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National School Lunch Program Counterargument

Although developed with goed intentiors, The Nationf_il Schogl Lunch program is costly and
fundamentally flawed. The most recent changes that have-gore into effect for the 2012 school
year have already exposed issues that must be resolved in order to make this program effective in
the future.

As a part of the 2010 Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act, and in an effort to curb childhood obesity,
a series of new regulations and guidelines were developed for the National School Lunch
Program requiring schools to provide healthier lunches to their studentbedies. Although
approved in 2010, the changes didn’t take effect until the 2012 — 2013 school year (1). Schools
all over the country are reporting stories of discontented students. The major cause of the
dissatisfaction is due to the increase in cost for a smaller meal. In Cobb County, Georgia; school

containing more fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and lower sodi ntent (2). To
account for the calorie differential, lunches will consist of about half fruits and vegetables and

%@/servings of meat and bread will be smaller (5). In order to provide healthier school lunches that
meet the new requirements, schools are forced to charge the students more (2).

Each year the cost of the National School Lunch pro am rises, as n(caters to more students.

When the program started in 1947 it cost 70 million 201 1, 1t Jum ed to 11.1 billion (6). The

USDA estimates that over the next 5 years, the new standards v{l\lll cost additional $3.2 billion.
However, this time it is not solely attributed to serving more students, but instead due to the

stringent regulations and cost of the food required to be served (1). For example, schools are

now required to offer “all vegetable subgroups established in the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for
Americans.” These subgroups include: dark green, red/orange, legumes and starchy vegetables. 1
The government has outlined minimum quantities of each vegetable group per week as well (7). \}\} }3([
In a conversation with Janet Stone, School Nutrition Coordinator for the DeKalb

District (September 2012), she confirmed that it has been difficult to meet the weekly serving
requirements for vegetables as well as whole grains. Additionally, the federal government only
reimburses schools $2.86 for every free lunch and $2.46 for a reduced priced lunch (8). Schools




will receive an additional six cents per lunch if they are able to prove they have complied with
the new requirements. If schools do not follow the guidelines, they will not receive the
additional reimbursement money that they desperately need (6). Some districts are worried that
reimbursements won’t cover the cost of the food, and definitely will not cover operatiefial costs
idwest this
én more financial

(9). Additionally, the poor economy over the last few years and droughts in t
year have caused produce and wheat costs to continue increase, puttir
burden on schools (10).

Moreover, even with the price increase the new healthy lunch standards aren’t as healthy as they
could be. Interestingly, pressure in Congress from potato growers and frozen pizza
manufacturers impacted the original proposed law. This resulted in tomato paste on pizza
counting as a vegetable serving, and the allowance of potatoes to be served as often as a school
desires which may tempt students to choose French fries and pizza over a more healthy vegetable
option, and still remain in compliance with the new standards (11). Janet Stone shared that “there
¢chos, which is served

ers, so the county M

e from scratch due to time constraints.

are some things [she] would like to see come off the menu — like
entrée.” Items like pizza, French fries and nachos are good
them off the menu. Janet said most of the food is not
This means much of the food is still frozen and or processed.

The quality of the food served to students is also an issue. A high-school student dissatisfied with
the quality of the fruit in his Pittsburgh school said, “Fruit options come in sealed plastic
containers, and fresh grapes were "sour and soggy." He also remarked that “a lot of the better
fruit options, which students are required to take under the new requirements, run out quickly
because if you have to take one, you're not going to take the nasty fruit." This student began
packing his lunch as a result, which means less revenue going back into the program and an
increased likelihood of his packed lunch including processed, unhealthy foods. In fact, students
at this school started a brown bag ‘movement’ on Twitter to protestthe new school lunches
posting pictures of items like Pop-Tarts, Hostess mini muffins-and Lunchables which they intend
to pack for lunch (3). I teach in the After-School All-Stars‘program at the Sandy Springs Middle
School. My students do not know what a whole grairﬁs,/and when we talked about the changes
to their school lunches many of them made faces explaining the wheat bread is “all squishy and

disgusting.”

Maintaining high quality foods in the cafeteria is not a symptom of growing pains. Over the
years, quality has come up as an issue several times for the National School Lunch Program. In
2009, USA Tcday uncovered that the government had supplied schools with beef and chicken
below the standards of fast-food restaurants. The USDA reportedly tested ground beef for
dangerous foodborne pathogens five to ten times less than several fast-food restaurants. Chicken
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sent to schools came from “old birds that might otherwise go to compost or pet food.” Students
and their families trust the government to provide them with safe food to eat. During my
conversation with Janet Stone, she mentioned that the cafeteria workers in Dekalb ¢ nty are
resisting the NSLP changes. These employees “used to do whatever they wantedfo do,” and now
they are supposed to follow the new guidelines. She also added that she has
threaten to drop out of the program completely because they cannot affor

ard many schools

o keep up with the
regulations. With all of the strict new regulations, one wonders if food safety regulations and
requirements will be able to be met (12).

Recommendation:

While the National School Lunch Program may be making steps in the right direction, I believe
it has a long way to go in order to get students on board with the changes, and begin to control
the childhood obesity epidemic.

The recent guidelines and regulations are very reactionary. They want to have an immediate
effect, however, it takes time to fix problems and many of the rules the program implemented are
extremely strict, costly and may be difficult for school systems to follow all at once.
Furthermore, based on my research, students and cafeteria employees are not adjusting to the
changes well and they do not understand the value of good nutrition. I recommend a tiered
approach to slowly implement the changes over five years. During the first year, schools should
begin to educate students on the importance of healthy eating. They shedld introduce them to
fruits and vegetables they may not have heard of or seen before, afd allow them to taste a variety
which will help them get comfortable with these new sta.}/aining programs for cafeteria
workers should also be implemented. Once the students understand why they should be eating
healthy, and employees understand the value behind the changes and effective ways to execute
the regulations, schools should begin to eliminate unhealthy foods and start to offer a wider
variety of fruits and vegetables for students to choose from. The mandate forcing students to
choose a fruit/vegetable to go with each meal should not be put on students until they are
educated and used to seeing them as a part of a complete lunch. The standards for vegetables are
currently very strict, outlining minimums for certain colored vegetables. This guideline is
difficult for schools to follow, and while it may make sense in the future, 1 believe schools
should start by eliminating processed foods like pizza, nachos and French fries and focus on
providing high quality, fresh food. This solution would also help with the significant price
increase. If the cost of a school lunch went up a few cents each year, it would be more palatable
for families who must buy lunch for two and three children. Finally, it may allow school lunch
food manufacturers to catch up to the regulations. For example, whole grain rolls may be easier
to find than they are currently since many manufacturers are not currently producing them.
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