Introduction
In Search of School Food

School meals don’t have a very good reputation. Mention them and many
people think of noisy, crowded cafeterias where children wait too long in
line, then have too little time to eat. For people of a certain age, they evoke
images of dreary, repetitive, unappetizing menus, airline-style entrees,
overcooked vegetables, unripe fruit. For those who have been in a school
cafeteria more recently, the imagery is apt to be what one critic has called
“carnival fare”: corn dogs, french fries, burgers, pizza, offerings high in
fat and salt and low in fruits and vegetables, color, flavor, and variety.
It doesn’t have to be that way. In place of industrial kitchens turning
out frozen entrees to be defrosted and reheated miles from where they
are produced, we can have fresh foods, cooked on site in local kitchens. Instead of low-skill, poorly paid “McJobs” in central kitchens and
school cafeterias, we can have meaningful work in which culinary trainees develop marketable skills under the direction of talented chefs. In
place of surplus commodities purchased by the federal government to
support industrial agriculture and then processed into fast food clones,
we can have fresh, local, organic, seasonal fruits and vegetables, dairy
and meats, produced by family farmers using humane and sustainable
farming practices. In place of lunchrooms virtually segregated by social
class, where poor children eligible for free food line up for a federally regulated meal while their more affluent peers purchase Taco Bell or Pizza
Hut or Burger King items—or leave the campus altogether—we can have
common meals, shared by all in an atmosphere of conviviality. In place of
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noisy, chaotic, dingy, and unattractive cafeterias where teachers are reluctant to set foot, faculty and students can eat together in their classrooms
or in comfortable, well-equipped dining rooms. In place of the enormous
paperwork burden of determining eligibility for free, reduced price and
full price meals, we can provide our school food service departments with
budgets adequate to feed all of our children a nutritious and appealing
meal at midday—and another in the morning if they want it. In place of
meals that reinforce the high-fat, high-sodium, high-sugar food choices
promoted by the fast food and snack industries, we can help our students
to develop healthy preferences. In place of the increasingly narrow “teach
to the test” curriculum, we can reintroduce the study of food and nutrition to our schools, providing opportunities for application of the core
skills of reading and math by engaging students in menu planning, food
production, and meal preparation.
Pie in the sky? Each of these alternatives is in use and working somewhere in the United States at this moment. Our spectacular failure to
provide fresh, appealing, healthy meals for all our children is the result
of a series of specific and identifiable social choices that we have made: a
massive disinvestment in our public schools, an industrialized food system, an agriculture policy centered on subsidies for large-scale commodity production, a business model rather than a public health approach
to school food programs. Concern about obesity among American children and adolescents, however, has created an opportunity to transform
the way we feed our children at school. As anxiety about overweight
and its attendant health risks has mounted, parents, educators, public
health professionals, and legislators have joined school food service personnel, anti-hunger activists, and community food security advocates
in demanding better, healthier meals. And we know how to provide
them; exemplary programs abound. Of course, we cannot implement
such innovations and improvements on a large scale without investing
more in our children. There is no such thing as a free lunch makeover.
The economics of diet-related disease, however, make it clear that our
choice is between doing a better job now or paying much more later for
medical care. Now is the time to revise our choice in favor of the health
and well-being of our children.
Discovering School Food

For the past several years, I have been on a journey of discovery, trying
to understand the challenges and realities of school food in the United
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States. What are school meals like today? How did they get that way?
What are program administrators and concerned communities doing to
improve them? This book is an eclectic account of my observations; it
encompasses firsthand experience in a school kitchen and cafeteria and
extensive interviews with school food service personnel, research on
the history of school meals in the United States, exploration of current
issues in school food, including the menu, the nutritive quality, the factors that deter students who have effective access to school meals from
taking advantage of them, and the factors that impede access, especially
the dysfunctional three-tier eligibility system. It looks briefly at efforts
to improve both access to and quality of meals and concludes with my
own prescription for “fixing” school food.
