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History of Child Nutrition 

School foodservice programs, such as we have currently, did not just happen overnight nor even during 
the past decade. Preceding today’s programs is a long history of more than a hundred years of 
development, testing, evaluating research, nutrition education, and providing meals for the nation’s 
millions of schoolchildren. 
 
Through various efforts at schools, food service programs were provided in this country as far back as 
the 1890s. County home demonstration agents of the University Extension Service were extremely 
helpful to rural schools in devising plans for providing some supplementary hot foods and in drawing up 
lists of suggested “menus” in advance. 
 
In 1914, a Pinellas County (Florida) health officer decided to experiment at the school to see what 
results would come out of a program which would provide each child with a half pint of milk a day.  To 
get the program started, a large white cow was placed on the playground with posters and other material 
to explain what was being attempted.  Amid this setting, the children received their milk. The health 
officer was so impressed with the results that he suggested they serve a bowl of soup to the children with 
the milk.  A group of mothers and the principal planned and carried out the project, serving the children 
a hot bowl of soup with crackers and one-half pint of milk.  The mothers donated the meat and some of 
the potatoes.  They also furnished the utensils and the principal supplied additional vegetables grown in 
the school garden. 
 

Under these varied means of support, by philanthropic organizations, school-oriented associations, 
school district boards, and individuals, the school lunch program continued to expand and gained 
momentum during the 1920’s.  By 1931, there were an estimated 64,500 cafeterias in operation 
throughout the country. In addition, perhaps 11,500 smaller units were serving a single hot dish daily. 
 

Early Federal Aid 

Although both state and local legislation authorized local school districts to provide meals for children 
through various means, it soon became evident that local governments and school district boards could 
not provide the funds necessary to carry the increasing load. Supplementary contributions by charitable 
organizations and individuals did not suffice.  Aid from federal sources became inevitable. The earliest 
federal aid came from the Reconstruction Finance Corporation in 1932 and 1933, when it granted loans 
to several towns in southwestern Missouri to cover the cost of labor employed in preparing and serving 
school lunches. Such federal assistance was expanded to other areas in 1933 and 1934 under the 
operations of the Civil Works Administration and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, 
reaching into 39 states and covering the employment of 7,442 women. 



The 78th Congress in July 1943 enacted Public Law 129, amending Section 32 of the Agricultural Act 
of 1935, authorizing the expenditure of Section 32 funds not in excess of $50 million for maintaining the 
school lunch and school milk programs during the fiscal year July 1, 1943 to June 30, 1944. 

 

National School Lunch Act Approved 

The 79th Congress (1946) recognized the need for school lunches.  To give the program a permanent 
status and to authorize the necessary appropriation for it, Legislation was introduced. 
 

The legislation was identified as the “National School Lunch Act”, and Section 2 of the Act defines its 
purposes. “It is hereby declared to be the policy of Congress, as a measure of national security, to 
safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic consumption 
of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food by assisting the states, through grants-in-aid and 
other means, in providing an adequate supply of food and other facilities for the establishment, 
maintenance, operation and expansion of nonprofit school lunch programs.” 
 

Child Nutrition Act of 1966  

School food services received a new dimension with the enactment of the Child Nutrition Act of 1966.  
In its Declaration of Purpose in Section 2 of the Act, the Congress stated:  “In recognition of the 
demonstrated relationship  between food and good nutrition and the capacity of children to develop and 
learn, based on the years of cumulative successful experience under the National School Lunch Program 
with its significant contributions in the field of applied nutrition research, it is hereby declared to be the 
policy of Congress that these efforts shall be extended, expanded and strengthened under the authority of 
the Secretary of Agriculture as a measure to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation’s 
children, and to encourage the domestic consumption of agricultural and other foods, by assisting states, 
through grants-in-aid and other means, to meet more effectively the nutritional needs of our children.” 
 

Centralized School Food Programs Authorized 

With several federal agencies involved to some degree in feeding school children, such as Health, 
Education and Welfare, Office of Economic Opportunity, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Congress 
decided that the “conduct and supervision of federal programs to assist schools in providing foodservice 
programs for children” should be assigned to the Department of Agriculture. This could be 
accomplished via a transfer of school foodservice funds to the USDA from other agencies. 
 
Administration is carried out through federal law, federal regulations, and policy memos.  The USDA 
also provides the reimbursement for eligible meals served in schools. 
 
