 
.com). What she discovered about our kids’ mid-
day meals is sobering if not surprising: Menu 
mainstays routinely feature fatty items such as 
pizza, french fries, hot dogs, and a mystery pork 
product called “ribicue.” She’s eaten beef with fake 
grill marks and lots of sweetened fruit cups. 

Mrs. Q. didn’t know when she started docu-
menting each meal that she would become a 
prominent voice on a hot-button issue that has 
galvanized not only high-profile chefs such as  
Jamie Oliver and Rachael Ray but also First Lady 
Michelle Obama. “I’m normally not subversive in 
any way,” Mrs. Q. says of her unexpected though  
anonymous celebrity status— we promised not to 
reveal her identity when we interviewed her. “But if 
you’re a parent you may not have a clue about what 
your kids are really eating. Lunches at my school 
are like overly packaged TV dinners gone bad.”

It doesn’t have to be this way. At Galtier  
Magnet Elementary School, in St. Paul, Minne-
sota, menus include whole-grain bread and pasta, 
along with unsweetened applesauce for dessert. 
There’s also a salad bar stocked with greens, car-
rots, peas, and grape tomatoes. A sauce station 
offers seasonings—low-fat ranch dressing, soy 
sauce, Louisiana hot sauce. Many of the kids in  
St. Paul still eat tacos and macaroni and cheese, 
but the cafeteria makes lower-fat versions of 
both. They also get edamame and chicken stew, 
which add vital nutrients into their diet.

IS yoUR ChIlD’S 
CAFETERIA FAIlING To 
PRovIDE hEAlThy, 
NUTRITIoUS FooD? 
By ElizaBETH Foy larSEn
PHoToGraPHS By Paula HiBlE

When School Lunch     Doesn’t Make the Grade

vANIllA 
PUDDING

High in 
saturated fat 

and sugar

ChoColATE 
mIlk

Whole-milk kind 
has 50 more calories 

than low-fat.



 Say yes to Tastings  
Kids love events with food. Hold a fruit 
festival where parent volunteers offer 
pears, papayas, and more. Or get 
students invested in what’s being 
studied in class. If they’re learning 
about the Middle East, try a tasting 
with hummus and tabbouleh.

 Say no to Junk 
According to the Center for Science  
in the Public Interest, the notion that 
schools need to sell junk food to raise 
revenue is a myth. USDA studies have 
shown the average school uses revenue 
from NSLP meals to offset the costs  
of producing à la carte options.

 Be realistic 
In an ideal world, schools would serve 
more organic food, but most experts 
say that the current economic climate 
means that we need to set doable 
goals. Focus on requesting more fresh 
fruits and veggies, and adding 
whole-grain bread products.

Don’t Just Get AnGry ... Do soMetHInG!

A+ This lunch tray gets high 
marks both for its nutritional 
value and major kid appeal.

yoGURT 
DRESSING
Much lower in  

calories and fat 
than mayo

APPlE
a "hand fruit"  
makes a smart 

dessert.

SAlAD
BAR

Kids love 
picking and 
choosing.

SoFT
TACo

Tasty, 
veggie-filled, 
and fun to eat

mIlk
low-fat is a 
great source 
of calcium.

While even detractors acknowledge that the quality of most 
American school lunches has steadily improved over the past 
15 years, everyone from nutritionists and public-health experts 
to the First Lady—not to mention a growing number of ex-
tremely frustrated parents—believes that our children’s school 
lunches are still overprocessed affairs laden with unhealthy pre-
servatives, sodium, sugar, and trans fat. Nutritional quality var-
ies widely from district to district, but according to the USDA a 
typical school lunch far exceeds the recommended 500 milli-
grams of sodium; some districts, in fact, serve lunches with 
more than 1,000 milligrams. The USDA also reports that less 

than a third of schools stay below the recommended standard 
for fat content in their meals. “School lunches hardly resemble 
real food—they serve items such as chicken nuggets, which are 
highly processed, with additives and preservatives, and list more 
than 30 ingredients instead of just chicken,” says Marion Nestle, 
Ph.D., professor of nutrition food studies and public health at 
New York University. Nuggets are only one example of how 
schools rely on too many foods that are heavily processed and 
high in sugar, sodium, and chemicals. The problem isn’t simply 
that kids are eating unhealthy foods for lunch. The cafeteria’s 
offerings also give a seal of approval: “Kids associate school 
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with education; therefore they get the wrong impression that 
these kinds of foods are healthy,” says Dr. Nestle.