My initial focus was the National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
and its younger sibling, the School Breakfast Program (SBP), the federal
programs administered by the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) that subsidize and regulate school meals. Some 94,000 of the
nation’s public and private schools offer the National School Lunch
Program, and in 2008 more than thirty-one million children participated on an average day. The breakfast program, begun in 1966, was
permanently authorized in 1975. It is currently available in 84,500
schools, and last year it served more than ten million children on a typical school day.1 Together, the two programs support more than seven
billion meals a year. Large numbers like these have a tendency to wash
over us without sinking in. For me it is a major production to prepare a
meal for eight or ten; the idea of forty million meals in a day is almost
meaningless, seven billion meals unfathomable. I will always be grateful
to a speaker at an antiwar convocation who explained to me, in terms
that I could comprehend, the difference between a million and a billion.
If he could keep us in the auditorium listening to his impassioned arguments for a million seconds, he said, we would be there for a little over
eleven and a half days. If, however, he were allocated a billion seconds
to make his case, we would be there for thirty-one years, eight months,
two weeks, one day, eleven hours, sixteen minutes and forty-eight seconds. Seven billion meals is a very large number. Feeding our children at
school is an enormous undertaking.
Although I began with the federally sponsored lunch and breakfast
programs, I quickly learned that there is a great deal of food bought,
sold, and consumed at school that is not part of these programs, and
consequently not subject to the nutrition regulations or the burdensome
accountability procedures that govern the official “reimbursable” meals.
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Increasingly, children with the wherewithal to do so purchase essentially
unregulated foods in a la carte lines, food courts, school stores, or vending machines, collectively dubbed “competitive foods” because they are
sold in competition with the federally regulated meal. As an article in the
San Francisco Chronicle put it, “The lunch lady serving a governmentapproved hot lunch is but a dusty icon. The most popular school lunch is
a small pepperoni pizza, nachos, a peanut butter cookie and a diet soda
. . . a dietary bomb containing 1,116 calories and 51 grams of fat.”2 A
USDA study conducted during the 2004–2005 school year found that
competitive foods were available from vending machines in 98 percent
of high schools, 97 percent of middle/junior high schools, and 27 percent
of elementary schools, and that foods were sold a la carte in the cafeterias of more than 90 percent of middle and high schools and 75 percent
of elementary schools.3 Neither children nor their parents are very good
at distinguishing between the nutritionally regulated lunch offered by
the NSLP and the other foods waiting at the checkout counter or in the
vending machine. For them, it is all part of “school food.”
School food service directors and school business officials know the
difference, however. The complex financing arrangements that govern
the program make the distinction crucial. When I say that more than
thirty-one million children “participated” on an average school day, I
mean that they selected a federally reimbursable school meal, one that
complied with federal nutrition standards, although they may also have
purchased a la carte items in the cafeteria or supplemented the official
meal with vending machine goodies. All reimbursable meals are subsidized, but the depth of the subsidy and thus the size of the reimbursement depend on income eligibility categories derived from the federal
poverty line. Some children eat free; others qualify for a “reduced price,”
typically 40 cents for lunch and 30 cents for breakfast, and others must
pay what is misleadingly referred to as the “full price,” a figure that
averaged $1.85 in the 2006–2007 school year.4 Subsidies range from
$2.57 per meal for free meals to $0.24 for “full price” or “paid,” plus an
allocation of commodities based on the total number of lunches served.
Nationally, about three-fifths of lunches and four-fifths of breakfasts
were served free or at the bargain rates of the reduced price category.
The lion’s share of the program’s federal expenditure of close to $11 billion in fiscal 2007 thus went to fund free and reduced price meals.
The administrative burden created by the three-tier system is substantial; it is complex, prone to error, and difficult to operate. Further,
many parents of children who pay the “full price” have no idea that they
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are, in fact, receiving a subsidy of nearly $0.45 per lunch in cash and
commodities combined. The invisibility of the full price subsidy affects
the image of the program. In some communities it is normal for most
students to eat school meals; in others, however, it is looked down upon
as “welfare food.” Nearly everywhere, as students reach the middle
school and high school years, they begin to attach a stigma to eating free
or reduced price meals. As a result, some students who qualify for these
meals are deterred from eating them, and others eat a meal soured by
embarrassment. Either way, the three-tier system hampers the program
from realizing its full potential. We need to rethink it.
