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The Society of Behavioral Medicine continues 
to support the retention of U.S. school meal 
standard changes to promote healthy eating 
among school-aged children.

The Society of Behavioral Medicine (SBM) released a health 
policy brief in March 2015 supporting retention of the 
revised nutrition standards in the U.S. National School Lunch 
Program set by the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 
(HHFKA) to promote healthy eating and improve the overall 
health of children.1 After initial implementation, opponents 
to the policy—such as food service personnel, parents, and 
members of Congress—reported that the changes resulted 
in lower consumption of school meals and increased plate 
waste. Initial evidence did not support these claims. In 
fact, several studies showed intake of healthy food options 
actually increased and there were no significant changes 
in plate waste.2,3 In November 2017, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) released a proposal to roll back some 
of the nutritional standards implemented by the HHFKA. 
Specifically, they are proposing to allow schools to offer 1% 
flavored milk; serve grains that are not whole; and delay the 
next level of sodium reductions.4 SBM opposes this proposal 
given that, since initial implementation of the HHFKA, 
there have been several new studies that provide further 
evidence in support of the school lunch changes. We briefly 
review these studies below.

NEW STUDIES
•	 Schwartz, Henderson, Read, Danna, and Ickovics3 

collected data before and after the implementation 
of the HHFKA at 12 kindergarten through eighth-grade 
schools in an urban school district in Connecticut. Results 
indicated the implementation of the HHFKA led to:
-- Healthier meals and less plate waste;
-- Increased fruit selection and consumption, with no 

increase in fruit waste;
-- More students selecting the revised entrées and less 

wasting of foods; and
-- Decreased vegetable plate waste. (Fewer students 

selected vegetables, but students who did select 
vegetables were eating more of the portion and 
wasting less.)

•	 The USDA5 conducted semi-structured telephone 
interviews of nine school food service directors. 
Questions focused specifically on challenges faced 
during the initial implementation of HHFKA, strategies 
developed to cope with these challenges, and plate 
waste perceptions.

Directors reported that plate waste initially increased 
following implementation of the HHFKA. However, they 
were able to reduce fruit and milk waste to pre-HHFKA 
levels during the 2013-14 school year. Strategies for 
reducing plate waste included:
-- Involving students in meal planning and taste tests;
-- Offering healthful foods versus just serving them;
-- Providing more menu choices;
-- Serving familiar flavors;
-- Serving ready-to-eat fresh fruit;
-- Scheduling recess before lunch;
-- Inviting staff and teachers to sit with students at 

meals;
-- Encouraging students to save food for snacks; and
-- Allowing school cafeterias to donate intact, 

unserved foods to local food banks.

•	 Bergman, Englund, Taylor, Watkins, Schepman, and 
Rushing6 compared student food consumption before 
versus after HHFKA implementation among a sample 
of more than 1,000 second- to fifth-graders. Results 
showed significant reductions in sodium and calories 
from saturated fats, and an increase in fiber. However, 
the amount of calcium-containing items selected and 
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consumed decreased. Authors noted the decrease in 
calcium might be due to reducing saturated fat, which 
may have led to reductions in consumption of foods 
high in fat and calcium (like cheese).  

•	 There is also emerging evidence that school lunch plate 
waste can be reduced by:
-- Slicing fresh fruit rather than leaving it whole;7

-- Holding recess before lunch;8 and
-- Scheduling lunch for at least 25-minute periods.9

RECOMMENDATIONS 
New evidence continues to confirm that changes 
implemented as a result of the HHFKA have improved the 
dietary quality of school meals without increasing plate 
waste.

SBM urges policymakers to: 
1.	 Continue to support the retention of school 

meal standards and healthful lunches through 
reauthorization of the HHFKA.

2.	 Oppose the USDA’s proposal to roll back school meal 
nutrition standards.

3.	 Continue to support other federal funding initiatives in 
support of healthful school lunches.

SBM urges schools and stakeholders to: 
1.	 Continue to support traditional and innovative nutrition 

education formats (e.g., farm tours, urban farming, 
demonstration kitchens) among children of all ages, 
encourage consumption of healthful foods, and make 
small environmental changes in lunchrooms/cafeterias 
to promote accessibility and attractiveness of healthful 
foods to help make these foods more normative as 
recommended in our 2015 statement.1 

2.	 Use the following strategies to reduce plate waste:
•	 Involve students in meal planning and taste tests;
•	 Offer healthful foods versus just serving them;
•	 Provide more menu choices;
•	 Serve familiar flavors;
•	 Serve ready-to-eat (sliced) fresh fruit;
•	 Invite staff and teachers to sit with students at meals;
•	 Schedule recess prior to lunch;
•	 Allow 25 minutes or more for lunch sessions; and
•	 Encourage students to save food for snacks.
•	 See additional suggestions from the USDA in Figure 1.

ENDORSEMENTS

The Society for Health Psychology does not speak for the 
American Psychological Association (APA) or other divisions 
within the APA.
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Figure 1. Provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture under a Creative Commons license. Available at https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/15032644782/sizes/l/


