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Introduction 
 

 

 
A graphic on the “Lunch Menu” page of a public Indiana high school.1 

 
 

The lunch menu for March 31, 2022 at West Noble High School consists of a “crispito” 

(fully cooked tortilla packed with chicken and cheese), refried beans, carrots, buttered corn, a 

slice of bread, a frozen fruit cup, and a fresh apple.2 The meal is free to all students (along with 

breakfast), comes with milk, and adults can even get in on the action for a whopping $4.60. It 

seems straightforward, but a closer look at the “lunch menu” tab on the website reveals some 

interesting particulars. As noted on the website, for the 2021-2022 school year, “Nothing needs 

to be sent to the school in order to have a student receive meals for free. Free meals are 

automatically offered to all students regardless of income.” However, “students must take the 

required components to make a reimbursable meal in order for it to be free.”3 A colorful PDF 

linked on the website page offers more information on this lunchtime caveat: at every meal, 

students are offered a protein, grain, fruit, vegetable, and milk. They must take at least 3 of those 

 
1 West Noble School Corporation. (2022). Lunch Menus. West Noble High School. Retrieved March 20, 2022, from 
https://www.westnoble.k12.in.us  
2 State fair® Crispitos® Fully Cooked Chicken and Cheese Flour Tortillas. Tyson Foodservice. (2022). Retrieved 
March 24, 2022, from https://www.tysonfoodservice.com/  
3 Ibid. 
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offered options, with one of the three being either the fruit or vegetable offering. A note at the 

bottom of the graphic says, “If your child comes home and says she didn’t get enough to eat at 

lunch, ask if she is taking all of her fruit and vegetable choices!”4 While a “crispito,” fresh apple, 

and carton of milk seems simple enough, upon closer inspection this meal raises some thought-

provoking questions: Where did these guidelines come from? How is the school able to provide 

these meals for free? What resulted in that note on the bottom of the graphic about kids coming 

home from school hungry?    

Lunch is an overlooked meal. Our childhood memories of it are often smushed 

sandwiches packed from home or questionable cafeteria fare. In short, it seems pretty 

inconsequential. The carton of milk, pizza slice, steamed vegetable, and piece of fruit 

characteristic of a stereotypical lunch seems straightforward enough. But looks can be deceiving. 

The often-mediocre end result in lunchrooms is the product of over a century of competing 

political, economic, and cultural standards and philosophies played out in a uniquely American 

context.  

This thesis focuses on the National School Lunch Program, or the NSLP for short. It 

provides a cultural and political history of the program, tracing its origins at the turn of the last 

century all the way through the present day. To understand the origins of this program, we have 

to go back to the early 1900s. The Industrial Revolution and rise of factory labor led a large 

portion of Americans to become accustomed to eating lunch outside the home.5 At the same 

time, at the turn of the 20th century, more children than ever before were attending school and, 

 
4 West Noble School Corporation. (2022). Lunch Line Parents Guide. West Noble High School. Retrieved March 
20, 2022, from https://www.westnoble.k12.in.us  
5  Carroll, A. (2013). Three Squares: The Invention of the American Meal. Basic Books, a Member of the Perseus 
Books Group, 110. 
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as a result, eating lunch outside the home.6 Concerns about childhood hunger as well as the 

questionable nutritional quality of a lunch brought from home led to the development of the first 

school lunch programs. 

It wasn’t until after World War I that lunch became a national priority, however, as many 

Americans had been turned away from the draft as a result of being underweight or other 

nutrition-related diseases.7 Even if they weren’t currently malnourished, many of the ailments 

resulting in their inability to fight in the first World War were a consequence of being 

undernourished as a child. Lunch not only was important for classroom performance, but also 

was now a matter of national defense. Support for a federally-subsidized school lunch program 

gained steam throughout the Great Depression until after World War II, when federal legislation 

finally codified the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) into law.8 New Deal programs had 

ushered in an unprecedented level of comfort with the state’s involvement in American life that, 

when paired with another patriotic push to feed the future, led to the NSLP. When President 

Truman signed the NSLP into law in 1946, he established that every American was deserving of 

enough good food, regardless of class or race, and that the US government was committed to 

making that possible.9  

Though altruistic in the intentions of its original advocates, the effectiveness of the NSLP 

has long been hampered by conflicting political interests and economic agendas. In addition, 

from its inception, children received much more than simply calories. Early proponents of school 

 
6  Ibid., 111.  
7 Institute of Medicine (US) Committee on Military Nutrition Research; Marriott BM, Grumstrup-Scott J, editors. 
Body Composition and Physical Performance: Applications For the Military Services. Washington (DC): National 
Academies Press (US); 1990. 3, Body Composition And Military Performance: Origins Of The Army Standards. 
Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK235960/  
8 Gunderson, G. W. (2008, January 17). History of the National School Lunch Program. History of the National 
School Lunch Program | Food and Nutrition Service. Retrieved February 19, 2022, from https://www.fns.usda.gov/  
9 Truman, Harry S. Statement by the President Upon Signing the National School Lunch Act. Online by Gerhard 
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/.  
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lunch, like the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union in Boston or the Women’s School 

Alliance in Wisconsin, saw mealtime as an opportunity for further education in nutrition and 

overall health.10  

This thesis argues that from the earliest days of school lunch programs, there has been a 

tension over whether these programs should be modeled around a narrow anti-poverty approach 

or a more all-encompassing universal nutrition education framework. I will start by outlining a 

history of the program, beginning around World War I and continuing up until the present day. 

In doing so, I hope to show why the NSLP was created in the first place and what advocates for 

the program hoped to achieve. I will also illustrate the downfalls of approaching school lunch 

through a narrow anti-poverty mindset through the consequences experienced in cafeterias across 

America following Nixon and Reagan-era lunch reforms. The budget cuts to school lunch during 

these administrations resulted in privatization, poorer nutritional quality, increased 

socioeconomic stigma, and a program unable to effectively address the issues it was put in place 

to solve. The new millennium saw a return of the broader conception of school lunch as a 

universal nutrition education program, embodied by the historic reforms passed during the 

Obama administration.  I argue that embedded within the history of the NSLP is an argument for 

universal free school lunch. When school lunch was at a turning point in 1968, the 

administrations in power chose to remodel the NSLP around a narrow anti-poverty framework, 

and the dire consequences on the healthfulness and overall effectiveness of the program show us 

that we should consider a different approach at our own turning point today. Namely, we should 

continue the momentum built over the last decade—and follow the state of California’s 

 
10 Gunderson, History of the National School Lunch Program.  
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precedent—of finally approaching lunch as a universal free nutrition education program, just as 

the NSLP’s original advocates had intended.  

 

Current Scholarship and Methods  

Food studies has never been a more prominent field. Within the academic sphere, 

numerous universities—including Boston University11, New York University12, and Indiana 

University13, to name a few—now offer undergraduate or Masters programs in food studies. The 

Association for the Study of Food and Society, founded in 1985, holds annual food studies 

conferences and publishes the journal Food Culture & Society. In popular culture, food studies is 

even more ubiquitous. From keto to paleo to Atkins to veganism, there’s an endless variety of 

diets claiming to be the “right” way to eat based on pseudoscientific rationale, and Americans 

have access to an unprecedented amount of information about the food that we put into our 

bodies. More broadly, food studies is an interdisciplinary field that looks at the mutual 

relationship between food and culture, exploring questions like the connection between food and 

the environment, the ethics of what and how we eat, the politics of food systems, and how food 

informs our identity. Authors like Michael Pollan helped bring the field of study to everyday 

Americans with his books The Botany of Desire and The Omnivore’s Dilemma, the former being 

turned into a PBS documentary in the early 2000s. 

Under the umbrella of food studies lies an even more niche area of study: lunch. As the 

American conception of lunch is a twentieth century phenomenon, it makes sense that much of 

 
11 MA in Gastronomy. Master's in Gastronomy (Food Studies) | BU MET. Retrieved March 18, 2022, from 
https://www.bu.edu/ 
12 Food Studies. NYU Steinhardt. (2020, August 26). Retrieved March 18, 2022, from https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/  
13 Indiana University. Food Studies MA. Department of Anthropology. Retrieved March 18, 2022, from 
https://anthropology.indiana.edu/ 
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the secondary literature on school lunch is relatively recent, with the earliest publications on the 

topic coming out in the 1970s.14 In the decades since, however, the topic has only grown in 

popularity in both academic and pop culture spheres. It has mass appeal, given that people care 

deeply about what their children are eating. 

There is an existing field of lunch literature. Abigail Carroll’s Three Squares: The 

Invention of the American Meal (2011) provides insight into the development of American eating 

habits and where our customs surrounding breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacking came. Carroll 

writes that lunch, “was not a traditional meal forced to adapt to the changing social and work 

patterns wrought by industrialization. In fact, it had not existed as a meal at all. It had to be 

invented.”15 School Lunch Politics (2008) by historian Susan Levine provides a comprehensive 

historical overview of the development of the NSLP from the turn of the 20th century through 

the Reagan Era and pays special attention to the politics and cultural context of each era of the 

lunch program.16 A. R. Ruis also explores the origins and history of the American school lunch 

program in her book, Eating to Learn, Learning to Eat: The Origins of School Lunch in the 

United States (2017), though with a slightly different approach. Ruis analyzes the challenges of 

establishing a lunch program that serves the (at times competing) interests of children, parents, 

schools, health authorities, politicians, and Big Food industry.17 The Labor of Lunch (2019) by 

Jennifer E. Gaddis analyzes the history of the development of a national school lunch program 

from a feminist, labor-centric perspective. Her work is particularly critical of the privatization 

and bottom-line mentality characteristic of the lunch programs after 1980.18 Gordon W. 

 
14 Taenzler, S. A. (1970). The National School Lunch Program. University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 119(2), 
372–388. https://doi.org/10.2307/3311251  
15  Carroll, Three Squares, 104.  
16 Levine, Susan. (2008). School Lunch Politics. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press.  
17 Ruis, A. R. (2017). Eating to Learn, Learning to Eat: The Origins of School Lunch in the United States. New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.  
18 Gaddis, Jennifer E. 2019. The Labor of Lunch. Oakland, California: University of California Press. 
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Gunderson was a former employee of the USDA who oversaw the administration of national 

school lunch programs for over 30 years, from before the passage of the National School Lunch 

Act until his death in 1969. He wrote the incredibly in-depth History of the National School 

Lunch Program (1971) that details the particular legislative and policy nuances of the program 

through the mid-1960s.  

My thesis expands on this literature. I build on the work done by the above-mentioned 

scholars by putting them in dialogue with each other to understand the broad scope of school 

lunch. I also bring this field of study up to the present day by incorporating recent developments, 

such as the Obama-era reforms and the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on the NSLP. Much 

of the existing secondary literature on lunch and the National School Lunch Program in 

particular only tells the story up until the mid-1990s. In addition, I use this variety of texts to 

construct an original, historical argument for the institution of universal free lunch in our present 

day. In total, this allows me to consider the school lunch’s present with a more complete 

understanding of the program’s past.  

I also rely on a variety of primary sources. Many of these are government documents, 

such as presidential speeches or congressional reports. I analyze different types of media as well, 

including documentaries and informational pamphlets. News articles from outlets like the 

Washington Post and New York Times also play a prominent role in my analysis. I also pull from 

journal articles and studies to get empirical data to support my argument. Finally, the Food 

Resource & Action Center, a national nonprofit devoted to eradicating poverty-related hunger 

and undernutrition in the US, has been an immensely helpful resource. Their website has been a 

great resource for up-to-date and historical information on policy and program efficacy.  
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Chapter Overview  

Chapter 1 explores the origins of the school lunch at the turn of the 20th century and the 

sequence of events that led to the passage of the National School Lunch Act in 1946. The 

benefits of this act were twofold: not only did it solve the problem of endemic childhood 

undernutrition, but it also supported the struggling agricultural sector by providing an outlet for 

excess commodities. The chapter then details the first few decades of the program’s 

implementation, subsequent challenges, and reform efforts. The chapter ends with the first-ever 

White House Conference on Nutrition and Health in 1969, a crucial turning point in the history 

of the NSLP.  

Chapter 2 picks up at the crossroads of 1969 and traces the consequences of the path 

taken by the Nixon administration. The difficult social and economic situation of the 1970s led to 

an adoption of a welfare approach toward school lunch, which would result in privatization, 

further budget cuts, and nutritional compromises in later decades, especially during Reagan’s 

presidency. Chapter 2 outlines the alternative to a universal free school lunch program and the 

problems that arise with the welfare approach, and how it ends up undermining the goals of the 

NSLP. 

Chapter 3 covers school lunch from the new millennium through the present day, paying 

special attention to the radical lunch reforms under the Obama administration in the early 2010s. 

It then explores the effect the global COVID-19 pandemic had on the NSLP and the ways the 

pandemic highlighted just how hungry America was. The chapter ends with a discussion of the 

movement toward universal free school lunch in recent years and why that is the best path 

forward.  
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 School lunch has had a long and complicated history. This thesis will build on the 

existing lunch literature that explores the cultural-political history of school lunch in America 

and the way the NSLP changed and expanded over the course of the 20th century. In 1969, the 

country was at a turning point when it came to how we approached lunch on a federal level, and 

those in power at the time opted to model school lunch as a narrow child welfare program. At 

our current turning point in 2022, based on the lessons learned from choices made in the past, we 

need to finally embrace the original school lunch advocates’ vision of the NSLP as a universal 

free nutrition education program. 
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Chapter 1: School Lunch from the Great War to the Great Society 
 

1 
 

Pictured above is an example of one of the many pamphlets on nutrition guidance 

distributed by the USDA during the first World War. This pamphlet details the importance of 

protein to a growing and healthy body, alternative sources of protein, and the proper amounts of 

each to eat. The purpose of these not only was to conserve meat for the war effort, but to make 

sure Americans were getting enough protein despite restrictions on the foodstuffs available to 

them. World War I had made very apparent the problem of hunger in America through the 

thousands of soldiers turned away from the Selective Service because of health issues related to 

malnutrition. In a report published in 1919 detailing the specific reasons men had been turned 

away from the draft, 5.6% were turned away because of “undevelopment or underweight.” The 

 
1 United States Food Administration, U. States Food Administration, United States, U. States, & Department of 
Agriculture, D. of Agriculture. (1918). Instead of meat: cheese, milk, eggs, beans, peas, cereals, nuts. 
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report states: “It creates no surprise that poor physical condition accounted for five and thirty-

seven hundredths percent of the rejections, when it is known that from fifteen to twenty-five 

percent of children suffer from malnutrition.”2 Pamphlets like that pictured above illustrate the 

way the government took a vested interest in the nutrition and overall health of Americans. At 

the center of this, exemplified in the quote from the report on the draft, was a concern about how 

children were eating because they were the future of America. Pamphlets like this were the first 

step toward the implementation of a federally-funded national school lunch program. 

