
School Meals are Healthy Meals

A large body of evidence shows that healthy eating patterns, along 
with regular physical activity, can help children and adults achieve and 
maintain good health and reduce the risk of chronic disease throughout 
all stages of life.1

A measure of diet quality by age group indicates that average 
American diets do not conform to the recommendations of the Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans.2 

The healthy eating index (HEI) is a measure of diet quality 
used to assess how well a set of foods aligns with key 
recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
(on a scale from 0-100). The diet quality for children has 
improved over the years but children are still falling short 
of dietary recommendations.

Children who participate in school meals come closer to 
meeting dietary recommendations than non-participants.

An evaluation of U.S. 
research studies from 2010-
2015 found that the nutrient 
content of elementary, 
middle and preschool packed 
lunches brought from home 
contained more calories, fat, 
saturated fat, desserts and 
sugar sweetened beverages 
than school lunches.8
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Call to Action: Help create awareness of 
the nutritional quality of school meals 
and encourage students to participate 
in school nutrition programs. 
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Children can come closer to meeting the dietary 
recommendations by participating in school meals. 
Between the 2009-2010 and 2014-2015 school year, the 
HEI score of school meals increased significantly3. The 
nutritional quality of school meals and their consistency 
with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans makes them a 
vital resource for our nation’s children.
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