Nutrition regulations are another aspect of school food policy clearly
in need of revision. Ironically, the regulations designed to protect the quality of school food can end up undermining it. Formal compliance with the
federal standards can lead to counterproductive and sometimes downright unhealthy offerings, as when schools add sweetened, flavored milk
in order to meet required calorie minimums. Further, the fear of losing
reimbursements if the meals are found wanting has driven many systems
to heavy use of prefabricated products that have achieved a federal Child
Nutrition, or CN, label. Manufacturers of these products guarantee that
they provide specified components of the federal meal plan and assume
the financial risk if they should be found to fall short. Unfortunately,
while this system may guarantee that a product has a particular number
of ounces of protein, it does not guarantee that it is truly healthy.
The nutrition regulations are currently under review by a task force
of the Institute of Medicine (IOM) of the National Academies of Science.
It seems reasonable to hope that such anomalies will be addressed, but
the regulations they are revising apply only to the federally reimbursable
meal. The situation in which the reimbursable meal must meet nutrition standards but competitive foods have almost none sets children up
to shun the healthier meal and select their favorite (heavily advertised)
foods, which may be on sale right in the cafeteria. Even where foods
are not sold a la carte in the cafeteria itself, candy, cookies, soft drinks,
and salty snacks may be available in snack shops and vending machines
throughout the day. Some progress in limiting competitive foods has
been made over the past few years by state governments and local school
districts, but the fundamental situation remains one in which the nutritionally regulated meal must compete with less healthy options.
Principals who permit vending machines and food service directors
who offer a la carte snacks are not driven by a secret perverse desire to
destroy the teeth and undermine the health of children, but by the need

6

/

introduction

for revenue. Where vending machine revenues accrue to the principal,
such funds may be virtually the only unrestricted, discretionary dollars
at his or her disposal. They are often used to pay for sports, arts, and
enrichment programs or to meet emergencies. And in many cafeterias, as
we shall see, the a la carte offerings subsidize the federally reimbursable
meal, helping to keep the price down for “full price” children and filling a gap between federal reimbursements and actual costs for free and
reduced price meals. The recent escalation of fuel and food prices, especially the price of dairy products, has intensified the cost-price squeeze
in the cafeteria. Add school food finance and reimbursement rates to the
aspects of federal policy that need a thorough reconsideration. Clearly
school food is in need of an overhaul, not only in the local cafeteria, but
also in the federal policy arena.
Fortunately, pressures are mounting for just such a transformation.
The changes we need in school food will not occur without substantial public effort and concern. As Texas State Secretary of Agriculture
Susan Combs memorably declared, “it will take 2 million angry moms
to change school food” in America.5 One reason that I am optimistic
about the potential for change is that the school cafeteria represents a
kind of intersection, a meeting place, of skilled and motivated change
agents with a whole host of worthwhile agendas. New voices and new
allies are joining the effort every day. In the last major piece of school
food legislation, the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of
2004, Congress accelerated this process by including a Wellness Policy
Mandate; essentially this required school districts that receive federal
funds for school lunch or breakfast to form committees and establish
policies governing physical activity at school and foods sold or served
on campus. The latter category includes food in the school lunch and
breakfast programs, foods served a la carte, foods in vending machines
and school stores, foods served in classrooms at parties or used as
rewards, foods sold at bake sales or other fundraisers, and refreshments
at school events. The mandate did not specify the content of these policies, but did specify that the committees that established them should
include administrators, parents, students, school food service personnel, the school board, and representatives of the public. “Wellness” has
become a watchword, and the wellness policy process has drawn many
new stakeholders into the school food arena. The anti-hunger activists and school nutrition professionals who have been the protectors
of child nutrition programs since the discovery of severe hunger and
poverty-related malnutrition rocked the nation in the late 1960s have
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been joined by advocates of public health and environmental activists,
particularly champions of sustainable agriculture. Now is the time for
what Kevin Morgan and Roberta Sonnino, writing from a global perspective, have called a “school food revolution.”6
Now Is the Time

It is not only the convergence of agendas and the addition of new voices
that make this the time for school food reform. It is also the urgency of
the underlying concerns to which school meals are addressed. Hunger
is on the rise. Our children’s health is deteriorating. The environment is
under assault. School food reform holds the promise of addressing all of
these issues. That is why it cannot wait.
