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What’s for Lunch?

“Living far from the comfort of people who require no explanation for what | do
and who I am, | crave the foods we have shared” (Kothari 71). I thought of this quote when my
sixteen year old son, Andre, came home from school earlier this year and began grumbling about
the way school lunch was changing. | knew something drastic must be happening. Among these
changes was the schools refusal to fix the French fry cooker when it broke down for the final
time in February. | wasn’t upset by this, but to his teenage mind a very serious injustice had
occurred. He has been a fan of school lunch since the seventh grade when we finally stopped
forcing him to bring lunch from home. Every day it was a delight to hear him describe what he
had eaten for lunch that day. He would groan with pleasure as he described the warm concoction
the school lunch ladies had come up with in great detail. His descriptions seemed to always
included words such as “brilliant”, “delicious”, and “SO good”. When I noticed that his typical
enthusiasm for lunch had waned significantly, perhaps due in part by the French fry cooker
debacle, | asked for further details regarding what was behind his waning enthusiasm. His
response was limited to a few sorrowful groans, and the words “they are making so many
changes.” My mind could not stop mulling over his grumblings and | decided that a little further
investigation into the allegedly horrible lunchroom reforms was in order. What were these

changes being made and why were they so grievous to be borne?

The changes that | discovered had been made to the school lunch program were
surprising in many ways. Based on the negative reaction of my son, and the response from
several of the neighborhood kids, | was prepared to find some very disturbing information.
Imagine my surprise when | discovered that the lunch reforms were very reasonable and were
aimed at bringing the government subsidized school lunch menu in line with the nutrition
guidelines of the USDA (United States, “Nutrition Standards”). This included, among many
things, an increased amount of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and low-fat milk provided at

lunchtime and limits to the amount of protein, fat and calories in each meal. Flavored milk, if it
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is still served, is now required to be fat free. Portion sizes were reduced, and menus were
revamped in order to comply with the new requirements (Nixon). As a result of these changes,
more vegetables, fruits, whole grains and low fat dairy are now available to our children (Nixon).
These changes are positive indeed.

The children who rely on the school lunch program for their main meal sources
during the week are now finding that healthy foods they may have never been able to try before
are available to them. Should they choose to try these fresh fruits and vegetables they may
discover that they enjoy the new flavors and textures. Unfortunately, there are some kids who
have chosen to go hungry rather than eat the fresh fruits and veggies they are being provided
(Linnekin, “USDA’s School Lunch”). This caused me to wonder if these children may not have
had the option to eat fresh fruits and vegetables as a companion to their meals. If not, then that
could certainly account for their distaste of the healthy choices. If the good food is foreign and
new, it will take some time for these children to adapt and appreciate the same. | can almost hear
my mother’s voice in my mind, scolding a younger version of myself with these words: “Don’t
knock it until you try it.” As I recall that scolding, | feel even more gratitude for the lunchtime

variety our children now will be able to enjoy.

As a result of the new lunchroom guidelines, children can experience fresh and
healthy food at school now in a way that their financial circumstances at home may have never
allowed. As a child I lived on a diet of ramen noodles, macaroni and cheese with hot dogs, beans
and rice. | have never gone to bed hungry, but I can remember wishing that my parents could
afford to feed us a more varied diet. My grown up mind understands a little more now how
restrictive a tight food budget can be. | was fortunate to have parents who grew a garden every
year and could supplement our repetitive menu with fresh tomatoes, carrots, corn and peppers. |
understand that there are many people who do not have the yard space, nor the ability,
knowledge or understanding to offer their families a similar option. Children of these families
may not even know what healthy options look and taste like as they are foreign to their present

limited circumstances.

The government seemed to understand the need to gradually work the healthier

foods into the lunch menu in order to give children the opportunity to try the new and healthier
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options. There was a reasonable timeframe given to the schools to bring their lunches in
compliance with the revised guidelines and restrictions. Training was provided to inform those
involved with making the revisions to the menus of the requirements (United States, “Final
Rule™). Exceptions were even made to the menu items offered to student athletes in order to
accommodate their higher calorie needs (United States, “Nutrition Standards”). This extended
timeline for implementing the changes has made the changes easier to accept by the faculty and

students alike.

Although my son was not a fan of the changes, | discovered that many people
were very excited about these healthy lunchroom requirements. These people were enthusiastic
in their praise of Michelle Obama and the USDA in pushing for the reforms that required healthy
foods to be served in the nation’s lunchrooms (Nixon). These changes were, in part,
implemented to address the obesity problems found in this country. The obesity level in the
children of this country has exploded. It is interesting that, statistically, the obesity level of those
children living below the poverty level is disproportionately high (DeAngelis). It is for those
children living below the poverty line that the school lunch program was initially put in place in
order to provide two meals a day to children who otherwise may go hungry. It was decided that
providing healthier options to these children, while also providing these options to those children

that purchase their lunches at the cafeteria, was needed (Nixon).

