The Center of a Kid’s Healthy Day:

School Lunch in the Federal Child Nutrition Bill of 2003

School lunch provides important food and fuel to kids as they learn and grow.

· More than 27 million children eat a school lunch each day.  Nationwide, a little more than half of the kids eating a school lunch are low-income (15.6 million); these children get their lunch for free or at a reduced price.

· A school lunch is required to provide at least 1/3 of a child’s recommended daily allowance for key nutrients.  Since 1995, school lunches must meet guidelines for fat and saturated fat, reduce cholesterol and salt, and increase dietary fiber.  In fact, kids who participate in school lunch have better nutritional intakes than kids who don’t.  (Food Research and Action Center)

Schools increasingly are serving lunches that are both healthier and tastier than ever before.  This is not the lunch program you remember growing up!

· Many serve kids their favorites, like pizza and cheeseburgers, but reduce the fat content and pile on the vegetables.  Some have salad bars offering fresh, locally grown produce.

· Low-fat, low-sugar smoothies are a big hit as well and help kids get the calcium and fruit they need.

A recent study relied on fuzzy data to conclude that too many poor kids are eating a school lunch.

· The new study compared apples to oranges:  namely, school enrollment data and census data  – even though census data can’t reflect the reality of which students are currently enrolled in that school and what their families’ current income is.

· Even in the new study, if you look at both poor children receiving free lunch and those receiving a reduced price lunch, there is virtually no gap with the census data on poverty.

· Overall, the opposite is true:  data show that fewer poor children get a lunch, either free or at a reduced-price, than are eligible.  Hunger remains a reality in the homes of more than 13 million children in the US.  (USDA, Food Insecurity in the US, 2000)

There’s a danger that fewer children would get a school lunch, if this recent study leads to new paperwork burdens on kids, families, and schools.

· New paperwork requirements have been shown to discourage too many kids and families in need from participating:  one study found that for every 1 ineligible student deterred by new paperwork, 5 eligible students were also deterred!  (USDA, Income Verification Pilot Project, 1982-3)
· Any new paperwork requirements could take funds away from the food and staff needed to provide healthy, appealing lunches to kids.
The real challenge is helping even more children get a healthier and tastier school lunch!

· We should make it easier for children and families to sign-up – for example, direct enrollment of all children receiving state health insurance or food stamps would save time and money and make sure more kids in need get this healthy meal.
· We should continue to promote healthier and tastier food in school lunches, as an important way to prevent childhood obesity and hunger.
Now’s the time to build on the success of school lunch and make sure all kids continue to get a healthy lunch at the center of their school day!

· The Congress and the White House will be examining school lunch in 2003 for the first time since 1998.  Tell our leaders that school lunch is a success for kids that can’t be cut!
To help make sure that kids can count on their school lunch, contact:

[your org, or] WRAHC, www.wrahc.org