National school lunch was truly a twentieth century phenomenon. In the early 1900s, 

innovations in industrialization and the rise of Progressivism meant that more children were in 

school than ever before. Lunches began to be provided in some schools by local districts and 

charities, but the expectation for the most part was that children would go home to eat their 

midday meal, or else just wait until after the school day ended. The nationwide conscription 

efforts leading up to the First World War drew attention to the problem of malnutrition, 

especially in childhood, after so many American men were turned away from the military 

because of diet-related health problems. In addition, the postwar struggles of farmers made 

people worried about the success of American agriculture.  

The Great Depression highlighted the problem of hunger yet again as a result of the 

nation-wide economic misfortune, and the subsequent change in public attitudes toward 

government intervention in everyday life at this time meant that a federally-funded school lunch 

program finally had widespread popular support. The Second World War provided additional 

patriotic rationale for a program that would feed America’s future. A national school lunch 

program that took advantage of excess American agricultural commodities seemed like a way to 

 
2 Beard, J. H. (1919). Physical Rejection for Military Service; Some Problems of Reconstruction. The Scientific 
Monthly, 9(1), 5–14. http://www.jstor.org/stable/6463  
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address both the problem of childhood hunger and the struggling agricultural sector at the same 

time. The National School Lunch Act was signed into law by President Truman in 1946, and the 

half-century following its implementation was fraught with a mix of political and ideological 

criticisms, as well as practical challenges of equitably implementing a federal program in locally-

controlled schools.  

This chapter explores first the historical context that led to the call for a national school 

lunch program and its eventual implementation. I then discuss the first few decades of the NSLP, 

the flaws in its implementation and expansion, and the reforms efforts of the 1960s. I close by 

examining the culmination of the school lunch reform efforts: the White House Conference on 

Nutrition and Health, held under President Nixon in 1969, and the effects it had on the NSLP.  

 
The Great War and the Discovery of America’s Great Hunger  
 

School lunch was already on the minds of many Americans as they entered World War I. 

At the turn of the 20th century, following the Progressive Era push to end child labor, more and 

more children were attending school and, as a result, eating lunch in the classroom. In the last 

half of the 19th century, around half of all children between the ages of 5 and 19 were enrolled in 

school; by 1940, this percentage had risen to 75%.3 As a result of the industrial revolution, many 

Americans had already gotten accustomed to packing lunches from home to bring to the factory, 

so the notion of a lunch eaten outside the home was not an entirely foreign concept. Food 

historian Abigail Carroll details the invention of lunch as a uniquely American concept in her 

book Three Squares: The Invention of the American Meal. She writes that as early as the 1870s, 

“workers were bringing cold leftovers to the workplace in cylindrical metal buckets to satisfy 

 
3 Snyder, T. D., & National Center for Education Statistics. (1993). 120 years of American education: A statistical 
portrait. Washington, D.C: U.S. Dept. of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, National 
Center for Education Statistics. 
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their stomachs in the middle of the day.”4 The cultural insignificance of lunch in the United 

States also played a role in getting Americans comfortable with government provision of 

children’s lunches. As lunch historian Susan Levine explains: “Unlike European cultures in 

which the midday meal held major family and social significance, American work habits and 

social structures emphasized evening dinners over less formal lunches.”5  

It wasn’t until 1900 that children began staying at school for the midday meal; prior to 

that, most school-age children had returned home to eat between their morning and afternoon 

classes.6 Early school lunches were often leftovers brought from home or some form of 

sandwich. However, these meals were often considered “cold” food, which was frowned upon by 

the prevailing nutrition science at the time that said cold temperatures inhibited digestion.7 More 

importantly, concerns about impoverished children’s ability to bring enough food for lunch were 

prevalent among well-to-do women’s groups. These worries were not unfounded; in 1904, a 

study done among schoolchildren in Chicago that found 8% of them were chronically underfed.8 

This led to the creation of the first hot lunch programs at schools by various women’s groups, 

such as the School Lunch Association in Connecticut formed in the early 1920s. The name adds 

a veneer of professionalism to a program that was little more than 20 or so women taking turns 

cooking hot lunches for a little over a hundred children once a month.9 The need for municipal 

lunch programs to address the twin issues of hunger and economic disparities in school was 

recognized early in the 1900s, and the first metropolitan lunch program was founded in New 

 
4 Carroll, Three Squares 110. 
5 Levine, Susan. 2008. School Lunch Politics. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 57. 
6 Carroll, Three Squares, 111.  
7 Ibid., 126.  
8 Ibid., 126.  
9 Ibid., 127. 
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York City in 1908. However, it wasn’t until after World War I that we see the origins of the 

movement for a federally-funded national school lunch program.  

The global scale of the Great War meant that the US government had to mobilize an 

unprecedented number of young men to fight. When President Wilson signed the Selective 

Service Act of 1917 in preparation for the War, requiring all men between the ages of 21 and 30 

to register for conscription, he ensured that this war would be one that touched the life of nearly 

every American.10 Widespread conscription resulted in a social self-consciousness of a serious 

issue plaguing the nation at the time: widespread malnutrition that was endemic among 

Americans, especially American children. 30% of recruits had been turned away from the 

military because of diseases caused by malnutrition or that were the result of undernutrition in 

childhood.11 The scale of the problem of American hunger led Americans to feel that it was an 

issue to be solved at the federal level.  

Coupled with this newfound visibility of malnutrition in America was a better, more 

scientific understanding of nutrition in general.12 Things like vitamins and minerals were isolated 

for the first time at the beginning of the 20th century, and scientists made connections between 

deficiencies in specific compounds and malnutrition-related diseases.13 This led to a more 

nuanced approach in attacking this problem of hunger in America, as author A.R. Ruis explains 

in Eating to Learn, Learning to Eat: “much of the malnourishment identified by health 

authorities was traced less to lack of total food than to diets that were not sufficiently varied or 

 
10 History.com Editors. (2017, October 13). The Draft. History.com. Retrieved February 19, 2022, from 
https://www.history.com   
11 Carroll, Three Squares, 129. 
12 Kenneth J. Carpenter, A Short History of Nutritional Science: Part 3 (1912–1944), The Journal of Nutrition, 
Volume 133, Issue 10, October 2003, Pages 3023–3032, https://doi.org/10.1093/jn/133.10.3023  
13 Ziegelman, Jane, and Andrew Coe. A Square Meal: A Culinary History of the Great Depression. Harper,  
2017, 249. 
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that consistently lacked certain kinds of food.”14 These were issues that could be solved by the 

implementation of a lunch program that provided children with both a balanced meal and an 

education in healthy eating. The government’s interest in funding a solution to American hunger 

was that a well-fed population would be better able to come to America’s defense in the future, 

and avoid what had happened leading up to World War I. 

In addition, wartime food rationing provided an opportunity for the government to offer 

nutritional advice to the American public at large for the first time through nutrition pamphlets 

distributed by government bodies like the USDA or the United States Bureau of Human 

Nutrition and Home Economics illustrating how one might achieve a balanced diet despite 

limited access to normal foodstuffs.  

 
14 Ruis, Eating to Learn, Learning to Eat, 130.  
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15 
 

 
15 United States Bureau of Human Nutrition and Home Economics. Getting the Most for Your Food  
Money. 1931.  
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16 
 
These pamphlets were the precursors for government-sponsored nutritional guidelines to come in 

later decades, such as the Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA) tables and modern-day food 

pyramids. The draft and subsequent awareness of hunger in America following WWI coupled 

with newfound nutrition science and the government’s first foray into nationwide nutritional 

advising planted the seed in many Americans’ minds for a national school lunch program, 

though it wouldn't be for another decade that the movement gained widespread support.  

Despite the concerns surrounding nationwide hunger following the draft leading up to 

World War I, the commercial prosperity of the post-War years allowed the problem of hunger to 

 
16 United States Bureau of Home Economics. Foods for Good Nutrition. Bureau of Home Economics,  
U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1931.  
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fade into the background, as did the struggling agricultural sector in the United States. Food 

production capabilities in America had increased radically to meet the wartime demands.17 With 

the loss of the war economy and European export markets following the Treaty of Versailles, 

agricultural supply grew to greatly exceed demand. The technological innovations like tractors 

that had allowed for the increase in efficiency during the war made it hard for farmers to scale 

back production.18 This caused prices to drop and farmers to resort to extreme measures, like 

burning crops, to try and raise prices. On the eve of the Great Depression, American farmers 

were already one of the economically worst-off groups in the United States. To give a sense of 

the scale of the economic losses experienced by the agricultural sector, immediately following 

WWI, Minnesota farmers’ gross income totaled to $438 million; just four years later, that 

number had fallen to $229 million. A decade later, in 1932, their gross cash income was just 

$155 million, a fraction of what farmers had made just a decade prior.19 Farmers’ financial 

troubles would become a crucial motivating factor for the eventual passage of a National School 

Lunch Program.  

 

The Depression Era & Early Lunch Initiatives  

American awareness of the problem of hunger resurfaced during the Great Depression, 

when mass unemployment and economic devastation left many without enough to eat. Soup 

kitchens with lines trailing out the door became a visual reminder of the hunger plaguing 

American families. Once again, it was the shocking scale of the economic devastation that forced 

 
17 Kosmerick, T. (2017, August 23). World War I and Agriculture. NC State University Libraries. Retrieved March 
18, 2022, from https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/  
18 Cameron, Linda A. "Agricultural Depression, 1920–1934." MNopedia, Minnesota Historical Society. 
http://www.mnopedia.org/ (accessed February 19, 2022) 
19 Ibid. 
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Americans to reckon with the inherent flaws in the American system. By 1933, 15 million 

Americans—or about a third of the workforce—were unemployed.20 The near-total collapse of 

the US economy exhausted the existing relief services of religious charities and informal 

networks, resulting in a change in the collective attitude toward federal intervention in daily life.  

Need this widespread and extensive—the number of families receiving some sort of 

welfare quadrupled between 1929 and 1931—demanded attention beyond encouragement to help 

one’s neighbor, as the existing relief structures proved woefully inadequate.21 While 

conventional wisdom prioritized a balanced federal budget, the unprecedented nature of the 

Great Depression allowed the novel ideas of British Economist  John Maynard Keynes 

surrounding deficit spending ideas to influence those in the Roosevelt administration. Keynes’ 

theory held that advanced economies—like that of the United States—required from time to time 

some level of budgetary deficit in the form of government spending to stimulate consumption 

and maintain full employment.22 This ideology led to the implementation of President 

Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, wherein the national government got involved in the everyday 

lives of Americans as a means of promoting economic recovery. The 1930s saw government 

intervention through federal work and relief programs on an unprecedented scale.  

With the agricultural sector still in an oversupply-driven freefall, an opportunity 

presented itself for the government to kill two birds with one stone: they could create school 

lunch programs that took advantage of excess agricultural commodities to both address the 

problem of childhood hunger as well as stabilize American agriculture.  Without the added 
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incentive of economic stability, the movement for school lunches might not have gained federal 

backing. As lunch historian A.R. Ruis explains in her book Eating to Learn, Learning to Eat: 

The Origins of School Lunch in the United States (2017), “concerns about malnourishment had 

propelled the development of school meal programs, but it was agricultural economics that 

ultimately secured permanent federal funding for them.”23 

The Depression Era—for school lunch purposes, roughly from 1932-1942—saw the 

institution of school lunch programs across the country.  A federal law passed in 1935 allowed 

the USDA to purchase excess agricultural commodities to donate to schools.24 The newfound 

availability of excess agricultural commodities greatly increased participation rates among 

schools: from 1937 to 1939, the number of schools receiving USDA commodities for their lunch 

programs went from 3,839 to 14,075.25 One of Roosevelt’s Second New Deal initiatives, the 

Works Progress Administration (WPA), was a key component in the rapid expansion of school 

lunch programs. They provided a vital source of labor to get many programs off the ground. As 

Gordon W. Gunderson notes in History of the National School Lunch Program (1971): “With 

much of the labor being provided without cost to a school district, lunch prices were held to a 

minimum, more children participated, and the natural outcome was a very rapid expansion in the 

program throughout the Nation.” Gunderson worked for the USDA during this time and oversaw 

the implementation and expansion of school lunch programs.26 According to Ruis, in addition to 

providing things like tables and chairs for the lunchrooms, “in the mid-1930s, the WPA began 

canning and drying surplus foods for use in school lunch programs and other food relief 

initiatives” and also “hired workers to plant and maintain community and school gardens and to 
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can produce to increase the variety and quantity of foods incorporated in school lunch 

programs.”27 The WPA also trained and paid the salaries of all of the lunchroom workers. By 

1948, there were WPA-supported lunch programs in every state. To give a sense of the scale of 

school lunch at this time, “23,000 schools served an average of 2 million lunches per day with 

the help of 64,0000 WPA workers.”28 

When Roosevelt dissolved the WPA on the eve of World War II as war production took 

care of America’s unemployment problem, there were still thousands of children left dependent 

on school lunch programs once supported by the WPA. In addition, war preparations had brought 

nutrition and its connection to the health of the nation overall back to the forefront of Americans 

minds. This gave advocates for the NSLP—the farm lobby being among them—a patriotic 

motivation. Levine articulates this line of thinking well: “Undernourished children...made for 

poor workers as well as poor soldiers...school lunch programs played a critical role in developing 

a healthy generation of children—particularly boys—who would be able to defend the nation.”29 

The movement that had begun after WWI to make sure America’s children were being fed was 

back with a new urgency. 