The Florida Department of Education administers the National School Lunch Program, National School 
Breakfast Program, the Summer Foodservice Program, and the After School Snack Program.  The 
Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services administers the Commodity Distribution 
Program. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



National School Lunch Program  
 
The lunch program is governed by 7CFR 210 and requires that 1/3 of the Recommended Dietary 
Allowances for the age/grade group be provided.  If the lunch meets USDA requirements, it is 
considered a reimbursable meal and receives a certain reimbursement as determined by USDA.  There 
are two meal patterns under which a district may serve school lunches.  The first is the traditional meal 
pattern, consisting of a meat/meat alternate, two fruits and/or vegetables, a bread/grain, and milk.  A 
relatively new meal pattern alternative is the Nutrient Based Menu Planning System (NuMenus).  This 
consists of offering a minimum of an entrée, a side dish and milk.  The meals must meet nutritional 
averages for the week for protein, four vitamins and minerals, calories, fat, and saturated fat.   
 
National School Breakfast Program  
 
The breakfast program is governed by 7CFR 220 and requires that ¼ of the Recommended Dietary 
Allowances for the age/grade group be provided.  The breakfast must meet minimum standards to be 
eligible for federal reimbursement.  Under the traditional meal pattern, breakfast must include milk, a 
fruit/fruit juice/vegetable, two bread grains or two meats or one bread/grain and one meat. The 
NuMenus meal pattern for breakfast requires that three items be offered, with nutritional averages for 
the same categories being met. 
 
After School Snack Program 
 
In 1998, Congress authorized the After School Snack Program to provide reimbursement for school 
districts serving a snack to enrolled children through the age of 18.  The snack must consist of two items 
from the four choices of milk, meat/meat alternate, fruit/vegetable/fruit juice, and bread/grain. 
  
Meal Counting and Claiming 
 
Federal reimbursement is provided for each meal (free, reduced price, and paid) that meets program 
requirements and is served to an eligible student.  To obtain this reimbursement, school districts must 
accurately count, record, and claim the number of meals actually served to students by category; i.e. 
paid, reduced price and free.  Additionally, the number of meals served free and reduced price and 
claimed for reimbursement must have adequate documentation on file to support the claim. 
 
School Meals Initiative for Healthy Children (SMI) 
 
The USDA implemented the School Meal Initiative on June 13, 1995.  The SMI rule, along with federal 
legislation, provides four menu planning systems, which are either Food Based or Nutrition Based.  The 
term SMI is often used as a short-cut term for all of the regulations and policies that address the nutrition 
standards and the menu planning systems.  All meals must meet the statutory and regulatory nutrition 
standards by providing one-fourth of the Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA) for breakfast and one-
third of the RDA for lunch. 
 
Procurement 
Each school district must establish procurement procedures, which comply with federal and state laws 
and regulations.  Procurements over $25,000 must be advertised for bid.  Bids will be awarded to the 
responsible bidder whose bid is responsive to the invitation to bid and is most advantageous to the 
district. School districts must maintain a system for contract administration to assure contractor 
compliance with terms, conditions, and specifications of the contract or order. 
 



Financial rules 
 
Foodservice accounts are required to comply with generally accepted accounting principles, including 
the annual budgeting process.  All revenues received or accrued by school foodservice must be used 
only for the operation and improvement of the foodservice program.  Foodservice funds may not be used 
for expenditures that are not directly related to the foodservice operation, although they are part of the 
district’s general fund.  Any positive balance remaining in the foodservice account at the end of the 
school year must be carried over to the next school year as a beginning balance in the foodservice 
account. 
 
To maintain the nonprofit status of the Child Nutrition Programs, the fund balance or net cash resources 
should not exceed three months’ average expenditures.  If an excess balance should occur, the district 
must immediately take steps to reduce the balance or have an acceptable plan for using surplus revenues.  
Since program funds may be used only for foodservice purposes, improving the quality of food served, 
reducing the prices of meals served to children, or purchasing needed supplies, services, or equipment 
could reduce an excess balance. 
 
Florida laws 
 
Each school district operates their Child Nutrition Program in accordance with FS 1006 and State Board 
Rules.  The school district is required to provide the necessary foodservice program to meet the 
nutritional needs of students during the school day.  At a minimum, every school must provide a lunch 
meal and every elementary school must also provide a breakfast meal.  The State provides an annual 
matching appropriation to be eligible to receive federal lunch reimbursement funds.  The State also 
provides a breakfast supplement for elementary breakfasts that equals the difference between the 
average cost per breakfast and the federal reimbursement for breakfast. 
 
 
 