Hunger

Despite national wealth that is astounding by historical standards,
childhood hunger continues to blight the lives and reduce the potential
of too many of our children. USDA’s most recent annual “household
food security” survey found that 36.2 million Americans were living in
households that lacked access to adequate food sometime during 2007
because of poverty. These 13 million households were 11.1 percent of
U.S. households, about the same rate as the previous year, although the
absolute numbers are larger because the population has grown. The
federal government tries to avoid the term “hunger” and instead reports
households with “low food security” (at risk of hunger), “very low food
security” (formerly known as “food insecurity with hunger”), and the
most troubling category, “households with very low food security with
children.” Talk to any school cafeteria manager in a low-income neighborhood about the rush of children for breakfast on Monday mornings
after a long weekend, however, and she will convince you that hunger
by any other name hurts just as much. Among the 13 million foodinsecure households, 4.7 million had “very low food security,” the more
severe category. Both the size of this group and its share of the overall population have risen over the last decade. Of particular concern is
the fact that the number of children living in households that reported
very low food security among children rose by over 60 percent between
2006 and 2007, from 430,000 to 691,000.7
There is always a considerable lag between the collection of federal
food security data and their release, so currently available data fail to
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reflect either the dramatic food price increases that have stymied many
American households in 2007–8 or the recession officially under way
as of this writing. State and local organizations can sometimes process
results more quickly. A recent report released by the Massachusetts antihunger organization Project Bread, for example, found a sharp increase
in the number of food-insecure households. “High food prices combined
with the current economic crisis are driving a crisis in food insecurity that
is broader and deeper than we’ve seen before in this state,” according to
Ellen Parker, the executive director of Project Bread, who predicted that
“hundreds of thousands of Massachusetts citizens will need help to cover
the basics—including many who have never needed help before.”8
Recessions hit children particularly hard, in part because younger
families are less well positioned to weather the storm. They have lower
incomes to begin with, fewer assets, lower savings, and more debt.
Younger workers, as parents of young children tend to be, have less
seniority; more recently hired and more expendable, they lose their jobs
more quickly. And because children are rapidly developing organisms,
the effects of deprivation of health care, shelter, and nutrition are more
damaging than for mature people. The census figures that will quantify
this disaster for families and children have not yet been collected, but
other indicators make the trends clear. Case loads in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP, formerly known as Food
Stamps, which typically track both poverty rates and unemployment,
rose 13 percent between December 2007 and November 2008. School
districts around the country are reporting more homeless children. And
job loss is leaving more children without health insurance. As Dr. Irwin
Redlener, president of the Children’s Health Fund in New York City
explained, “We are seeing the emergence of what amounts to a ‘recession generation.’ This includes the children who were already living in
poverty, but also millions more whose families had a reasonable chance
of making it. Two years ago, they saw themselves as working class and
middle class, but now many are unemployed or underemployed, and
one of the results is that we’re seeing growing numbers of children
depending on emergency rooms for health care or going without care.”
These forms of deprivation pile up and interact; the children who are
exhausted from moving from shelter to shelter are the same ones who
are delaying needed health care and weakened by inadequate food. As
the columnist Bob Herbert has reminded us, “This is a toxic mix for
children, a demoralizing convergence of factors that have long been
known to impede the ability of young people to flourish.”9

introduction

/

9

And nowhere is this failure to flourish more acute than in the classroom. Study after study has shown that hunger interferes with the ability of children to absorb an education. Long-term malnutrition can
interfere with brain development, but even short-term bouts of hunger
are a problem. Children who do not get enough to eat are listless and
withdrawn or irritable and hostile. They find it difficult to concentrate
and are easily distracted. They get sick more often and miss school more
frequently than well-fed children. They may act out in the classroom
and thus interfere with the learning of other children.10 Experienced
principals report that the first question they ask children referred for
disciplinary reasons in the morning hours is “Have you had breakfast?”
and the answer is usually “No.” A reduction in such disciplinary referrals is the single most consistently reported impact of universal breakfast programs. Hunger is the enemy of education.