A huge step forward in the quest for federally-backed school lunches came in 1943 when 

the federal government created the Community School Lunch Program (CSLP), consolidating 

the patchwork of programs that had been created throughout the Depression and securing 

permanent federal funding for lunch.30 This was necessary as WWII had diverted many of the 

excess agricultural commodities that had once supplemented school lunch programs toward 
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feeding the troops.31 The CSLP also stipulated nutrition and food preparation regulations, the 

first time the government had issued national standards for a school program. The ultimate goals 

of these regulations were to ensure that kids received nutritious lunches and that children whose 

families were on welfare had access to free meals. Though limited in scope—the program did not 

cover costs such as building cafeterias or a professional food-service staff—the CLSP 

nonetheless laid the foundation for the eventual passage of the National School Lunch Program 

just a few years later. 

After several years of debate and compromise and with the support of the New Deal 

Coalition, President Truman passed the National School Lunch Act in 1946 as part of his Fair 

Deal Agenda.32 The Act addressed the problems of irregular funding and gave the National 

School Lunch Program status as a permanent fixture in American life.33 The Act married the 

interests of the USDA and the agricultural sector with children’s welfare advocates. When he 

signed the Act into law, Truman said: “In the long view, no nation is any healthier than its 

children or more prosperous than its farmers; and in the National School Lunch Act, the 

Congress has contributed immeasurably both to the welfare of our farmers and the health of our 

children.”34 In that same speech, he acknowledged that while the United States had for some 

time possessed the capacity to “provide plenty of good food for every man, woman, and child in 

this country,” they’d often failed to distribute it effectively. The NSLA was a “basic step in 

correcting that failure.”35 In this speech, Truman established that every American was deserving 

of enough good food, and that the US government was committed to making that possible.  
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Problems and Pushback  
 

However, the program was not without its critics. Some were uncomfortable with the 

federal government’s intrusion into everyday life, especially when it came to schools, whose 

administration had traditionally been left to the discretion of local governments. An article in the 

Washington Post published after the passage of the NSLA entitled “House Passes $50,000,000 

Bill to Aid Public School Lunches” describes: “Foes of this idea said it would tend to give 

Washington control over state school systems.”36  The administration of the program was also in 

question: while it eventually fell under the USDA, some felt that it should be overseen by the US 

commissioner of education.37 Many felt that the feeding of American children should be left to 

their mothers, and that the state’s intervention would weaken the strength of American 

individualism and undermine traditional gender roles. To complicate matters further, at the onset 

of the Cold War anything that remotely resembled socialism—such as a state-sponsored meal 

program—also set off alarm bells in the heads of many Americans.38 Finally, the severity of the 

problems like childhood hunger and agricultural price control that the National School Lunch 

Program set out to solve were also in question.39 Overall, while the concept of a federally-funded 

nutrition program had widespread public support, the particulars of its implementation were 

much more contested.   

 Many of the criticisms leveled at the idea of a national school lunch program led to 

compromises in passing the National School Lunch Act that hampered the NSLP’s effectiveness. 
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To assuage fears of the national government overstepping boundaries, the distribution of federal 

funds was left to the discretion of local municipalities. This allowed for unequal administration 

of the program, often along racial and class lines. In addition, the federal funding allocated by 

the National School Lunch Act was limited to the purchase of food, not expanding or updating 

cafeteria facilities to enable schools to serve lunch. This left many urban schools built in the 

early twentieth century (before cafeteria lunches were the norm) without the ability to cook for 

their students. The complicated funding structure of the program also led many school districts to 

off-load the costs of lunch onto the students themselves, as Levine explains: “After the first three 

years of operations, states were obligated to match federal contributions on a three-to-one basis. 

Most states, rather than raise local taxes, decided to charge children a small amount and count 

those fees as part of the match.”40 Ultimately, these fees ended up accounting for three-quarters 

to one hundred percent of the NSLP’s funding. In other words, schoolchildren ended up 

financing their own lunch programs more often than not. The counterintuitive funding structure 

combined with the power of local politicians to control where the lunch money ended up served 

as barriers to the program’s goals of providing nutritional lunches for America’s children, 

especially for those in need of it most.  

As the program expanded over the first decade of its existence, it did so unequally. 

Suburbanization in particular deepened the inequalities of the NSLP.41  Deference to local 

governments meant that school lunch programs often mirrored the social and economic 

inequalities characteristic of the area. In School Lunch Politics, Levine describes the national 

atmosphere at the time: “School lunch politics, like the postwar liberal agenda, could not 

reconcile national goals—equal opportunity and social welfare—with local inequalities and 
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entrenched regional power.”42 The exodus of white families (and their property tax dollars) from 

urban centers to suburbs led to the construction of new schools with modern kitchens and 

cafeteria facilities. From 1940-1970, the median non-Southern city lost 10% of its white 

population.43 This left urban schools—many of which were built before lunch programs were 

standard and therefore lacked sufficient cafeteria infrastructure—with even less funding to 

provide meals for their students. Worsening this problem was that some government officials 

saw these urban schoolchildren as being able to walk home for lunch, while “children in car-

dependent suburbs weren’t seen as having that option. So, when state and local governments 

financed the construction of new suburban schools, including a functional kitchen and cafeteria 

was standard practice.”44  

 The problems faced by the NSLP in this first wave of expansion were not easily 

addressed for a number of key reasons. The first issue was the triumph of the passage of the 

National School Lunch Act in the first place, as it had lured many Americans into a sense of 

complacency that childhood hunger had been conquered once and for all. The veneer of 

American exceptionalism that colored the post-War years allowed many to believe that the 

program was more effective than it was in reality, and that the expansion of the program was 

evenly experienced by all. Criticism of the American system wasn’t exactly encouraged at this 

time either, especially during the early Cold War years. An abundance of food became a signifier 

of the triumph of capitalism, being used to defend against Communism both at home and abroad. 

The US sent agricultural shipments full of commodities like wheat and corn to countries 

 
42 Levine, School Lunch Politics, 73. 
43 Boustan, L. P. (2010). Was postwar suburbanization “White flight”? evidence from the Black Migration. 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 125(1), 417–443. https://doi.org/10.1162/qjec.2010.125.1.417   
 
44 Gaddis, The Labor of Lunch, 57. 



   
 

 
26 

threatened by the specter of Communism. The federal government prioritized the feeding of their 

own schoolchildren with the same rationale: that “a full stomach and a trained mind will never 

embrace either Nazism or communism.”45  

 Furthermore, while in theory the expansion of the school lunch program meant more 

children being fed, it also meant more bureaucracy hampering the effectiveness of the NSLP.  

The program grew from 4.5 million children participating in 1946-47 to 18.9 million in 1967-

68.46 With this many children being fed, no longer was the administration of the programs in the 

hands of local lunch ladies who understood the specific needs of their community. The scale of 

the NSLP had meant the oversight was placed in the hands of “men trained in economics and 

accounting who had little, if any, interest or knowledge of nutrition.”47 The funding structure of 

the NSLP placed much of the onus on the states to match the federal funding, meaning the 

incentive for administrators was to make the program as cost-effective as possible. This was a 

goal that didn’t necessarily align with ensuring that all children were fed a nutritious meal. With 

economically-minded men in charge, the meals being fed in lunchrooms prioritized cost-

effectiveness and convenience over nutritional value.   

Finally, the USDA, the government agency in charge of the NSLP, had no real 

mechanism for addressing inequitable access to the program or enforcing the regulations it had 

put in place. If overseers of the program found a state or local government wasn’t providing 

meals to children in need, Gaddis explains: “the USDA’s only recourse was to withhold cash 

appropriates and commodities to the entire state,” which would only result in less money for 
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meals and more hungry children.48 This intervention was both politically unpopular and wouldn’t 

address the problems it set out to solve.  

 Overall, while Americans in general were content to rest on their laurels after the passage 

of the National School Lunch Act in 1946, the expansion of the NSLP over the next decade 

worsened many of the problems it set out to solve. This was in part due to the compromises 

made to pass the program in the first place. Inequities in the program were exacerbated by the 

suburbanization of America in the 1950s that drew tax money out of city centers and into newly-

built suburbs, leaving urban schools with even less money to address issues like a lack of 

facilities needed to provide lunch. In addition, the USDA had no recourse to address the some 

school districts’ disparate distribution of funds that wouldn’t result in further harm and hunger. 

This was all occurring within the context of the early Cold War, with the culture-wide emphasis 

on American exceptionalism dissuading many from being critical of the American way. Finally, 

the expansion of the program meant that lunch became big business as states adopted a bottom-

line mentality rather than focusing on the nutritional value of the food being served. What all of 

this meant was that by the end of the 1950s, the NSLP was doing a poor job of meeting either of 

its original goals. Many needy children lacked access to lunch, and the food that was being 

served in schools was not necessarily what would set them up for success in the future.  

 
 
School Lunch Reform: Raising Awareness of Hunger in America  
 
 Many aspects of the American social system were ripe for reform in the 1960s. Cracks in 

the veneer of American exceptionalism started to show as the Johnson administration ushered in 

a new era of social awareness when he assumed the presidency in 1963. Through his “War on 
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Poverty,” President Johnson hoped to increase the living conditions and economic opportunities 

available to all Americans. To accomplish this, LBJ passed a series of over 40 welfare acts, 

including the Food Stamp Act (1964), the Economic Opportunity Act (1964), the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (1965), the Older Americans Act (1965), and the Child Nutrition 

Act (1966).49  This legislation is illustrative of how the complacency and conformity of the 

previous decade was being replaced by a society-wide willingness to question the status quo in 

all aspects of life—lunch included.  

A turning point for the National School Lunch Program came in 1968 following the 

publication of a landmark report entitled Their Daily Bread. This report presented the findings of 

a study done by the Committee on School Lunch Participation made up of over 1,500 

questionnaires given to different individuals involved in the administration of lunches at their 

local school.  The Committee on School Lunch Participation (CSLP) was composed of five 

different women’s civil rights and religious groups who all felt strongly that the NSLP was not 

living up to its goals. Their Daily Bread made several serious indictments of the National School 

Lunch Program, including that “the entire administrative and legal structure of the NSLA was 

biased against poor people and communities of color,” as by and large minority children were 

left out of the NSLP altogether.50 The program also fractured along socioeconomic lines as 

children were discriminated against if they received free meals from the NSLP. Guidelines for 

who was eligible for free lunch were ambiguous and arbitrary, with “principals and teachers 

regularly [making] moral judgments about the behavior of students and parents when deciding 
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which children could eat for free,” according to Their Daily Bread.51 Overall, the report showed 

how the structure of the program in 1968 left many children in need of lunch going without.  

To make their argument, the authors were very direct, and they appealed to the parental 

nature of the average reader to call for reform on behalf of America’s children. For example, in 

summarizing one of the major claims of the report, the authors wrote, “We found children who 

are not getting their daily bread. We found hungry children.”52 The implicit meaning is that the 

foundational principles of the National School Lunch Program were good; making sure 

America’s children were fed was an important goal. So important, the authors argued, that to 

allow the system to continue on in the inequitable, inefficient way it had been was unacceptable. 

The report presented the information in a very matter-of-fact way so as to allow the reader to 

view the failures of the status quo without the rose-colored glasses of American exceptionalism. 

The CSLP presented the findings of their report to lawmakers in the hopes of reforming the 

existing program to make the NSLP more inclusive and accessible to all American children. 

Their Daily Bread concludes with suggestions for how to improve the NSLP going forward. The 

CSLP felt that the most effective way to solve the existing structural problems was for the NSLP 

to provide universal free lunches to children; however, if this was untenable, “it should at least 

issue uniform free-lunch-eligibility standards and guarantee reimbursements for all the free 

lunches school served.”53 While the intended audience of the report itself was members of 

Congress, the CSLP communicated their desire for school lunch reform to the general American 
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public through a brochure entitled “Feed Kids—It’s the Law!” In total, around 40,000 copies of 

the brochure were distributed.54  

The report and pamphlets distributed by the CSLP were by no means the only grassroots 

reform efforts happening. One of the most successful endeavors to encourage federal reform of 

the NSLP took place in California, where the Black Panther Party had taken matters into their 

own hands by organizing the Free Breakfast for Children Program (FBCP). The program began 

at an Oakland Episcopalian church and involved local party members and volunteers soliciting 

food donations to provide nutritious breakfasts for kids before school. It quickly spread across 

the nation and was supplying thousands of children every day with a free breakfast.55 This 

proved to be a powerful force for change as lunch scholar Jennifer E. Gaddis argues, “the BPP 

survival programs embarrassed and threatened the Johnson administration and the legacy of its 

Great Society initiatives. The FBCP, in particular, shed light on how the US government was still 

failing to meet its citizens’ most basic needs for sustenance.”56 Testifying before the U.S. Senate 

Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs in 1969, California legislator Jesse Unruh said 

that “the Black Panthers supply more free breakfasts than the federal government.”57 This was a 

wake-up call that the US was not living up to the ideal it had envisioned for itself of being a 

country that provides enough good food for every man, woman, and child. Even if only as a 

means of suppressing what they viewed to be a threatening political force, the actions of the 

Black Panther Party contributed to the federal government following through on the promises it 
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had made with the Child Nutrition Act of 1966, ultimately appropriating more funds for free 

school lunch and breakfast programs.  

 In addition to the immediate effect the Panther’s FBCP had on alleviating individual 

children’s food insecurity in California, it also showed that a free school meal program was a 

feasible and effective means of meeting childhood hunger. Its popularity and widespread support 

in spite of the Panther’s contentious reputation showed that the majority of Americans felt that 

all children were entitled to enough to eat and, more importantly, that the government was in part 

responsible for making this possible. 

