
 

Cut Waste, Not Nutrition, in School Meals 

In the United States, over one-third of all available food is uneaten due to loss or waste,1 costing 

an estimated $218 billion annually,2 and food waste in the school meals program (also known as 

plate waste) is consistent with this overall trend. In FY 2019, the National School Lunch 

Program (NSLP) served 4.9 billion lunches3 and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) served 2.5 

billion breakfasts,4 providing key nutrition for millions of kids annually. According to U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) data, nearly one-third of all vegetables and milk served is 

wasted in NSLP.5 The World Wildlife Fund estimates that 530,000 tons of food and 45 million 

gallons of milk is wasted per year in school cafeterias.6  

Addressing the issue of food waste has important implications for increasing food security and 

saving resources. The reduction of food waste can also mitigate climate change — food is the 

single largest category of material in U.S. municipal landfills, where it emits methane, a potent 

greenhouse gas, as it decomposes.7 

Food Waste and Strong Nutrition Standards 

After the passage of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA), the USDA updated 

requirements for school meals, establishing age-appropriate calorie and safer sodium limits, 

requiring a variety of fruits and vegetables, more whole 

grains, and less fat.8 Critics have claimed that the stronger 

standards are to blame for the amount of waste in school 

cafeterias. However, research does not support this claim. In 

fact, a regional plate waste study on the impact of the 

HHFKA standards on food selection, consumption, and 

waste in schools found that entrée and vegetable 

consumption increased after the stronger nutrition standards were implemented, with no 

increase in meal waste for vegetables, entrées, or fruit.9 These findings are consistent with the 

findings of the USDA’s nationally representative School Nutrition and Meal Cost Study 

(SNMCS), which found that the quantity of food waste before and after the implementation 

of HHFKA were similar.10 A 2021 systematic review analyzing strategies to improve school 

meal consumption concluded that “concerns regarding an increase in food waste following the 

HHFKA were not supported.”11 

Evidence-Based Recommendations 

There are evidence-based strategies to reduce waste without weakening the nutritional quality 

of school meals. Policymakers, school administrators, and school foodservice staff can work 

together to help students enjoy their meals and reduce food waste in cafeterias. 

 

Weakening nutrition standards 

is not an evidence-based strategy 

to reduce food waste. 



 

Policymakers and school administrators:  

Mandate a minimum of 20 minutes of time to eat during lunch periods and require recess to 

be scheduled before lunch for elementary schools. 

An adequate amount of time to eat, also known as seat time, is essential to ensure that students 

can enjoy their meal and consume its nutrients. Students need a minimum of 20 minutes of seat 

time to eat their meal and socialize with peers, in addition to the time needed to walk to the 

cafeteria, receive and pay for their food, and clean up after.12 Students with a lunch period 

longer than 20 minutes increased consumption of their meal and placed less of their meal in the 

trash,13 and students with a lunch period of 25 minutes were more likely to consume 13 percent 

more of their entrée, 10 percent more of their milk, and 12 percent more of their vegetables, 

compared to students with a lunch period of 20 minutes.14 A 30-minute lunch period can 

provide an adequate amount of time to eat lunch, as well as to socialize and clean up.15  

Schools can encourage parent or community volunteers to provide lunchtime supervision to 

reduce burdens on school staff, as well as implement strategies to reduce wait time in lines such 

as adding more easily accessible points of service. 16   

For elementary schools, scheduling recess before lunch can increase students’ meal 

consumption.17 The majority of relevant studies analyzed in a systematic review found that 

students at schools with recess before lunch consumed more of differing meal components than 

students with recess after lunch.18 A plate waste study referenced in the systematic review 

found that implementing recess before lunch resulted in less waste for fruits, grains, and 

meat/meat alternatives.19 

For more information on time to eat, see CSPI’s resource, No Time to Eat: The Need to Provide 

Children with Sufficient Time to Eat at https://www.cspinet.org/resource/no-time-eat.  

 

School foodservice directors:  

Adopt Offer versus Serve (OVS). 

OVS allows students to decline some of the food items offered in the NSLP and SBP.20 It is 

mandatory for high schools and optional for elementary and middle schools. In elementary 

schools, the use of OVS is correlated with significantly lower levels of waste for calories and 

fruits and vegetables when compared to serve-only schools.21 Additionally, offering a greater 

variety of entrées is correlated with less food waste.22  

Menu planners can study participation and preference trends to determine which food items to 

prepare and in what quantities, in order to decrease food waste and save on food costs.23 

Providing clear communication about which meal components are required and optional for 

https://www.cspinet.org/resource/no-time-eat


 

students will facilitate quicker lunch lines, as well as help students transition away from the 

serve model.24  

 

Offer food options informed by student taste tests and feedback.  

Palatability and familiarity of foods are key factors related to food consumption, so serving 

foods informed by student taste tests may increase consumption of school foods. 25 Taste tests 

provide an opportunity to expose students to new foods and ask for their feedback. A majority 

of the relevant studies analyzed in a 2021 systematic review of strategies to improve school 

meal consumption found a positive association between taste tests and consumption.26  

NSLP and SBP participants come from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds.27 The Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention recommends food service teams to conduct observations, 

surveys, interviews, or focus groups to determine the cultural backgrounds present at schools 

and food preferences.28 The school community can also be a valuable resource for finding 

genuine recipes that reflect the diversity of participants and are in line with dietary guidelines, 

cost-effective, and feasible to prepare.29 

 

This fact sheet serves as a guide for reducing food waste in schools and is not intended to be a 

comprehensive overview of all food waste strategies. More peer-reviewed research is needed to 

identify additional evidence-based strategies to reduce plate waste in school meals, and 

research on the effect of offering culturally appropriate foods on consumption is still nascent. 

 It is also important to note that while the 2019 SNMCS analyzed factors associated with plate 

waste, those analyses were conducted using unweighted, tray-level data. The authors cautioned 

against generalizing findings to the full population.30 This fact sheet cites the SNMCS for data 

on waste trends in NSLP and after the implementation of HHFKA, the effect of OVS on food 

waste, and on NSLP and SBP participant racial and ethnic backgrounds.  

 

For more information, contact policy@cspinet.org.  
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