There were also many people who were violently opposed to the government
mandating healthy food in our lunchrooms. Their arguments were focused on two things, hunger
and freedom. They argued that the reduced portion sizes were causing our children to go hungry
and they failed to meet the high caloric needs of student athletes and growing bodies (Crawford).
In addition, children were choosing to throw their healthy food choices in the garbage and go
hungry, rather than eat the food they were given and continue their day with a full stomach
(DeAngelis). Why were they making this choice? The fresh fruits, vegetables and whole grains
were found to be repulsive to those children who were not used to eating them. Of greater
concern to those opposed to the healthy eating mandates were those who felt that it is not the
governments place to impose such sanctions. As members of a free society, we should be able to
choose. We should not legislate our freedoms away regardless of the positive reasoning behind

such legislation. Protests were called for in the form of an “opt out of school lunch’ call where
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parents are encouraged to stop funding the school lunch program through their daily purchase of
lunch for their children. Rather, they are encouraged to pack a lunch for their children to send to
school with them, a lunch that meets the parents desired nutritional needs for their own children
(Linnekin, “Opt Out™). It was for these two reasons that the core of the opposition to the reforms

were focused upon.

The reasons on both sides of the debate have been very heated and passionate,
but, in the end, the healthy guidelines won over the freedom factor of “choosing” to eat healthy
or not. After all, it is not for those children whose parents can afford to pack them a good lunch
that the school lunch program was initially created. It was created for those children who would
not even be able to eat were it not for the food provided by this government funded service
(Gallego). It wasn’t long after my son declined bringing a lunch from home in place of
purchasing lunch at the cafeteria each day that | decided that the positive aspects of these

changes would overcome the negative arguments.

Perhaps | came to this opinion because, unlike some lunchrooms, the cafeteria
where my son eats everyday has always had the option for healthy eating. There was a salad bar
available daily, but the line was always so long that Andre often chose the less popular main dish
options he fell in love with and still craves. His favorite menu item was mashed potatoes, with
large chunks of savory turkey drowning in a pool of gravy along with a side of steamed broccoli,
carrots and cauliflower. Stir fry veggies in a rice bowl with Asian mystery meat came in a close
second place. The lunch lady would always let the kids have extra servings of whatever there
was a surplus of from the day’s menu. Because this surplus almost always included the steamed
veggies, my son was in seventh heaven. He was able to have all the veggies he could eat and
enjoyed washing it all down with a thick and gooey carton of chocolate milk. This was just one
of the many reasons he would rather have school lunch any day over bringing a cold lunch from
home. However, my son, tall and slim as he is, now bemoans the fact that he can no longer have
seconds of anything. The children are not even given the option of more fruits or vegetables. A
strict adherence to the calorie restriction requirements (no more than 850 per meal) (United
States, “Nutrition Standards”) have taken that option away from the lunch ladies.
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Yet in spite of the restrictions imposed in the lunchroom, I was surprised to find
myself agreeing with the government on this matter. | was determined to find everything wrong
with the school lunch reforms and instead found myself nodding my head in agreement on more
than one occasion. It seemed like the more | read, the more | agreed with the findings of the
reports and inquiries. | found the balanced reports offering the reasons and arguments of both
sides to be utterly refreshing after the rhetoric and negative comments of the opposition | had
also read on the matter. After weighing many of the lunch options in my own mind against my
personal experiences with hunger, eating and school lunch, I found that the ideas and legislation

which were passed surprisingly aligned with what I felt was right for the school lunch program.

My son and I still discuss what he eats for lunch every day, but now we chuckle at
the creative way that the cafeteria is complying with the new nutrition guidelines. They still get
to eat hot dogs occasionally, but they are served on a whole wheat bun instead of on a fluffy
white roll. His favorite Asian stir fry now has much less mystery meat and an increased portion
of vegetables. Although the changes to the school lunch program have altered his love for school
lunch, he still enjoys sinking his teeth into a steaming pile of mashed potatoes, even if they are
no longer swimming in his favorite gravy. The turkey chunks are smaller and the light
sprinkling of gravy has a significant reduction in its sodium levels. He has even discovered that

the soft and chewy texture of the whole wheat rolls is surprisingly satisfying.

These discussions with Andre cause my mind to wander back to a time when it
was me walking through that lunch line and not my son. | remember talking with my friends and
poking fun at the pile of whipped squash on my lunch tray. That squash was as orange as a
sunset with just a kiss of sweetness that reminded me of a warm hug. | secretly loved that goopy
squash and it has become one of the favorite food memories of my childhood. Another one of my
favorite lunchroom foods was the fully loaded peanut butter bars. I can still almost smell the
earthy-nutty sweetness of them. I remember the way my teeth would sink through the chocolate
layer on top and clear through the peanut butter body of the bar which had a consistency much
like warm butter just before it melted into a puddle. I will never forget how those bars oozed
over my tongue and slowly coated my throat. Thirty years later I can still remember how good
that felt. Nobody made peanut butter bars the way my lunch lady made them. Those two foods

will be forever connected in my mind with that noisy cafeteria, and my little school girl friends
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who took me for who | was and didn’t ask for anyone more. Who | was then was very much tied

to the favorite foods | came to enjoy. They are still a part of who | am today.

Will our children come to crave carrot sticks and whole wheat rolls the way |
crave sweetened whipped squash and chocolate topped peanut butter bars? If they do, then |
believe this lunch reformation will be a complete success. If who we become as adults, and the
lifestyle habits we embrace are directly affected by the type of foods we ate as children then we
must begin today to help shape the healthy eating habits of our future generations. Improving
the foods offered in the school cafeteria is a good place to begin this transformation. Will they,
as I, “crave the foods [they] have shared” (Kothari 71)?
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