School meals, along with SNAP, are the front line in efforts to avert
hunger, and last year 17.5 million low-income children participated in
school meals on an average day, about twice the number of school-aged
children served by SNAP. One reason that the school lunch and breakfast
programs serve so many more children is that their eligibility standards
are more generous and realistic. Families can qualify for the remarkable
bargain of reduced price meals with incomes up to 185 percent of the
federal poverty line, a figure that in 2008 equals $39,220 annually for
a family of four; in order to obtain SNAP, gross income in most states
cannot exceed 130 percent of poverty, and income after certain allowable deductions must be under the poverty line itself, or $21,200 for a
family of four in 2008. There is no doubt that reduced price meals are a
boon to many families in the “near poor” category, though it is equally
true that many such families cannot actually afford the reduced price
meals for all of their children. Elimination of the charge for reduced
price meals is one of the reforms being sought by anti-hunger advocates
and school food service organizations.
Economic hardship in the current economy, however, is not limited to
those in the lowest income sectors. Many families with incomes above
185 percent of the poverty line are suffering. Sharp reductions in income
due to job loss by one earner in a dual income family can place a tremendous strain on the family budget, even if the remaining earner’s pay
exceeds the cut off. Families struggling to meet mortgage payments or
pay for health care can easily find themselves too strapped to take advantage of school meals, even though they are a bargain. The school food
eligibility and price structure are ripe for reconsideration. Meanwhile,
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the rising rate of childhood hunger makes attention to school food programs particularly urgent.
Childhood Obesity

It is not hunger, however, but childhood obesity that has put school food
on the national radar screen. By now, nearly everyone has heard the
figures. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have reported
that the prevalence of obesity has more than tripled for children aged
6 to 11 since the 1970s and that it has more than doubled for adolescents aged 12 to 19 in the same period. They estimate that about nine
million children over the age of six are obese, another sixteen million
are overweight.11 This is not an aesthetic issue. Overweight in childhood is associated with increases in type 2 diabetes and atherosclerosis,
formerly regarded as adult diseases, with asthma and joint problems,
and with depression, anxiety, and sleep apnea. It contributes to low selfesteem and increases the likelihood that a child will be bullied or teased.
Like hunger, childhood obesity can interfere with children’s academic
performance and ability to concentrate in school.12
I confess that I felt some discomfort about jumping on the childhood obesity bandwagon.13 It is an issue that seems to me fraught with
dangers and ambiguities. I worry that calling more attention to weight
will increase the stigmatization of the overweight—and do so in their
tender childhood and adolescent years when stigma has such destructive power. I worry that a climate of stigma will drive even more young
people to eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. I worry that a
focus on overweight will inevitably reinforce an unappealing and counterproductive ideology of “personal responsibility.” Despite mounting
evidence of the importance of advertising and what the Yale University psychologist Kelly Brownell has called a “toxic environment”14 in
which high-calorie foods of limited nutritive value are everywhere convenient, the personal responsibility story is deeply ingrained in our culture. Indeed, when I think about my own extra pounds, I tend to think
moralistically in terms of personal choices and will power. I am not
surprised that much public discourse about obesity falls into that mode,
but I remain convinced that systemic public health approaches will have
a far greater impact on the problem than will homilies, just as research
suggests that cigarette taxes have done more to encourage smoking cessation than health messages. Finally, I worry that a focus on obesity
“problematizes” overeating, directs our attention to this one negative
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aspect of our food system when in fact the whole system is fraught with
hazards and social costs. Nevertheless, childhood obesity has captured
the attention of the nation, and as any good teacher knows, one does
not lightly forgo the potential for learning inherent in such “teachable
moments.” Further, it is childhood obesity, more than any other factor,
that has induced us to take a closer look at what our children are eating,
and that scrutiny can only be a good thing, because our children’s diets
are in bad shape, whether or not they result in excess weight.