Other proponents for school lunch reform sought to bring the issue of hunger in America 

to the forefront of Americans’ minds through very public measures. In the same year that the 

CSLP put out Their Daily Bread, the National Council on Hunger and Malnutrition published 

their own report on hunger in America, aptly titled Hunger USA. This report similarly indicted 

the existing hunger relief programs as inadequate and insufficiently meeting the needs of 

American children in particular. To build on the momentum generated by these groundbreaking 

reports, in 1969, “parents, major civil rights organizations, and the National Council on Hunger 

and Malnutrition organized a nationwide boycott of the NSLP” hoping to put pressure on local 

school boards to finally provide free school lunches to those who needed it.58 Famous figures 

like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. also threw their weight behind the school lunch reform 

movement. As head of the Poor People’s Campaign (PPC) for economic justice, he implored the 

federal government to provide free lunches for all poor children.59 In a similarly public way, a 

documentary came out in 1968 entitled CBS Reports: Hunger in America. This documentary 

illustrated with heart-wrenching imagery the problem of hunger in America detailed in Their 
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Daily Bread and Hunger USA. The film captured nationwide attention and was another great 

example of how school lunch reform advocates used public avenues like boycotts and national 

television to garner public support for their cause.  

The documentary provided powerful, persuasive visuals to illustrate the issues plaguing 

the NSLP. In the film, children were interviewed about the shame they felt in not being able to 

afford lunch and having to sit idly by while others ate at school, and the detrimental effects this 

hunger had on their ability to get an education. The film also touched on the problem of relying 

on excess agricultural commodities as food relief, with the narrator saying at one point: “For 

farmers and the government, commodities are a convenience. For the poor, they are simply an 

inadequate dole.”60 Another factor hampering the federal government’s food relief efforts were 

the actively hostile attitudes some elected representatives held toward addressing the problem of 

hunger, as exemplified in the film through an interview with a Texas government official named 

A.J. Ploch. The Commissioner was incredibly dismissive of the problem of hunger:  

“Why are they not getting enough food? Because the father won’t work…and I mean 
won’t work. If they won’t work, would you expect the taxpayer to raise all the kids 
because their daddies won’t work? First we’ll do something about the daddies, and then 
we’ll take care of the kids.”61  
 

This is illustrative of the problem school lunch reformers faced in conflicting attitudes over 

whose responsibility it was to feed American children, and why reformers’ petitions for universal 

free lunch often fell on deaf ears. Contrary to the opinion expressed by Truman when the NSLP 

was signed into law–that every man, woman, and child deserved enough food to eat–many felt 

that the poor were unworthy of being fed on the government dollar as their poverty was a result 

of personal failings. By putting faces and names and individual testimonies to the social 
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problems detailed in earlier reports, CBS Reports: Hunger in America can be viewed as the 

culmination of the hunger reform movement of the 1960s.  

 
 
School Lunch Reform: The Crossroads of 1969 
 

In response to the hunger reform efforts of the previous decade, President Nixon 

convened the White House Conference on Food, Nutrition, and Health in December of 1969. 

The goals of the Conference were not only to address the problem of hunger in America at that 

time, but to implement long-term solutions that would ensure Americans were food secure in the 

future. Nixon affirmed this sentiment during the opening remarks of the Conference when he 

said, “In calling the White House Conference on Food, Nutrition, and Health, we are both 

reaffirming our commitment to a full and healthful diet for all Americans and exploring what we 

yet need to do to achieve that goal.”62 Similar to previous school lunch advocates, Nixon tied the 

idea of feeding America’s children to nationalistic ideals, claiming that the rampant widespread 

hunger in America threatened the honor of American democracy.63 The underlying implication 

was that every American was entitled to enough good food to eat, in direct contrast to those who 

viewed hunger as the consequence of personal failings. This perspective is echoed time and time 

again in the report produced following the Conference through various recommendations like 

this one: “Special attention must be given to reaching children of all ethnic and economic 

backgrounds.”64 Other recommendations in the report specific to the NSLP  included an overall 

expansion of the program and elimination of inefficiencies preventing those in need from 

accessing school meals; increased funding to provide materials necessary for expansion; the 
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reincorporation of people with backgrounds in nutrition into the administration of the NSLP to 

ensure that the program met its nutritional goals; and that, overall, breakfasts as well as lunches 

be made available to all school children.  

 The report produced from the Conference didn’t just deal with the black-and-white 

logistics of making sure that children met their caloric needs for the day; rather, it took a much 

more holistic approach to feeding America’s future. One of the more interesting 

recommendations in the report is that “regardless of where or by whom food used in school 

feeding is prepared, school authorities must…provide a comfortable, pleasant place for eating, 

and allow time for good eating behavior and social interaction.”65  Like early school lunch 

proponents, the writers of this report recognized the significance of lunchtime and the potential 

for the lunchroom to function like any other classroom. Eating well was not only a matter of 

physical health but was vital to the wellbeing of the person—and the country—as a whole.  

To accomplish this, the report put particular emphasis on the importance of nutrition 

education as part of the NSLP, something that had been a crucial component of the lunch 

program for early advocates but had fallen by the wayside during its rapid expansion over the 

previous decades. As detailed in the report, “the objective of nutrition education is to promote 

optimum health through food and thus contribute to an individual's potential for achieving his 

life’s goals. Sound nutrition education should enable each individual, throughout his life, to 

make wise decisions about his food choices.”66 Education early on enables individuals to make 

good nutrition choices throughout the rest of their lives, creating a healthier population as a 

whole. The report recommended nutrition education that met people where they were in terms of 

differing socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds. It even went as far as to outline a conceptual 
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framework for nutrition education in schools. This was a critically important component of the 

NSLP, one that was tied again to the lofty nationalist goals of promoting the wellbeing of the 

future of the country: “As future citizens in a democracy, children must develop acceptable 

nutrition practices and a sense of social consciousness to enable them to participate intelligently 

in the adoption of public policy affecting the nutrition of people.”67  

In December of 1969, the National School Lunch Program was at a crossroads. The 

original school lunch program advocates’ vision of a universal nutrition program for all 

American children had been warped in the decades since the NSLP’s implementation through 

expansion and economization. It had reached a crisis point where those most in need were not 

being served by the program, and the nutrition standards of meals served had been compromised 

as nutrition experts were replaced with businessmen in the administration of lunch. Inequitable 

distribution of funding at the local level and ambiguous guidelines for who was eligible for free 

meals led to discrimination in the lunchroom along racial and socioeconomic lines. At this 

critical juncture in the NSLP’s history, facing the problem of widespread hunger in America, 

there were two paths to be taken: to finally realize the original vision of a universal free lunch 

program, or to focus the program’s efforts only on those most in need. The former, of course, 

would be much more costly, but would also most effectively achieve the goals of feeding 

America’s future through nutrition education and equal access to balanced meals.  

Despite the recommendations of the report following the White House Conference on 

Nutrition and Health, it would be the latter path that was taken by the Nixon administration. This 

is not to say that the research and reform efforts of the 1960s were in vain: rather, as Gaddis 

explains in The Labor of Lunch: “by 1975, in addition to expanding its free lunch program into 

 
67 Ibid.,.148.  
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urban communities, the USDA had fully co-opted the Panthers' free breakfast program.”68 In 

addition, the federal government eventually passed legislation that provided free and reduced-

price meals to children from the poorest 10 million families in the United States. This was 

accompanied by the publication of guidelines in 1971 that standardized requirements for 

program eligibility. Likewise, the number of schools participating in the NSLP in 1975 was 

88,900, up from 74,900 in 1969.69 In total, this resulted in an additional 5 million kids having 

access to meals at school.  

However, even with all of this progress made, the Nixon administration and those in 

charge of the USDA at the time stopped short of offering universal free school lunch to 

America’s children. In spite of the recommendations of the report to improve access to free 

meals to all American children, Nixon’s own philosophy was that federal efforts should be 

focused on helping the needy instead of subsidizing both the rich and poor.70 The growing social 

unrest at the time in the context of the Vietnam War led many lawmakers to be hesitant to push 

for idealistic and costly legislation, such as policies to implement universal free lunch.  To make 

matters worse, the US economy tanked in the 1970s with the onset of a never-before-seen 

economic phenomenon known as stagflation, a combination of stagnant economic growth and 

rampant inflation. This caused food prices and operating costs for lunchrooms to skyrocket. 

Faced with these obstacles, the Nixon administration focused funding and expansion efforts on 

the neediest of families.  

 While directing efforts toward those most in need seems like an altruistic goal, it had the 

opposite of the intended effect by hampering the ability of the NSLP to serve the populations 

 
68 Gaddis, The Labor of Lunch, 63.  
69 Ibid., 67.  
70 Levine, School Lunch Politics, 154.  
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most in need. This happened primarily because of the way the funding for the program was 

structured. While the federal government reimbursed schools for a portion of the cost of every 

lunch served (so long as it met the nutrition standards set by the USDA), state and local 

governments were on the hook to come up with the rest of the money to fund the program. Much 

of the costs of the NSLP were offloaded onto the students through the fees charged for meals. 

When federal mandates required more free meals to be served, in spite of the additional funding, 

the expansion was still an added expense for school districts that was then translated into higher 

lunch prices.71 Not only did this result in soaring fees prices, but it also associated the NSLP with 

poverty. Both of these factors led many children to drop out of the program. This vicious cycle 

served to further exacerbate the funding issues. By 1976, almost half of all school lunch program 

participants were poor children. As a result, it came to be viewed as a program of last resort.72 

Despite the best efforts of reformers in the 1960s, the social and economic climate of the 

1970s led the federal government to gradually pull back on funding for welfare programs like the 

NSLP as the years went on. With less funding and surplus agriculture commodities available and 

more children than ever before eligible for free lunch, cash-strapped school districts had to find 

some way of putting food on the (lunch) table. A new era of the NSLP was on the horizon, one 

that would be characterized by private companies, processed foods, and poor nutrition.   

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
71 Ibid., 141.  
72 Ibid., 156.  
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Chapter 2: The Consequences of Cutting Costs (and Corners) on School 
Lunch 

 
 

In September of 1981, the New York Times ran an article titled “A Senator Has the Last 

Word on Ketchup” in which Pennsylvania Senator Henry J. Heinz (of Heinz ketchup) is quoted 

adamantly insisting the foodstuff that made his family famous should not be considered a 

vegetable: “Ketchup is a condiment. This is one of the most ridiculous regulations I ever heard 

of, and I suppose I need not add that I do know something about ketchup and relish, or did at one 

time.”1 It seems ridiculous that ketchup of all things was not only the subject of New York Times 

articles (of which there were several), but also congressional debates. Senator Heinz’s quote was 

in response to the proposed updated nutrition guidelines for the NSLP. In attempting to cut costs 

through relaxing standards, legislators created a loophole in which ketchup could count as a 

serving of vegetables.  This chapter will explore the series of events that ultimately led to 

congressional debates over ketchup, as well as their consequences in the cafeteria. 

While the White House Conference on Nutrition and Health in 1969 held promise for 

widespread school lunch reform, the context of the Vietnam War and financial crisis of the early 

1970s meant that adopting a universal free school lunch program was a costly and politically 

unpopular option. To address the problem of childhood hunger in America while keeping costs 

down, the Nixon administration approached the NSLP as more of a child welfare program as 

opposed to a universal educational nutrition program. President Reagan took this ideology even 

further when he slashed the budget for the NSLP, causing program administrators to scramble to 

provide enough meals on a significantly smaller budget. This resulted in many schools 

 
1 Krebs, A., & Thomas, R. (1981, September 26). Notes on People; A Senator Has the Last Word on Ketchup. The 
New York Times. 
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outsourcing the program to private companies, relaxing nutrition standards, allowing vending 

machines and fast food companies into the lunchroom to increase participation rates, and totally 

forgoing any element of nutrition education—all in the name of keeping costs low. Treating the 

NSLP as a child welfare program, while altruistic and cost-efficient in its intent, ultimately 

caused schools to prioritize the bottom line over children’s health.  

 

Budget Cuts and the Beginning of Lunch as Welfare  
 

The hope of the reform efforts of the 1960s that culminated in the first-ever White House 

Conference on Nutrition and Health was ultimately disappointed by a combination of poor 

economic conditions and shifting political tides. With the American economy stalled by never-

before-seen stagflation, expensive government programs that had been so prevalent during 

Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency became politically unpopular. As the economic crisis dragged 

on throughout the 1970s, culminating in the 1979 energy crisis and the subsequent recession, 

more and more Americans were turning toward alternative approaches to get America back on 

track. Big government was out and budget cuts were in, and the National School Lunch Program 

was no exception.  

 The landslide election of former California governor Ronald Reagan in 1980 ushered in 

an era of neoliberalism that capitalized on the budget cuts, deregulation, and economization of 

the previous decade. This philosophy touched all aspects of American life—even lunch—with 

everyone from Congress, the USDA, the American School Food Service Association, and home 

economists endorsing “the ideals of economic efficiency, scientific rationality, and cheapness 

above all.”2  

 
2 Gaddis, The Labor of Lunch, 79.  
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 This frugal approach profoundly affected the way those in power viewed school lunch. 

Feeding America’s children was still undeniably important, and the National School Lunch 

Program was a perennially popular political card to play. The economic recessions of the 1970s 

resulted in high unemployment rates (8.8% in 1975 and 7.8% in 1980)3 and even more American 

children in need of food at school. These dire financial conditions justified those who believed 

that the NSLP and federal food aid should only serve the needy, not subsidize the rich. The goal 

of the program, then, was to provide every child with a meal who couldn’t otherwise afford it.  