And we’re not just talking about the stuff on the hot-lunch 
menu. Provided through the National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP) to children who qualify for free or reduced-price 
lunches and breakfasts (and also offered to 
students who can pay full price), it meets  
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. 
While NSLP meals—eaten by more than 31 
million children, over half of all American 
students—need to be improved, the worst 
food lurks in what’s called à la carte service. 
That’s where any kid can buy anything from 
cake to pizza or brand-name junk food. 
These heavily marketed choices are essen-
tially unregulated. (Hard candy and gum are 
not allowed to be sold but chocolate bars 
are, for example.) “We offer many choices 
in the school library but no pornography,” 
says Janet Poppendieck, Ph.D., author of 
Free for All: Fixing School Food in America. “We should offer an 
array of meals in school, but nothing unhealthy.”

 

Meals Gone Bad—and Good
That disconnect shocked Lolli Leeson, a wellness educator and 
parent, when she volunteered in her kids’ lunchroom in Marble-
head, Massachusetts. After 15 minutes, the students were  
allowed to throw out their lunch and buy junk food, such as cook-
ies, candy, and chips, from the à la carte menu. “The kids were 
taught a bit about nutrition in the classroom, but the school was 
being hypocritical in not modeling it in the lunchroom,” she says.  

We take it for granted that these are the foods that kids want 
to eat. But most experts disagree. Sam Kass, Mrs. Obama’s 
food-initiative coordinator, has been spending a lot of time 
visiting schools and hosting children at the White House gar-
den as part of Mrs. Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign. “When 
the First Lady planted and harvested the garden with kids and 
then cooked a meal with them, those kids ate salad like it was 
going out of style—like it was french fries—and they ate peas 
like they were the best thing they had ever tasted,” says Kass.

The food kids eat for lunch around the world is evidence that 
what we think of as kid-friendly is more nurture than nature. In 

France, menus include beet salad, pumpkin soup, and veal stew. 
Korean students eat kimchi and stir-fried beef with carrots. 

In fact, the successes at Galtier Magnet School, where 80 
percent of all the elementary students eat what’s prepared at 
school, and at other districts throughout the country, prove that 

it is possible to serve meals that are healthy, 
appeal to kids’ taste buds, and offer impor-
tant lessons about the value of good nutri-
tion—instead of being based on children’s 
whims. “We don’t allow kids to not learn 
about Shakespeare,” says chef Ann Cooper, 
aka “The Renegade Lunch Lady,” who 
overhauled the Berkeley, California, and 
Boulder, Colorado, school-lunch pro-
grams. “Why would we allow kids to decide 
that they don’t want to eat green food?” 
The urgency over what our kids are eating 
is due to some scary facts: Children born in 
the year 2000 have more than a 30 percent 
chance of developing diabetes during their 

lifetime, according to a study published in The Journal of the 
American Medical Association, and the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that 16.9 percent of 
children between the ages of 2 and 19 are already obese. 

lunch lessons
At its core, the National School Lunch Program is a noble 
institution. Started in 1946 by President Truman to provide 
lunches to school-age children, the program was founded on 
the principle that keeping children healthy is vital to Ameri-
ca’s prosperity. But even that basic mandate has become  
a complicated issue. Take milk, for example: Chocolate  
milk, for decades a school-cafeteria staple, has double the 
sugar content of unflavored milk, and some school districts, 
including Washington, D.C., have banned it while others are 
trying to  reposition the drink as a dessert and limit when it’s 
offered. (For example, Chicago schools serve it only on Fri-
day.) But flavored milk’s defenders can be found among the 
ranks of parents who fear that their children will miss out on 
crucial vitamin D and calcium because they won’t drink the 
unsweetened variety. The dairy industry, naturally, is also 
supportive: “It’s important to know that flavored milk pro-

 Go to the Cafeteria 
Everyone from lunch reformers to 
cafeteria managers insists that  
the best way to be informed is to 
experience it yourself. Reading weekly 
menus is no substitute for seeing, 
smelling, and tasting the food—as  
well as checking out the ambience.

 Get Kids Growing 
Plant a school garden, connect with a 
local farm, or just plant pots of herbs 
for the classroom windowsill. “When 
children grow food themselves, they 
want to eat it,” says the founder of the 
fresh and local food movement in  
the United States, chef Alice Waters. 

 recess Before lunch 
Researchers at Central 
Washington University, in 
Ellensburg, found that when recess 
was scheduled before lunch, 
students consumed significantly 
more food and nutrients than 
when play was after lunch.