I was impressed when I looked at the figures. The federal government
has provided us with a tool for assessing our food consumption: the
Food Guide Pyramid. It is not devoid of controversy, yet nearly everyone agrees with its recommendations about fruit and vegetables. Only
2 percent of school-aged children meet the Food Guide Pyramid recommendations for all five of the major food groups.15 Two percent! One
child in six (16 percent) consumes a diet that meets none of the recommendations. Less than 15 percent meet the recommendations for fruit,
and less than 20 percent for vegetables. Less than 25 percent consume
the recommended servings of grains, and only 30 percent meet the milk
recommendation on any given day.16 Thinking in terms of key nutrients,
more than 60 percent of U.S. children and adolescents do not eat enough
fiber, and 85 percent of adolescent females do not consume enough calcium. No wonder broken bones and joint diseases have become more
common among children and adolescents. And what are they consuming when they are not eating the fruits and vegetables, beans and whole
grains that could supply the fiber or the green leafy vegetables and dairy
products that could provide the calcium? More than three-fifths of U.S.
children and adolescents eat too much saturated fat, and during the
last twenty-five years, average daily soft drink consumption has almost
doubled among adolescent girls and almost tripled among adolescent
boys. Nearly a fifth of calories consumed by children and youth come
from added sugars.17 And french fries are the most popular vegetable.
When childhood obesity first captured national attention and people
began to focus on school food, many school food service professionals
adopted a defensive posture. They felt unfairly blamed for what the
veteran journalist Eleanor Randolph has called “The Big Fat American
Kid Crisis.”18 They pointed out that even children who eat lunch at
school five days a week were eating fewer than a quarter of their meals
at school over the course of a year.19 Further, they argued, schools could
not undo what children learned at home. “You can’t serve fast food at
home and then expect the kids to come to school and make healthy
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choices,” declared a dietician with the Arlington, Virginia, school system. But there are very good reasons for starting with school food, even
if you don’t think school menus are culpable. In the first place, school
is where the children are. More than 97 percent of children and youth
are enrolled in school, and on an average day, about 90 percent of them
are in attendance.20 Most states require schools to operate 180 days per
year. So simple arithmetic suggests that schools are the place to influence children’s eating habits. Further, it is much easier for public policy
to influence what goes on in schools than it is to affect what happens
in the nation’s thirty-five million households with children. Overhaul of
the menu, restriction of competitive foods, and restoration of nutrition
education are all on the school food reform agenda.
There are many caveats. Nutritional advice has been notoriously
unstable. Is margarine an improvement over butter because of its lower
saturated fat content or a bearer of deadly trans fats? Is coffee bad or
good? Do we need more carbohydrates or fewer? And one size does not
fit all when it comes to nutrition. Is cow’s milk “nature’s most nearly
perfect food”? Not if your child is lactose intolerant. Further, in addition to errors and “flip-flops,” nutritional advice has a reputation for a
sort of “holier than thou” or puritanical approach to eating. One has
only to read The Road to Wellville, T. C. Boyle’s hilarious fictional sendup of the extreme eating regimens once promulgated at the Adventist
Sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan, or Harvey Levenstein’s scholarly
history of science-based eating, Revolution at the Table, to be very wary
indeed of telling other people how to eat.
Despite continuing controversies, however, there is enough emerging consensus to permit at least a modicum of dietary guidance in the
school curriculum. Marion Nestle was once asked by an interviewer,
“Good nutritional advice is notoriously complicated and hard to follow, isn’t it?” She replied, “No, it’s not complicated. It’s simple: eat more
fruits and vegetables, and don’t eat too much. And be active and don’t
smoke.”21 The federal government has become sufficiently convinced
of a core nutrition message to issue official dietary guidelines. Nutrition education and health education are woefully underresourced in our
schools, and the version of accountability imposed by the No Child Left
Behind Act has made it difficult for teachers and schools to allocate time
to teaching anything that is not going to be tested, but if we are serious about preventing diet-related diseases, we need to make sure that
schools can teach healthy food habits. Teaching healthy eating and serving healthy food, however, must go hand in hand. Children are smart;
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many have fairly well developed hypocrisy detectors. It does not make
any sense at all to teach healthy eating in the classroom and then offer
cafeteria fare that is high in fat, sugar, and salt or lacking in fiber and
nutrients. Not in the official federally regulated school meal and not as
“competitive foods.” As a California nutrition advocate put it to me one
day, “If a child has a cola and a bag of chips for lunch at school, that is
her nutrition education for that day.”