 President Reagan codified this approach into law with the 1981 Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act. Among other things, this bill cut the NSLP budget by a third, causing 

schools and lunch ladies all across America to scramble. Specifically, the Act reduced the cash 

value of the commodity assistance to school breakfasts (the aspect of the program originally tied 

to donated excess agricultural commodities), got rid of the additional funding for lunch facilities 

and equipment, phased out the funding for nutrition education programs within schools, and 

excluded schools from participation whose tuition exceeded a certain amount.4  

These budget cuts were issued in tandem with new USDA dietary guidelines. In 

summary, the 1980 guidelines advised Americans to limit fat (especially saturated fat), sugar, 

sodium, and cholesterol, and to focus on foods with adequate starch and fiber.5 At the same time, 

Levine explains that “the USDA abandoned the requirement that school lunches supply one-third 

of a child’s nutritional needs over the course of a week.”6 This requirement had been in place 

since the NSLP was first signed into law as a means of addressing the rampant childhood 

 
3 Roos, D. (2020, April 29). How the US got out of 12 economic recessions since World War II. History.com. 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.history.com/ 
4  "H.R.3982 - 97th Congress (1981-1982): Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981." Congress.gov, Library of 
Congress, 13 August 1981, https://www.congress.gov/bill/97th-congress/house-bill/3982.   
5 U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (1980). Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans, from https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/ 
6  Levine, School Lunch Politics, 178.  
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undernutrition that had been endemic in America in the first half of the 20th century. However, 

by 1980, Americans were beginning to reckon with a problem we are all too familiar with in 

today’s day and age: childhood obesity. This is acknowledged in the updated NSLP regulations 

from 1981:  

“There is reason to recognize the existence of both overnutrition and undernutrition as 
health problems in this country. Not only is it important for children to consume all of the 
nutrients that they need, but also, to avoid obesity, it is important that they not consume 
more calories than they need.”7 
 

While American obesity rates in general remained steady throughout the 1960s and 1970s, they 

increased sharply starting in the 1980s.8 While the specific cause of this increase in childhood 

obesity is unclear, potential factors include changes to the built environment (meaning that 

children were more likely to to be driven to school instead of walking), the increase in dual-

income households, and an increase in cheap, calorically-dense foods in schools.9 Finally, the 

decreasing quality of meals served in schools as a result of increased privatization o during the 

1970s was most definitely a contributing factor to this troubling trend.  

 

The Slippery Slope to Privatization  
 

While the largest budget cuts to the National School Lunch Program came during the 

Reagan administration, the NSLP had been under financial duress throughout the preceding 

decade. As discussed in the previous chapter, mandates to provide more free meals under Nixon 

without accompanying increases in funding caused schools to have to get creative in providing 

 
7 National School Lunch, School Breakfast, and Child Care Food Programs; Meal Pattern Requirements; Proposed 
Rule, 46 Fed. Reg. 44452 (Sep. 4, 1981) (to be codified at 7 CFE pts 210, 220, and 226. Accessed December 19, 
2021.   
8 Johnson, S. B. (2012, July). The nation's childhood obesity epidemic: Health disparities in the making. CYF News. 
http://www.apa.org/ 
9 Anderson, P. M., &amp; Butcher, K. F. (2006). Childhood Obesity: Trends and Potential Causes. The Future of 
Children, 16(1), 19–45. https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2006.0001  
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enough meals for every child in need. To enable the transition to lunch programs subsidized by 

the private sector, the USDA began modifying NSLP regulations to allow the food industry 

access to the lunchroom.10 When the NSLP was first codified into law after World War II, strict 

regulations had been put in place to keep out private companies. This served to uphold the 

nutritional quality of food served in school by eliminating competitive foods—think salty snacks 

or sugary beverages—that children might choose to eat instead of their lunches. Beginning in 

1969, school districts were allowed to contract with private companies to run their lunch 

programs. This triggered a domino effect in which lunch programs moved from the model of 

meals prepared on-site by local lunch ladies, as envisioned by the program’s original proponents, 

to one that more closely resembled airline meals and TV dinners, with large central kitchens 

preparing and delivering pre-cooked meals.11 

As the decade progressed, regulations were relaxed even further to allow other Big Food 

companies into the lunchroom. Companies were eager to subsidize lunch programs as a means of 

creating life-long consumers of their products by familiarizing children with the taste of their 

products at a young age. Since these companies provided economical meals that also appealed to 

children’s tastes, this also was a win for schools in alleviating their budgetary concerns while 

increasing participation rates at the same time. In 1972, the National Soft Drink Association 

succeeded in striking down the regulation prohibiting competitive foods in the lunchroom.12 

Regulations loosened even further in 1979 as the updated USDA guidelines allowed for the sale 

of minimally nutritious foods like candy and snacks in vending machines: according to Levine, 

“if the ‘food’ supplied more than 5% of the RDA of just one basic nutrient in a 100 calorie 

 
10 Levine, School Lunch Politics, 152.  
11 Ibid.,168.  
12 Ibid., 168.  
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serving, the item could be served for lunch...the new rules put no restrictions on the amount of 

salt, sugar, or fat those products could contain.”13 The original vision of the National School 

Lunch Program providing a nutritionally-balanced meal for every American child faded further 

into the background as consumer choice, market share, and economic efficiency took 

precedence.  

An interesting nuance in nutritional philosophy during this time allowed for NSLP 

administrators to feel like they weren’t totally abandoning the nutrition ideals of the program. 

Fortification—the process of adding vitamins and minerals to foods that don't contain them 

naturally—was the hot new trend in nutrition science during the 1970s. While fortified foods had 

been around since the 1920s, they began to appear in abundance on cafeteria trays across the 

country during this time as a means of paying lip service to nutrition guidelines. Not only were 

fortified foods cheaper than sourcing all of the ingredients containing the equivalent nutrients 

naturally, but they were also much more appealing to children’s palates. Dr. Paul Lachance, a 

professor of food science at Rutgers University who paid particular attention to food waste in the 

lunchroom, argued that a fortified hamburger or slice of pizza was more appealing, familiar, and 

likely to be eaten by a child than something like creamed chicken casserole or coleslaw.14 

However, this proved detrimental to children’s health in the long term as foods like pizza and 

hamburgers were seen as “healthy” just because they met a threshold for a given nutrient. The 

goal of providing children with an education in how to put together a healthy meal had been 

completely lost.  

 
13 Ibid., 164.  
14 United States. Congress. House. Committee on Education and Labor. Subcommittee on Elementary, Secondary, 
and Vocational Education. (1976). Oversight Hearings on the School Lunch Program. Hearings before the 
Subcommittee on Elementary, Secondary, and Vocational Education of the Committee on Education and Labor, 
House of Representatives, Ninety-Fourth congress, Second session. U.S. Government Printing Office, 353.  
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Ketchup as a Vegetable & Lost Learning in the Lunchroom 
 

While nutrition regulations on the food served in lunchrooms were more relaxed than 

ever before, the American public still wanted to feel that on some level their children were 

receiving a healthy lunch. A Congressional report done in 1977 highlighted the nutritional 

shortcomings in the program that prevented it from achieving its stated objectives of 

“safeguard[ing] the health and well-being of the nation's children and encourag[ing] the domestic 

consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food.”15 The report highlights the 

drastic changes in American eating habits that had taken place in the 30 years since the National 

School Program had been instituted and the first nutrition standards put in place. The “type A” 

lunch model being served in lunchrooms at the time was not only inflexible to the variety of 

nutritional needs of children (receiving too many calories was now an issue), but also costly and 

largely unpalatable, which contributed to food waste.16 The report recommended updating these 

standards to reflect the needs and customs of a new generation of eaters.  

While that report detailing the deficiencies in the NSLP was presented to Congress in 

1977, it wasn’t until 1981 that the nutritional quality (or lack thereof) of school lunch caught the 

attention of the American public. What I’m referring to is the infamous “Ketchup as a 

Vegetable” controversy of 1981. The proposed budget cuts to the NSLP under Reagan “were 

worded (whether deliberately or not) so as to conceivably allow for designating ketchup as a 

vegetable, allowing the USDA to eliminate one of the two vegetables required to meet minimum 

food and nutrition standards, and thus shrink costs considerably.”17  

 
15 United States. General Accounting Office. (1977). Summary of a Report: The National School Lunch Program - is 
it Working? Departments of Agriculture and Health, Education, Welfare: Report to the Congress. General 
Accounting Office, 1.  
16 Ibid., 5.  
17 Bentley, A. (2021). Ketchup as a vegetable. Gastronomica, 21(1), 17–26. https://doi.org/10.1525/gfc.2021.21.1.17  
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This came about in part due to the October 1, 1981, budget cut deadline, meaning that the 

USDA had only twelve weeks to figure out how to maintain the current nutritional quality of the 

NSLP meals at two-thirds of the original budget. By September of that year, a set of revised 

guidelines were published in the Federal Register.18 In order to meet the nutrition standards 

while staying within the new budget restrictions, the new guidelines increased the flexibility of 

what could be served for lunch. The old nutrition standards these guidelines replaced was 

indicative of what mid-century Americans considered to be a complete meal: “school lunches 

had to contain a minimum of five items: one serving of bread, two of fruits and/or vegetables, 

one dairy serving, and one meat serving,” and overall meet at least one-third of the 

Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA) determined by the USDA.19 Updating these guidelines 

meant letting go of the conventional definition of what a meal looked like, and reducing the 

minimum RDA requirement from one-third to just one-fourth. Other “specific changes included 

allowing tofu, cheese, and nuts to substitute for meat; allowing pretzels, donuts, pie, and other 

grain-based items as bread substitutes,” and, as if that weren’t bad enough, “allowing such 

condiments as pickle relish to count as a vegetable; and allowing one tablespoon of tomato paste 

to count as…a standard vegetable serving.”20 Even though ketchup was never specifically 

mentioned in the proposed guideline revisions, that last detail is where the controversy got its 

name.  

The negative press started rolling in just two days after the publication of the guidelines, 

with the New York Times and other news outlets putting out stories announcing the smaller 

portions and lower nutritional value of lunches. In a scathing Washington Post article titled “U.S. 

 
18 Federal Register. 1981. Vol. 46, no. 172 (Friday, September 4): 44452–44457. 
19 Bentley, Ketchup as a Vegetable. 
20 Ibid. 
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Holds The Ketchup In Schools” published just a few weeks after the guidelines came out, the 

authors covered the negative press the guidelines had received and the subsequent push to revise 

them. The budget director at the time was quoted as saying that “the controversial guidelines, 

which also would have allowed the substitution of soybean cakes for hamburger and doughnuts 

for bread, were the result of a ‘bureaucratic goof.’”21 Ultimately, the pushback meant these 

specific proposed were never implemented as they were seen as undermining the nutritional 

integrity of the lunch program. A task force was put together to come up with an alternative 

approach to lunch.  

What’s ironic about the “ketchup as a vegetable” controversy is that parents and 

Americans in general were outraged because they knew that ketchup, a condiment laden with 

sugar, salt, and other additives in addition to tomato paste, should not be conflated with a serving 

of vegetables. This indignance stems from a basic knowledge of what it means to put together a 

healthy meal, something that they were taught at one point in their lives. The irony is that people 

could see how the budget cuts deprived children of quality, nutritious food, but not how the cuts 

also took away children’s ability to learn what a quality, nutritious meal was. While it’s true that 

some children were able to learn these lessons outside of the lunchroom, for the most vulnerable 

population served by the NSLP, sometimes the meals at school were the only ones they could 

count on for both calories and nutrition education.  

Interestingly, this was an issue raised back in 1977 with the publication of the 

Congressional report discussed earlier that covered the questionable quality and efficacy of the 

NSLP. After describing the health problems being faced by America’s children, including 

 
21 Thornton, M., & Schram, M. (1981, September 26). U.S. holds the Ketchup in Schools. The Washington Post. 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.washingtonpost.com/ 
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“deficiencies in RDA nutriture, excessive intake of calories, and poor choices in the nonnutrient 

part of the diet,” the authors wrote:  

“While these problems indicate a need to place greater emphasis on the subject of 
nutrition education…NSLP’s authorizing legislation expressly prohibits the program 
from imposing any requirement relative to the teaching of nutrition to schoolchildren. 
The program’s health impact, therefore, is directly dependent on the benefits of eating a 
program lunch.”22  
 
With explicit nutrition education not a requirement of the NSLP, modeling what a healthy 

meal looked like was paramount. That report concluded by recommending that the NSLP 

nutrition standards be updated, just a few years before to the failed revisions that would’ve 

allowed condiments to count as vegetables.    

 
The New NSLP 
 

The NSLP ultimately adopted an “offer-versus-serve” model in which children only had 

to take three out of the five options (meat, bread, milk, fruit, and vegetables) offered for lunch 

every day instead of being served a put-together tray containing all five components.23 Not only 

would this cut down on costs, but school administrators also hoped this would help combat food 

waste in the lunchroom. This was an issue that had been raised in recent years by the likes of Dr. 

Paul Lachance, mentioned earlier. The new offer-versus-serve model was also accompanied by 

further revised nutrition standards. According to a New York Times article, these new guidelines 

allowed for children to choose either a small “tasting portion” or full-sized portion of an item, as 

well as (critically) “not permit[ting] ketchup and pickle relish to be counted as vegetables.”24 The 

 
22 United States. General Accounting Office. (1977). Summary of a Report: The National School Lunch Program - is 
it Working? 5-6.  
23 Bentley, Ketchup as a Vegetable.  
24 Pear, R. (1981, November 18). President gets Revised Proposals for Standards on School Lunches. The New 
York Times. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
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article also mentions the direct consequences of the previous year’s budget cuts to the lunch 

program: “prices have increased an average of 15 cents a meal, and fewer students are buying 

lunch at school.” In total, there had been an 11% decline in the number of daily meals served 

from 1980 to 1981.25  

Schools were desperate to keep their lunch programs afloat in the wake of declining 

participation rates, increased prices, and decreased funding from the federal government. Once 

again, the private sector was ready and eager to accept the challenge of feeding America’s 

children. The focus went from providing every American child with enough good food to eat to 

prioritizing the bottom line. A la carte options began appearing in many cafeterias throughout the 

1980s as a means of supplementing NSLP offerings, and these additional options weren’t subject 

to the USDA’s nutrition standards. While the meals served as part of the NSLP were adjusted to 

conform to dietary guidelines that limited fat and sugar, the snacks and sweets sold alongside the 

meals weren’t regulated.  