Nearly 17% 
of kids 

between the 
ages of 2 

and 19 are 
obese.
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vides the same nine essential nutrients as white 
milk, while contributing only 2 percent of the added 
sugar in a child’s diet. There are more valuable 
places to look if you’re trying to reduce sugar, like 
sports drinks, sodas, and other empty-calorie bev-
erages,” says Ann Marie Krautheim, R.D., a spokes-
person for the National Dairy Council.

Paying the Tab
It’s unfair to place all the blame on the schools, espe-
cially in these budget-strapped times where lunch 
programs are under pressure to break even. As Mrs. 
Obama told a national meeting of school-nutrition 
professionals back in the spring: “If you asked the 
average person to do what you do every day, and 
that is to prepare a meal for hundreds of hungry kids 
for just $2.68 a child—with only $1 to $1.25 of that 
money going to the food itself—they would look at 
you like you were crazy. That’s sad, but that’s less 
than what many folks spend on a cup of coffee in the 
morning.” When districts do want to make changes, even what 
seem like small tweaks start to add up; switching to 100 percent 
whole-wheat bread (which contains more protein, fiber, vita-
mins, and minerals than white bread) costs Seattle Public 
Schools an extra $20,000 each year.  

Both Dr. Nestle and Dr. Poppendieck recommend making 
school lunches free to all students. Doing so, they argue, will 
allow schools to put money spent on ad-
ministering the current tiered system into 
improving the actual meals. With less pres-
sure to lure paying students into the lunch 
line, food-service departments could con-
centrate on healthier foods.

But many of those sweeping changes 
aren’t in the cards yet. In fact, President 
Obama’s plan to reauthorize the Child Nu-
trition Act has been scaled back to call for 
only six additional cents per meal. Although 
the funding increase is not enough to ensure 
that every American child will eat like the 
students in St. Paul, experts agree that  
the attention school lunches are getting in 
the media and the halls of Washington, D.C., should make it 
easier for parents to change their communities’ school lunches. 

What should those changes be? Margo Wootan, the  
nutrition-policy expert at the Center for Science in the Public 
Interest (CSPI), along with other advocates, says the first  
priority should be to increase the amount of fruits and vege-
tables offered at every meal. They would also like school-
nutrition services to set maximum calorie targets rather than 
minimums—a practice that was started when the goal was to 
fight malnutrition. Switching to whole grains and low- or non-
fat milk, getting rid of products that contain trans fat, and 
limiting sodium are the other goals rounding out their wish list. 

Moms Make a Move
As anyone who has gone up against a school-lunch program 
knows, change can take years. That’s why even if your child is 
just a toddler, it’s not too early to start pushing for better 
food. When Weston, Connecticut, mom Amy Kalafa real-
ized what was being served in her children’s lunchroom, she 

made Two Angry Moms, a documentary 
about what’s wrong with school lunches 
and how parents can improve them.  

Kalafa’s film follows the efforts of Susan 
Rubin, a mom who had been working for 
more than a decade to improve the lunches 
in her children’s schools in Westchester 
County, New York. The film takes viewers 
through Rubin’s successful crusade to get 
items such as neon-green slushies, super-
size cookies, and greasy fries off the menu. 

Since making the film, Kalafa has seen 
improvements across the country, including 
chicken served on the bone, hearty  soups, 
and vegetarian options. Change is possible. 

The CDC reports that while junk food is rampant in schools, the 
percentage of schools in which children are not permitted to buy 
it is increasing. But even though the government is advocating 
for change, parents still need to push for improvements at the 
district level. “Go into any school that has joined the school-
lunch revolution and you will see kids eating unprocessed food, 
helping themselves from salad bars, and actually eating the 
meals, all within the typical 20-minute lunch period,” says Dr. 
Nestle. “Teachers in these schools swear that the kids behave 
and learn better, do not bounce off the walls after lunch, and 
show fewer signs of learning disorders. Can we teach schools  
to care about what students eat? Of course we can.”

fresHly pIckeD
First Lady Michelle Obama has set an ambitious goal: to end the 
childhood-obesity epidemic within a generation. To do so she’s 
advocating for better food labeling, encouraging increased 
physical activity, engineering access to nutritious food for all 
Americans, and demanding healthy 
food for our nation’s schools. As she 
told us in June when Parents visited 
the White House, “The school piece 
remains a critical part [of the 
campaign], because millions of kids 
are getting two meals a day at school.” 
The plan: fighting against the 
conventional wisdom that children 
won’t eat food that’s good for them by 
encouraging everything from school 
gardens to partnerships between local 
chefs and lunchroom staff.

The CDC 
reports that 

junk food  
is rampant 

in the 
schools.

Mrs. obama in the 
White House garden