The eating habits of our children reflect changes in the way we produce, process, and distribute and consume food in this country. Ninetyeight percent of children ages 6 to 18 report eating at least three snacks
each day, and more than half report eating five or more snacks.22 Snack
foods tend to include packaged products—chips and cookies and pastries, high in “energy density” calories per ounce, and low in valuable
nutrients. Between the snacks and the preassembled microwaveable
meals, our children are eating more and more highly processed foods—
fabricated foods, food prepared in factories and preserved and “shelfstabilized” with additives with long, unpronounceable names—and less
and less whole food or “minimally processed” food. Behind the shift
to hyperprocessed foods are the nature and structure of industrialized
agriculture and a series of federal policy decisions, including the decision
to subsidize corn and soy, the building blocks of snack foods. Worries
about both the health and the environmental impact of this industrialized agriculture have brought a whole new group of actors and concerns
to the school food table, the advocates of sustainable agriculture.
Environmental Degradation

Some health concerns lead directly to environmental activism. What
begins as an anxiety about pesticide residues on the fruits and vegetables
served to my child can quickly become an ardent support for organic as
opposed to conventional agriculture because of the toxic burden on our
soil and waters, as well as the potential harm to our children. A concern
about the safety of ground beef used in school lunches has led many to
look more critically at the entire way in which beef is raised and processed
in this country. Such scrutiny was fueled by the graphic accounts in Eric
Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation (2001) and rekindled by the dramatic recall
sparked in 2008 by the Humane Society video showing workers forcing
“downer cows” into the production line, despite federal regulations prohibiting the practice. And beef processing is not the only intersection of
animal welfare concerns and human health and environmental concerns.
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Animal welfare is a primary motive behind the formation of the vegetarian activist group called the Physicians Committee for Responsible
Medicine, which over the last half dozen years has become a significant
player in the world of school food, lobbying for inclusion of soy milk
among the beverage options and issuing annual “report cards” to school
systems, with grades based primarily upon the availability of vegan and
vegetarian options in school cafeterias. The annual release of these grades
has shown a robust capacity to generate media attention and in many
cases to induce change in school menus.
Meanwhile, even for omnivores like myself who may not share the
vegetarian’s desire to avoid or minimize animal-based foods, the production of meat in huge confined animal feeding operations, or CAFOs
for short, presents a whole menu of issues. The crowding of animals
has necessitated the use of high doses of antibiotics, raising the specter
of the evolution of antibiotic resistant organisms. The widespread use
of growth hormones is another downside of CAFOs, with documented
effects on human consumers. And the lagoons in which manure from
such operations is collected and stored have generated an additional
round of environmental degradation and destruction of rural communities. During storms, such lagoons have flooded, contaminating large
areas with fecal matter, and even in pleasant weather, the odors from
manure lagoons destroy the quality of life for neighbors downwind.
The problems associated with CAFOs have persuaded many thoughtful people to take a closer look at the implications of our animal-based
diet for the biosphere. Even grass-fed livestock, it turns out, generates
a large volume of greenhouse gases. The shift of the school food menu
toward more plant-based foods would reduce environmental damage
and global warming.