In 1989, the head of nutrition services for the Los Angeles City Unified School District 

was interviewed for a piece in the LA Times about school lunch. She’s quoted as saying, “We’ve 

gotten away from serving desserts almost entirely in the last seven or eight years. We try to 

encourage fresh fruit for school lunches,” in accordance with contemporary USDA guidelines. 

However, “sugary goodies [had] been available on an a la carte basis all along,” counteracting 

any positive efforts on the part of the NSLP directors to improve the nutritional quality of 

lunches.26 In addition, when discussing the preferred entrees in the lunchroom, the author wrote 

that “pizza is numero uno, along with tacos and hamburgers.”27 Though the article ended on a 

 
25  Ibid. 
26 Dosti, R. (1989, November 9). Recipes that take You Back to School Days. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved 
February 17, 2022, from https://www.latimes.com/ 
27 Ibid. 
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nostalgic note for the lunches of years past (“chopped beef and gravy over mashed potatoes and 

roast beef hash”), it didn’t critique the increased privatization or decreased nutritional value of 

the modern lunch.  

The dire financial conditions plaguing lunch programs all across the country combined 

with increasingly relaxed NSLP regulations meant that it was the perfect time for fast food 

companies to make their lunchroom debut in the 1990s. Children were ecstatic when they found 

companies they already knew and loved—think Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, Subway, and Chick-Fil-

A—in their cafeteria. These companies either sold their foods (for a premium!) alongside the 

NSLP offerings, circumventing nutrition regulations entirely, or they offered reformulated 

versions of their products that were compliant with the guidelines.28 Taco Bell’s nachos, for 

example, didn’t meet the USDA requirements and therefore weren't eligible for federal 

reimbursement. However, their burritos were, along with Pizza Hut pizza and Subway 

sandwiches.29 

By 1997, fast food companies could be found in 13% of American public schools, up 

from just 2% in 1991, according to a 1997 article in the Wall Street Journal.30 The article details 

the boon having access to lunchrooms was for fast food companies in the form of free 

advertising, as well as the apathetic attitude some school food service directors had toward the 

low nutritional value these lunches provide. One such director was quoted as saying, “Kids come 

to us with brand preferences…I’m not here to address all the ills of society in our cafeterias.”31  

 
28 Gaddis, The Labor of Lunch, 104.  
29 Lee, L. (1997, September 15). More Schools Put Fast Food on Their Cafeteria Menus. The Wall Street Journal. 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.wsj.com/ 
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid.  



   
 

 
50 

In addition to posing troubling health consequences amid rising childhood obesity rates, 

the introduction of fast food into the lunchroom also resulted in problematic socioeconomic 

outcomes. The same economic discrimination that had been an issue in the 1950s and 1960s 

when children who received free meals were singled out through various ways now resurfaced as 

children’s ability (or lack thereof) to afford the pricier fast food options. In that same 1997 Wall 

Street Journal article, a representative for the NAACP is quoted as saying, “You’re splitting kids 

up based on their ability to buy fast food.”32 At one school, a single slice of brand-name pizza 

could cost almost as much as the NSLP offering which included a much more balanced meal of 

generic pizza, salad, fresh fruit, and milk.  

The agricultural commodity donation component of the NSLP that had been around since 

the program’s origin also shifted toward privatization. Instead of excess commodities being sent 

directly to schools, they were diverted to central kitchens and processing companies who turned 

items like huge blocks of cheese or commodity chicken into ready-to-use bags of pre-shredded 

cheese and pre-cooked chicken nuggets that were much more accessible to cafeteria 

administrators.33  

This new approach seemed to solve the immediate problems of low participation rates, 

food waste, and budget constraints. However, this new diet of fortified pizzas and sugary drinks 

created a whole host of other health issues for an entire generation of American schoolchildren. 

They not only weren’t being fed a truly healthy meal, but now also lacked the nutrition education 

to know what that meant in the first place. This is not to mention the way that fast food offerings 

in the lunchroom resulted in economic discrimination by splitting kids up according to who 

could and couldn’t afford a brand-name lunch. 

 
32 Ibid.  
33 Gaddis, The Labor of Lunch, 99.  
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Overall, the “ketchup as a vegetable” controversy of 1981 showed that while public 

sentiment for a universal school nutrition program had waned in the face of tough economic 

conditions, Americans still wanted the meals their children were being fed in schools to be 

nutritionally sound. However, the ensuing changes to the NSLP throughout the 1980s and 90s 

illustrated the difficulty of serving nutritious meals while treating school lunch as a children’s 

welfare program. While it makes fiscal sense in theory to only provide lunch for those unable to 

afford it otherwise, the subsequent budget cuts and poverty stigma that became associated with 

the NSLP made it all the more difficult for the program to achieve its goals. Schools were able to 

combat some of the financial constraints by outsourcing their programs to private companies. 

Allowing options like sugary snacks and fast food in the lunchroom helped to increase 

participation rates as well as the program’s popularity and palatability. At the same time, the lack 

of funding or requirement for nutrition education in conjunction with the nutritionally-poor foods 

meant that a whole generation of children’s health was at risk. They were loading up on salty, 

sugary, saturated-fat-laden “fortified” foods while missing out on an education in what it meant 

to eat well and be healthy. The consequences of this, as we’ve come to see, are dire. 
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Chapter 3: The NSLP in the New Millennium 
 
 

The year is 2012. A group of high school students crowd around an iPod touch to watch a 

YouTube video that has gone viral. The video in question is a parody of the popular song “We 

Are Young” by the band Fun., entitled “We Are Hungry”, and it shows high school students 

singing around their school about how hungry they are thanks to the changes to the lunch 

program. The chorus goes, “Tonight we are hungry, set the policy on fire, it can burn brighter 

than the sun.” The students were complaining because new regulations in the lunchroom had 

resulted in worse-tasting food and smaller portions. The regulations in question were part of the 

2010 Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA), the culmination of a decade and a half of 

attempted school lunch reform. The students behind the video were not the only ones upset by 

the implementation of stricter nutrition standards, and their protest illustrates how reform is not 

linear. However, despite the initial pushback, the reforms enacted under the Obama 

administration were the most effective in the NSLP’s history in terms of aligning the program 

with its goals of providing every American child with enough good food to eat. This chapter 

explores the journey to the eventual passage of the HHFKA starting with attempts at reform in 

the mid-1990s and concluding with the effects the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the NSLP, 

particularly the way it has brought America closer than ever before to universal free school 

lunch.  

 
New Millennium, Old Problems  
 

Americans entered the new millennium with a lunch program built on outdated ideals that 

no longer represented the health needs of modern children. The NSLP as it stood in the early 

aughts was a distant, underachieving cousin of the program dreamt up by its initial proponents. 
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While early school lunch advocates envisioned the NSLP as promoting the wellbeing of the next 

generation through providing enough good food for every American child, lunch in the late 90s 

and early 2000s was more about prioritizing the bottom line. In order to increase participation 

rates and keep lunch programs financially viable, the palatability of food took precedence over 

nutritional quality. Provisions for nutrition education or better cafeteria equipment were out of 

the question for cash-strapped programs. As childhood obesity rates continued to skyrocket—

they’d been on the rise since the 1980s—it seemed that the NSLP was doing more harm than 

good to the health of American children.  

 The poor nutritional quality and questionable health implications of the NSLP were not 

new problems. The USDA had launched an investigative campaign into the quality of meals 

being served in schools in 1993. In addition to being deficient in key nutrients like iron, meals 

served through the NSLP and SBP “appeared to exceed recommendations for fat and saturated 

fat, which could explain the positive, significant associations between participation and weight 

status and body fat indices.”1 These troubling findings were the catalyst for the 1994 School 

Meals Initiative for Healthy Children, which eventually resulted in an improved set of nutrition 

standards. These new standards focused on meeting one-third of RDAs for five key nutrients, 

reducing the fat, cholesterol, and sodium content in meals, and increasing the fiber content of 

food served. The recommended meal patterns also provided specific nutritional guidance and 

finally broke away from the formula that had been put in place in the 1940s.2  

 
1 Hopkins, L. C., & Gunther, C. (2015). A Historical Review of Changes in Nutrition Standards of USDA Child 
Meal Programs Relative to Research Findings on the Nutritional Adequacy of Program Meals and the Diet and 
Nutritional Health of Participants: Implications for Future Research and the Summer Food Service Program. 
Nutrients, 7(12), 10145–10167. https://doi.org/10.3390/nu7125523  
2 Ibid. 
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While the guidelines for the NSLP had been updated in the early 1980s to accommodate 

the severe budget cuts under President Reagan, the motivating force behind those revisions was 

economic in nature. The nutritional rationale behind those guidelines stayed the same; what 

changed was what foods would count toward the existing standards. The updated version issued 

in 1994, however, was much more focused on nutrition and motivated by dietary 

recommendations instead of budget constraints. Despite these good intentions, when the first 

School Nutrition Dietary Assessment (SNDA) study was published in 1995 that reported on the 

effectiveness of the updated guidelines, the findings were disappointing, to say the least. Though 

many schools reported the costs of their program increasing, most had difficulty meeting any of 

the new standards set by the USDA. Decreasing sodium, fat, and saturated fat and increasing 

fiber in meals proved to be the most difficult—and most pressing—of these challenges.3 In 

addition, schools reported an increase in sales of a la carte foods (meals or snacks that were sold 

alongside NSLP offerings but not subject to the same nutrition standards).4 Crucially, food sold a 

la carte was not included in the follow-up studies done to assess the nutritional quality of school 

meals. Though well intentioned, the 1994 revisions failed to address most of the nutritional 

problems plaguing the NSLP at the time.  

These problems persisted throughout the early 2000s. The third School Nutrition Dietary 

Assessment Study (SNDA-III) looked at data from the 2004-2005 school year and found that 

80% of NSLP participants had excessive intakes of saturated fat and 92% had excessive intakes 

 
3 Crepinsek, M. K., Gordon, A. R., McKinney, P. M., Condon, E. M., & Wilson, A. (2009). Meals offered and 
served in US public schools: Do they meet nutrient standards? Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 109(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2008.10.061    
4 Abraham et al. (2002). The School Meals Initiative Implementation Study. Third Year Report. Nutrition Assistance 
Program Report Series. Food and Nutrition Service (USDA). Retrieved February 17, 2022, from 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/, page VI-8. 
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of sodium.5 In 2004, the Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act required school food authorities at 

participating schools to establish wellness committees tasked with established policies on what 

foods could be sold. Many of these policies included limiting the sale of or implementing 

nutrition standards for competitive foods.6 

Individual states and school districts tried to take matters into their own hands, like a 

2005 bill in New York that would have limited the sale of junk foods in schools. Though the bill 

never passed, it did generate a wave of pushback and controversy. In addition, the effectiveness 

of measures that simply restricted what was sold in schools was questionable, as it didn’t teach 

kids what to eat as an alternative to junk food. An article published in the New York Times in 

June of 2005 entitled “Fries Forever: Scoffing at Junk-Food Ban” described how students, 

especially those with access to cars able to get off campus for lunch, would find ways around the 

junk food ban. Instead of restricting options, many students said “schools should teach them how 

to make the right decisions about food.”7 Other barriers to eating healthily cited in the article 

included less-than-appetizing cafeteria offerings and the fact that the unhealthy options were 

often cheaper.  

The need for an overhaul of school lunch became clearer as more studies came out 

showing how unhealthy America’s children were and how blatantly useless the federal 

government’s guidelines were. In a 2007 article titled “The School Cafeteria, On a Diet,” the 

director of nutrition policy at the Center for Science in the Public Interest was quoted as saying, 

“The national policy is so pathetic that states who follow them should be ashamed of 

 
5Clark, M. A., & Fox, M. K. (2009). Nutritional quality of the diets of US public school children and the role of the 
school meal programs. Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 109(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2008.10.060  
6 Guthrie, J., Newman, C., & Ralston, K. (2009). USDA School Meal Programs Face New Challenges. CHOICES: 
The Magazine of Food, Farm, and Resource Issues. https://www.choicesmagazine.org/ 
7 Silverman, F. (2005, June 12). Fries Forever: Scoffing at Junk-Food Ban. The New York Times. Retrieved 
February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/  
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themselves.”8 This attitude was in response to the seemingly arbitrary federal guidelines that 

banned things like jelly beans and popsicles in the lunchroom, but allowed for Snickers and 

Dove bars, all while the percentage of overweight children ranged from 17-19%.9 While some 

states and local governments were successful in implementing stricter nutrition standards, many 

proposed bills that attempted to limit the sale of certain (junk) foods faced heavy opposition from 

the food and beverage industry, like the American Beverage Association or the Snack Food 

Industry.  School lunch, at least on the federal level, seemed stuck.  