The desire to preserve rural communities and farming as a way of
life and to protect the remaining small and mid-sized farms is another
aspect of the contemporary food system that has captured the attention
of groups and organizations who see school food as a potential part
of the solution. The “farm to school” or “farm to cafeteria” movement
has grown rapidly in the past decade. Purchasing directly from local
or regional farmers and building a relationship between schools and
nearby farms in order to help children understand where their food
comes from has considerable potential, argue the proponents of this
approach, to create stable markets for local and regional farmers who
may not be big enough to supply the canneries. Further, direct marketing to schools, rather than to the many layers of brokers and agents,
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wholesalers, and processors that normally intervene between a grower
and the end consumer, can allow farms to earn a sufficient profit to stay
in business. In addition, locally grown fruits and vegetables are likely to
arrive at the kitchen fresher, because they travel shorter distances, thus
preserving flavor, an important factor if the goal is to teach children to
enjoy them. And locally grown produce that travels a shorter distance
may have a smaller “carbon footprint” than its cross-country or global
competition.23
This is not a complete list of the environmental issues that have
begun to influence school food. What is important here is recognizing
that these questions are finally being asked and that energy and environment have now joined health and hunger as important contexts for
making school food policy and procurement decisions. Consider, for a
moment, whether you have consciously tried to change your own eating
habits in the last few years. Perhaps you have worried about cancer or
become concerned by the impact of agricultural chemicals like fertilizers and pesticides on the health of our land and water systems, and you
have chosen to eat organic produce whenever you can afford it. Or perhaps, alarmed by global warming, you have decided to give preference
to foods produced in your own region to reduce the energy expended in
transport: “Think Globally, Eat Locally” as the bumper sticker puts it.
If you eat three meals a day, you are responsible for about a thousand
meals a year—1,095 if you never skip one. It is easy to persuade yourself that your small change has little impact. Suppose, however, that you
were responsible for seven billion meals a year. Imagine the impact you
could have on the health of our ecosystems, on the economies of rural
areas, or the processes used for raising and slaughtering animals. Imagine the impact you could have on the health of our children. Through
the school lunch and breakfast programs, of course, we are responsible
for those seven billion meals, and potentially many more, since overall
only a little over half of students who attend participating schools consume the federally subsidized and regulated lunch. There is so much at
stake here. School food could be just the lever for change that we need.
There are other agendas and other organizations joining the chorus concerned about school food. Advocates of “slow food” have urged
a return to an emphasis on the pleasures of eating and the civility of
shared meals, along with the preservation of local and regional culinary
traditions. In pursuit of more palatable school fare and less reliance
on highly processed foods, many have joined in a call for more “from
scratch” cooking and less defrost-and-reheat. People concerned about
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the commercialization of childhood have called for a halt to marketing
to children, especially in schools, envisioning the school as the one place
in the child’s life where she might be free from advertising pressures and
branded products. Minority communities determined to preserve their
cultures have asked for accommodations in the school menu, while proponents of multiculturalism have favored inclusion of a wide array of
cuisines. The parents of children with food allergies have won the right
to labeling of allergens and the provision of alternatives. And advocates
of experiential education in the tradition of John Dewey have seen in
school gardens and cooking classes an opportunity to engage the full
range of youthful intellects and capacities.
It is not just the urgency of the underlying issues or the convergence
of diverse agendas, however, that makes this such an important time
in the development of school food. It is also the remarkable opportunity created by the interaction of these varied agendas with the great
yearning for change now evident in American public life. In order to
fully appreciate the current opportunity, it is worth taking a brief look
backward. As we shall see in chapter 7, during the last round of school
food reform in 2004, school food advocates rallied under the banner
of “First, do no harm” to resist an effort by the Bush administration
to require extensive income verification procedures that would almost
certainly have denied free and reduced price meals to millions of eligible
children. Advocates won that issue and enough other gains to regard the
Child Nutrition Reauthorization of 2004 as a great victory, an outcome
that surprised many observers. As Ellen Teller, the chief lobbyist for the
Food Research and Action Center told me, “People keep asking, why
was the child nutrition reauthorization bill the only bill coming out of
an incredibly poisoned legislative atmosphere this year in Congress . . .
the only unanimous legislation coming out of the House and Senate and
signed by the president that provided new federal funding to any of the
human needs programs.”
Teller went on to explain the extent and diversity of support that
was enlisted for a statement of principles developed early in the process
by the major stakeholders, “and literally thousands of national, state,
and local groups signed onto it. . . . And then we built one of the largest
coalitions that I’ve ever been associated with.” In addition to the core
stakeholders, the anti-hunger advocates and the School Food Service
Association, she listed religious groups, direct service providers, education groups, medical and dietetic organizations, various organizations
that provide meals and snacks to children as part of their programs,