 
The Obama Administration, Let’s Move!, and the HHFKA 
 

In October of 2009, a report entitled School Meals: Building Blocks for Healthy Children 

was published by the Institute of Medicine that proposed sweeping reform recommendations for 

the lunch program. This report was years in the making, having been initiated in 2004 following 

the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act.10 Congress had tasked the Committee on 

Nutrition Standards for National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs with reworking the 

existing federal program to be in line with the most recent 2005 USDA dietary guidelines. This 

report was issued in tandem with the election of a new presidential administration that paid 

particular attention to the health and wellness of the nation’s children. First Lady Michelle 

Obama planted the first-ever garden on the South Lawn of the White House in 2009 to kickstart 

a national conversation about Americans’ health.11 This garden was the precursor to what the 

 
8 Martin, A. (2007, September 5). The School Cafeteria, on a Diet. The New York Times. Retrieved February 17, 
2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
9 Ibid. 
10 McGuire S. (2011). Institute of Medicine. 2009. School meals: building blocks for healthy children. Washington, 
DC: the National Academies Press. Advances in nutrition (Bethesda, Md.), 2(1), 64–65. 
https://doi.org/10.3945/an.110.000018  
11 Obama Administration. (2017). Achievements. Let's Move! America's Move to Raise a Healthier Generation of 
Kids. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://letsmove.obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/  
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former First Lady is perhaps most known for: the Let’s Move! Campaign. According to the 

program’s website, Let’s Move! sought to improve the health of every American by:  

“putting children on the path to a healthy future during their earliest months and years; 
giving parents helpful information and fostering environments that support healthy 
choices; providing healthier foods in our schools; ensuring that every family has access to 
healthy, affordable food; and helping children become more physically active.”12 

  
As if tackling the problem of childhood obesity through a bureaucratized federal program 

wasn’t challenge enough, the Obama administration had to do so amid one of the greatest 

financial crises ever faced by the American economy. The situation encountered by First Lady 

Michelle Obama is similar to that faced by President Nixon back in 1969: the call for school 

lunch reform was at a fever pitch and yet the politics of proposing costly reforms in the middle of 

a recession were tricky. However, the problem of childhood obesity in 2009 was much more 

pressing than it was in 1969. In addition, Michelle Obama was able to make a more convincing 

case for the cause in appealing to her own experience as a busy mother wanting a healthy future 

for her children, as she did in a speech to the Conference of Mayors in 2009. She spoke to her 

own experience of relying on unhealthy options like pizza and fast food for convenience, and 

how it took a pediatrician’s suggestion to make changes to realize the consequences of those 

choices and the importance of making healthier ones going forward. Michelle didn’t disregard 

the economic strain Americans were under at the time, either. Rather, she used that as further 

motivation to make America’s children healthier so that they didn’t develop health problems that 

would be an even bigger drain on the economy in the long run. In her speech, she said “there are 

some people who might ask you: How can you go and spend money on something like healthy 

 
12 Ibid.  
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school lunches when we’ve got overcrowded classrooms and outdated textbooks to worry 

about?” She answers her own questions by arguing that,  

“in the end, they’re really false choices. We've all heard from teachers and principals that 
if kids don't have the nutrition they need to stay alert and focused in class, even the best 
textbooks in the world aren't going to help them learn. And we’ve heard from doctors and 
public health officials that if they don’t have safe places to play right now, then a few 
years from now, that community health center will be even more crowded and even more 
of a strain on your budget.”13 
 
This outlook represents a radical shift in the perspective behind school lunch reform. 

Instead of breaking down the health of a meal—or a child—into specific nutrient or calorie 

counts, as had been done with previous revisions to nutrition standards, Michelle Obama 

embodied a holistic approach to children’s health. Since the budget cuts under President Reagan, 

the underlying ideology of the NSLP guidelines was one based on technicalities, a consequence 

of trying to pay lip service to nutrition standards while staying within an insufficient budget. 

Instead of trying to provide enough good food for every American child, the program prioritized 

helping children who couldn’t afford meals otherwise and doing so as cheaply as possible. This 

penny-pinching and subsequent privatization is what created the bureaucratic mess the Obama 

administration attempted to reform: one in which a Snickers bar could be served in schools but 

not a popsicle, where fast food companies and junk food lobbyists had more say than school’s 

nutrition directors, and where close to a quarter of American children were overweight or obese.  

The holistic approach to health taken by the Let’s Move! campaign coupled healthier 

meals with an emphasis on the educational aspects of the lunchroom: “For schools to contribute 

effectively to reshaping eating behaviors, the meals offered at schools must model healthful 

 
13 Michelle Obama, Remarks by the First Lady to the Conference of Mayors Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 
Woolley, The American Presidency Project https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ 
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choices and help improve healthful dietary intakes.”14 Recommendations to improve the program 

went beyond just increasing the nutrition standards to include allocating funding to make those 

changes possible (such as equipment upgrades like swapping deep fryers for salad bars); better 

training for school lunch administrators; incorporating strategies to make healthy food more 

appealing to students; connecting school meal programs to growers and locally-sourced food; 

and including competitive foods under the umbrella of federal nutrition standards.15 If anything 

had been learned from the failure of the 1994 nutrition standard reforms, it was that updating 

guidelines wasn’t enough. This new wave of reforms was putting those lessons into practice.  

Beyond the food itself, the Let’s Move! campaign proposed novel reforms that addressed 

issues like economic stigma in the lunchroom and the need for explicit nutrition education in 

schools. Specifically, campaign materials stressed that “Schools should be encouraged to ensure 

that choosing a healthy school meal does not have a social cost for a child.”16 They also 

addressed how fast food and junk food companies used the lunchroom as a marketing 

opportunity to create lifelong consumers of their products. Schools were asked to limit any 

marketing that contributed to poor health. All these recommendations were radically more 

comprehensive than any other proposed reforms in the program’s history. The Let’s Move! 

campaign signified a return to the NSLP’s roots of enabling a healthy future for every American 

child in the way it recognized the significance of lunch beyond its caloric value.  

All of this work culminated in the passage of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act in 2010, 

which was to take full effect in 2012. This landmark legislation improved both the quality and 

accessibility of federal nutrition programs, not just lunch. Also included in the Act were 

 
14 Obama White House Archives. (2012). Healthy Food in Schools. Let's Move! Retrieved March 21, 2022, from 
https://letsmove.obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/.  
15 Ibid., 41. 
16 Ibid., 45. 
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improved nutrition standards for foods served in schools that would gradually get stricter over 

time, as well as the additional funding to help schools meet the new standards. The changes in 

the nutrition standards reflected a shift in the view of what it meant for something to be healthy. 

Health was no longer defined by technicalities or nutrient minimums. Instead, these new 

standards emphasized fruits and vegetables at every meal, whole grains, reducing dietary fat and 

sodium, and tailoring nutrition requirements to specific age groups.17 A quote from a 2014 article 

in the New York Times Magazine sums up just how ambitious and revolutionary this bill was:  

“A generation raised on Lunchables and Pizza Hut, the bill’s authors believed, could 
learn to love whole-wheat pasta and roasted cauliflower. Kids would be more energetic, 
better able to focus in class and above all less likely to be obese. But to pass the bill, the 
White House needed to enlist not only Democrats and Republicans in Congress but also a 
host of overlapping and competing interest groups: the manufacturers who supplied food 
to schools, the nutrition experts who wanted it to be more healthful and the lunch ladies 
who would have to get children to eat it.”18 
 
 

Pushback  
 

While on paper, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act knocked it out of the park, the real 

work to be done was in lunchrooms across America. Protests against the smaller portion sizes 

(due to calorie maximums and limits on fat and sodium) as well as the allegedly tasteless 

healthier offerings erupted across lunchrooms. Regulations might’ve changed overnight, but the 

palates of millions of American children and teenagers were still accustomed to the sugary, salty, 

fatty foods served in cafeterias for years prior. An article published in the New York Times in 

2012 entitled “No Appetite for Good-for-You School Lunches” traced the struggles faced by 

schools. Despite school officials’ best creative efforts to improve the appeal of a healthier meal, 

 
17 Hopkins, & Gunther, A Historical Review of Changes in Nutrition Standards of USDA Child Meal Programs.  
18 Confessore, N. (2014, October 7). How School Lunch Became the Latest Political Battleground. The New York 
Times. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
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waiting it out seemed to be the most effective strategy. The resulting drop in participation rates 

from kids who could afford to get lunch elsewhere didn’t help the optics of the HHFKA, and the 

reported increases in food waste only added fuel to the fire.19  

Perhaps the most famous example of the backlash the new nutrition standards received 

was the viral YouTube video, “We Are Hungry.” Published in 2012, the music video, a spoof on 

the song “We Are Young,” has 1.8 million views to date. The video was put together by a group 

of high school students “which humorously shows the results of the limitations in carbohydrates 

and proteins.”20 This kind of viral pushback is another reason why tackling school lunch reform 

was such a tricky task; change takes time and sometimes results in cranky kids, making it 

politically unpopular as well.  

As if protest from the kids themselves wasn’t enough, food lobbyist groups also began to 

push back against the strict standards enacted by the HHFKA. The new nutrition standards had 

done away with many loopholes—like two tablespoons of tomato paste counting as a serving of 

vegetables—that had allowed for pizza to qualify as a balanced meal, and limited the amount of 

starchy vegetables (e.g. French fries) allowed in the lunchroom.21 On top of this, the “Smart 

Snacks in Schools” rules issued by the USDA in 2013 regulated competitive foods sold in 

schools for the first time.22 The real pushback only started when these stricter nutrition standards 

went into effect and limited the sale of many unhealthier options in the lunchroom, hitting the 

food industry giants in the pocketbook. Even the School Nutrition Association, which—despite 

being funded by food industry giants—had been a crucial lobbying force for the passage of the 

 
19 Murphy, K. (2015, September 26). Why Students Hate School Lunches. The New York Times. Retrieved February 
17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
20 blk5348. (2012, September 17). We Are Hungry [Video]. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2IB7NDUSBOo  
21 Confessore, N. How School Lunch Became the Latest Political Battleground.  
22 Ibid.  
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HHFKA in the first place, was a vocal opponent of the bill by 2014 because of the strict 

regulations.  

Even with all the pushback, the measures put in place through the Healthy, Hunger-Free 

Kids Act remained in place. Every five years, Congress has the opportunity to change the 

existing programs through Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR). Technically, the HHFKA 

expired in 2015, though the programs continue to operate to this day under the standards put in 

place in 2010.23 In spite of the growing pains, the changes brought about under the Obama 

administration were decades in the making and put America’s children back on track toward a 

healthy future.  

Another key lesson learned through the passage of the HHFKA is that when it comes to 

school lunch, you either go big or you go home. While there had been movement toward reform 

at the local and state levels in the years leading up to the bill’s passage, real change didn’t come 

about until federal policy did. One study looking at the specific political context of when the 

HHFKA was passed found that “national nutrition policy can be easier and less expensive for 

industry to implement than a variety of policies in different states and localities…A desire for 

uniformity can be a powerful driver of industry support for national policy.”24 In today’s day of 

industrialized agriculture, standardized regulations, and national supply chains, leaving school 

lunch standards up to the discretion of local school districts only complicates the system further 

and makes problems like access and nutrition quality harder to solve.  

A little over ten years after the bill’s passage, we are starting to see some of the positive 

effects the HHFKA had on Americans’ health overall. One study showed that for children in 

 
23 Shaw, R., FitzSimons, C., & Battles, N. (2021, June 8). Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR). Food Research & 
Action Center. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://frac.org/ 
24 Schwartz, C., & Wootan, M. G. (2019). How a Public Health Goal Became a National Law: The Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010. Nutrition today, 54(2), 67–77. https://doi.org/10.1097/NT.0000000000000318  
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poverty (those most reliant on school meal programs), the risk of obesity declined significantly 

each year after the bill’s implementation. Another study done by the Harvard School of Public 

Health not only indicated increased fruit and vegetable consumption at lunch, but also that there 

was no increase in food waste as a result of the HHFKA.25 The USDA also accommodated 

schools’ needs for funding and flexibility, increasing funds for education, training, and 

equipment, and responding to requests for bigger portions of protein and whole grains.26 Overall, 

the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act brought the NSLP one step closer to the ideal of a program 

that not only fed kids a healthy meal, but also provided them with the education to live a healthy 

life going forward.27  

Despite the overwhelmingly positive effects (and eventual public support) of the 

HHFKA, the return of neoliberalism with the election of Donald Trump in 2016 meant that big 

government programs and regulations were once again on the chopping block. In 2018, the 

USDA rolled back its nutrition standards on grains, sugary flavored milks, and sodium in 

cafeterias, with full support of the School Nutrition Association in doing so.28 The rationale 

behind the rollbacks was that the existing standards were too strict and that schools were having 

a hard time meeting the nutrition qualifications necessary for federal reimbursement, despite a 

press release from the USDA in 2016 that said 99% of schools met the guidelines. Overall, the 

effects of these updated regulations were minimal, and the NSLP and other federal nutrition 

programs remained more or less intact.  

 
25 Four Key Facts in Support of the Improved School Nutrition Standards. Food Resource & Action Center. (2021). 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://frac.org/ 
26 US Department of Agriculture. (2014, May 20). Fact Sheet: Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act School Meals 
Implementation. Food and Nutrition Service. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.fns.usda.gov/ 
27 Kenney, E. L., Barrett, J. L., Bleich, S. N., Ward, Z. J., Cradock, A. L., & Gortmaker, S. L. (2020). Impact of the 
healthy, hunger-free kids act on obesity trends. Health Affairs, 39(7), 1122–1129. 
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00133  
28 Jacobs, J. (2018, December 8). Trump Administration Rolls Back Obama-Era Rules for School Lunches. The New 
York Times. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/   
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COVID-19 and the Dawn of the Age of Universal Free Lunch 

 
While the Obama-era reforms made headway in terms of raising the quality of the foods 

served in schools, economic stigma in the cafeteria against students who didn’t have enough to 

pay for a hot lunch remained a prevalent issue well into recent years. There are well-documented 

examples of what this stigma looks like in practice all over news articles and social media feeds 

(just check out the hashtag #lunchshaming on Twitter).29 Lunch shaming is defined as “holding 

children publicly accountable for unpaid school lunch bills — by throwing away their food, 

providing a less desirable alternative lunch or branding them with markers.”30 Other instances of 

this include children being forced to do chores to pay for their meal or publicly humiliated by 

having to put back what they’d picked out for lunch. According to the USDA in 2014, “nearly 

half of all districts used some form of shaming to compel parents to pay bills. (About 45 percent 

withheld the hot meal and gave a cold sandwich, while 3 percent denied food entirely).”31 

This is not to say that the HHFKA didn’t address the problem of the economics of lunch 

at all. In fact, the Act created the Community Eligibility Provision, which enabled high-poverty 

schools to offer free breakfasts and lunches to all students.32 However, the basic three-tiered 

price system for school meals remained in place: free, reduced-price, and paid, which meant that 

schools still depended on revenue from lunches to keep their programs running. School districts 

would accrue debt at the end of the school year, which incentivized penalizing students unable to 

pay for their meals if they didn’t qualify for free lunch. In addition, the eligibility requirements to 

 
29 Twitter. Hashtag: LunchShaming. Twitter. Retrieved March 21, 2022, from https://twitter.com/.  
30 Siegel, B. E. (2017, May 1). Shaming Children So Parents Will Pay the School Lunch Bill. The New York Times. 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
31 Ibid. 
32 Hayes, C. (2021, April 28). Celebrating Ten Years of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act. Food Research & 
Action Center. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://frac.org/blog/ 
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receive reduced-price or free meals didn’t always encompass the full scope of need. For 

example, “in California, 59 percent of schoolchildren qualify for a discounted meal under these 

standards, but the true need is quite likely much higher. The income caps are based on federal 

poverty levels so they don’t take into account the high cost of living in the state.”33 

This is where the final component of the original school lunch advocates’ vision for the 

NSLP comes in: universal free lunch. The HHFKA—along with changing cultural attitudes 

toward nutrition and health in general in the mid-to-late 2000s—had ushered in an 

unprecedented era of nutritional quality for the program. Now, the task at hand was to remove 

the economic barriers in place keeping children from accessing lunch. As it turns out, the 

COVID-19 pandemic was instrumental in making this happen.  

 Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, the general sentiment was that universal free school 

lunch on a national scale was decades away. While different metropolitan areas like Chicago, 

Boston, and New York had been offering free school meals since the mid-2010s, making free 

lunch universally accessible wasn’t a priority until the pandemic hit. Before, Americans were 

aware of the issues of hunger in the United States, but the pandemic made it impossible to look 

away. Pre-pandemic, the typical rate of food insecurity in the United States for households with 

children was 14.8%, according to the USDA.34 However, lost income from lost jobs in the 

economic downturn caused by the stay-at-home orders and lockdown measures put in place to 

stop the spread of disease dramatically increased poverty rates in the United States. Many 

American families struggled to afford basic necessities like food. National estimates of food 

 
33 Karlamangla, S. (2021, October 1). What to Know About California's Free School Lunch Program. The New 
York Times. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
34 Rabbitt, M. P., Coleman-Jensen, A., Gregory, C. A., & Singh, A. (2021, September). Household Food Security in 
the United States in 2020. Economic Research Service. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/ 
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insecurity more than tripled to 38% in March and April of 2020, compared to the typical 11-12% 

range estimated by the USDA.35 COVID-19 and the resulting economic and social hardships 

allowed people to see who was hungry regardless of state or district. The exacerbated levels of 

hunger and poverty only emphasized the importance of federal nutrition programs like the NSLP. 

This is because for many low-income children, meals eaten at schools might be their primary (or 

only) source of calories.36 

 In addition, the extremity of the pandemic allowed governments and school districts to 

mobilize resources like never before. As classes moved online, government and school officials 

were aware of the potential consequences this could have on children’s food security. 

Consequently, there were measures put in place to insure against this. The Families First 

Coronavirus Relief Act allowed the USDA to issue waivers that allowed for increased flexibility 

and availability of the existing food relief programs.37 These waivers have been extended several 

times and are set to expire in June of 2022. School cafeterias turned into food banks, and schools 

got creative in the way they ensured kids were being fed by employing strategies such as 

“delivering meals on bus routes, allowing parents to pick up a weeks’ worth of meals at a time, 

and entering into public private partnerships that provided meals to kids in rural areas.”38 In 

addition to proving that providing free meals for all schoolchildren was a possibility given the 

existing framework, these emergency measures passed during the early days of the pandemic 

gave administrators data on the number of children coming to get these meals. This was a direct 

 
35 Wolfson, J. and Leung, C., 2020. Food Insecurity During COVID-19: An Acute Crisis With Long- 
Term Health Implications. American Journal of Public Health, 110(12), pp.1763-1765. 
36 Turner, C. (2020, September 8). 'Children are Going Hungry': Why Schools are Struggling to Feed Students. 
NPR. Retrieved March 26, 2022, from https://www.npr.org/  
37 US Department of Agriculture. (2021, December 17). Child Nutrition Covid-19 Waivers. Food and Nutrition 
Service. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.fns.usda.gov/ 
38 United States Department of Agriculture. 2021. School Meals. [online] Available at: 
https://www.usda.gov/coronavirus/ 
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indication of the increase in the number of hungry kids compared to pre-COVID times. All of 

this shined a light on just how hungry America was.  

 The pandemic presented the opportunity for a turning point in many facets of American 

life. By suddenly forcing life as we know it to come to a complete stop, we had the chance to 

take a break from the status quo and rethink how things were being done. Federal food programs 

were no exception. The push for universal free school meals gained unprecedented traction and 

scale as whole states took advantage of the pandemic to push through legislation that would 

bring about widespread change. In July of 2021, California became the first state ever to codify 

universal free school lunch into law after an unexpected budget surplus.39 The bill states that 

beginning in the 2022-2023 school year, “public school districts, county offices of education, and 

charter schools serving students in grades K–12 [will] provide two meals free of charge 

(breakfast and lunch) during each school day to students requesting a meal, regardless of their 

free or reduced-price meal eligibility,” in addition to allocating an additional $150 million to 

update school kitchens and fund nutrition training programs.40 Though not an inexpensive 

endeavor (program costs in California will now total to about $650 million a year), the state will 

pay for the program through additional Proposition 98 funding. Overall, California legislators 

found that the benefits of free meal expansion are more than worth the cost. Other states are now 

following in California’s lead. Maine also announced in July of 2021 that it planned to offer free 

breakfasts and lunches for all schoolchildren beginning with the 2022-2023 academic year.41 In 

 
39 Karlamangla, S. (2021, October 1). What to Know about California's Free School Lunch Program. The New York 
Times. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/ 
40 California Department of Education. (2021, July 27). AB 130, Universal meals. California Department of 
Education. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.cde.ca.gov/ 
41 Associated Press. (2021, July 12). Maine to make school meals free for all students. AP NEWS. Retrieved 
February 17, 2022, from https://apnews.com 



   
 

 
68 

the entirety of the program’s decades-long history, never before has the NSLP been so close to 

offering universal, free, quality meals for lunch.  

 The history of school lunch in the new millennium can be summed up by one word: 

“reform.” After the narrow anti-poverty approach adopted during the Nixon era and furthered 

during the Reagan administration left the program financially and nutritionally compromised, 

program administrators began looking for ways to better the NSLP beginning in 1994. However, 

it wasn’t until the Obama administration that sweeping changes were enacted. The Let’s Move! 

campaign spearheaded by First Lady Michelle Obama combined with the passage of the Healthy, 

Hunger-Free Kids Act in 2010 led to real improvements in children’s wellbeing through 

increased access (and funding) for the program and an emphasis on nutrition education. The 

pandemic accelerated the movement toward universal free lunch through the way in which it 

exposed how hungry American children were and how pandemic relief efforts showed that a 

universal free meal program was feasible. California became the first state to implement 

statewide universal free lunch, and Maine followed shortly thereafter. In the history of school 

lunch, never have we been as close to offering universal free school meals as we are in 2022.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

   
 

 
69 

Conclusion  
 

 This thesis has covered the history of school lunch from its inception at the turn of the 

last century through the COVID-19 pandemic. Today, school lunch is at a crossroads, just like it 

was in 1968. The path followed by the NSLP since Nixon’s White House Conference on 

Nutrition and Health has been one paved with budget cuts, privatization, and attempted 

reforms—not to mention a global pandemic—and it has led us to the brink of universal free 

school lunch. America can either continue on this path, or revert back to the road already taken 

fraught with profit-oriented bureaucracy and perennial budget shortages.  

School lunch was a uniquely 20th century idea. The earliest programs were instituted at 

the turn of the century as a result of more and more children attending school. Both World Wars 

and the Great Depression drew attention to the problem of undernutrition in American children 

and gave patriotic backing for a federally-funded school lunch program. It also helped that the 

NSLP also supported the struggling American agricultural sector by providing an outlet for 

excess commodities. The first few decades of the program’s existence after being signed into law 

in 1946 were plagued with inequities and inefficiencies. In 1968, when faced with a clamor for 

school lunch reform after a decade of raising awareness of the problem of hunger in America, the 

federal government opted to concentrate their efforts on feeding children most in need instead of 

expanding the program overall. While this was in part due to the dire economic circumstances at 

the time, the effects of choosing to treat the NSLP as a children’s welfare program were dire. 

This mentality was used as a justification for budget cuts under the Reagan administration—the 

program shouldn’t be feeding children who can afford to feed themselves—which left school 

lunch administrators with mandates to feed more children and less money to do so. Cash-

strapped schools turned toward private companies and competitive foods to help keep their 
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programs afloat. Federal nutrition standards were amended throughout the years to allow 

unhealthy foods to qualify for reimbursement under the NSLP. The goals of the program became 

warped: instead of providing every American child with a healthy meal, the NSLP prioritized 

economic efficiency and participation rates. This double-edged sword led to the precipitous 

decline in the nutritional quality of the meals being served in schools. Fast food and junk food 

companies jumped at the opportunity to contract with schools to create life-long consumers of 

their processed products, and brand-name, kid-friendly foods like pizza and French fries 

incentivized more kids to buy lunch at school. With barely enough money in the budget for the 

food itself, funding for any sort of nutritional education program was out of the question. The 

lunches served in cafeterias only compounded this problem since they implicitly endorsed 

unhealthy eating habits, impacting the health of an entire generation of kids.  

Perhaps the most heart-wrenching consequence of adopting a children’s welfare approach 

to the NSLP is lunch shaming. The emphasis on feeding children who couldn’t afford to 

otherwise led to the association of the NSLP with poverty and as a program of last resort. This 

led some kids to opt to go hungry rather than face the social stigma of getting free lunch. It also 

in some instances resulted in children being penalized for their inability to pay for a meal. 

Overall, while at first glance prioritizing the NSLP’s efforts toward the neediest of children 

seems well-intentioned and economically efficient, it resulted in devastating health and 

socioeconomic consequences in the lunchroom.  

 The past decade has seen a radical transformation of the NSLP thanks to the work done 

during the Obama administration. Accomplishing sweeping reforms in the wake of the worst 

economic crisis in American history proved that change was possible despite America’s financial 

circumstances. Though the strict updated nutrition standards faced initial pushback, the protests 
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proved to be nothing more than growing pains as the program continued to evolve and adapt to 

the needs of the 21st century lunchroom, and the 2010s saw a marked improvement in the quality 

of meals served in schools. In addition, for the first time, funding was allocated specifically for 

nutrition education so that kids could learn in the classroom what it meant to be healthy and then 

see it modeled on their plates in the lunchroom.  

 There is still work to be done. While the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act expanded access 

to the free meals through the Community Eligibility Provision, lunch shaming and economic 

stigma in the lunchroom remains an issue, a result of the three-tiered price system that remained 

in place after the Obama-era reforms. To address this once and for all, America needs to finally 

embrace universal free school lunch. We would not be the first country to do so—Sweden and 

Brazil, for example, already offer national free meals at school—and there is already policy in 

the works to make this vision a reality. The idea of universal free school lunch is backed by key 

lobbyist groups such as the School Nutrition Association as well as prominent politicians like 

Bernie Sanders, who proposed the Universal School Meals Program Act of 2021, a bill that 

sought to directly address the issue of lunch shaming.1 The most promising potential for 

universal free school lunch today comes in the form of President Biden’s Build Back Better Act, 

first proposed in October of 2021. This bill, which contains $10 billion for child nutrition 

programs, would give states the option of implementing the Community Eligibility Program 

statewide—essentially, allowing all students in the state to receive breakfasts and lunches at 

school free of charge.2 

 
1 Blad, E. (2021, June 9). The Pandemic Brought Universal Free School Meals. Will They Stay? Education Week. 
Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://www.edweek.org 
2 FitzSimons, C., & Perez, A. (2021, February 28). President Biden Announces Agreement on Build Back Better Act. 
Food Research & Action Center. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://frac.org/blog 
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 The concept of universal free lunch is not universally accepted, however. Opponents of 

free lunch programs cite many of the same arguments as lunch administrators in the Nixon and 

Reagan eras. An opinion piece that ran in The Hill in August of 2020 argued that states and 

lawmakers seeking to take advantage of the pandemic to further the free lunch agenda foster 

“dependency instead of opportunity” and that Congressional spending has “gotten out of hand.”3 

The article ends by summarizing the child welfare approach to school lunch quite well: “Instead 

of finding ways to make more Americans dependent on the government, lawmakers must focus 

federal assistance related to free meals on families in need.” This argument is misguided. It 

ignores the unintended consequences of only considering children who have no other option, 

which we saw throughout the 1990s and early 2000s in the form of declining nutrition standards, 

increasing rates of childhood obesity, and widespread lunch shaming. It also completely neglects 

the role of nutrition education in the lunchroom.  

 Funding the expansion of the program to the point of universal free school meals has also 

been a sticking point historically. However, much of the work has been done already. The 

HHFKA’s Community Eligibility Provision allows any school where 40% of the student body is 

eligible for free meals to apply for free meals for all students.4 In addition, many major 

metropolitan areas like Boston, New York City, and Chicago already have universal free lunch 

programs in place in their school districts. States looking to pass universal free school meal 

programs also now have precedents set in California and Maine to model what it takes to provide 

 
3 Bakst, D., & Butcher, J. (2020, August 24). Congress Has to Avoid Universal Free School Meals. TheHill. 
Retrieved February 28, 2022, from https://thehill.com/ 
4 US Department of Agriculture. (2019, April 19). Community Eligibility Provision. Food and Nutrition Service. 
Retrieved February 28, 2022, from https://www.fns.usda.gov/  
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free lunch at that scale, where these states found the money to do so, as well as valuable research 

on poverty reduction and health outcomes. 

Overall, critics of universal free school meals are repeating the same arguments made 

decades ago. In years past, under Nixon and Reagan, government officials heeded the critics 

warning of government encroachment and wasted taxpayer dollars, and we’ve experienced the 

consequences of doing so (and have spent the better part of the last decade trying to rectify 

them). Rather than throwing away all the progress made under the Obama administration and 

during the pandemic, we should lean into the momentum and make universal free school meals a 

reality once and for all. We know what happens when we treat the NSLP as a children’s welfare 

program. The COVID-19 pandemic has also shown us the potential for making the original 

dream of healthy meals for all American children a reality. At this critical turning point in 2022, 

we need to follow the road not taken toward a healthier future.  
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