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• An estimated 16.9% of children and adolescents 
aged 2-19 years old are obese. 
• Healthy eating in childhood and adolescence is 
associated with a reduced risk for many diseases. 
Healthy eating is important for proper growth and 
development, and it can prevent health problems, 
such as obesity.
•Schools can have an influence on the nutritional 
quality of children’s diets.  There is a positive 
relationship between the consumption of school 
meals and children’s intakes of key food groups at 
breakfast and lunch.
• In 2004, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
developed the HealthierUS School Challenge 
(HUSSC) program to recognize schools that have 
created healthier school environments by promoting 
good nutrition and physical activity.  To date, 1,220 
awards have been given to schools in 43 states.
• HUSSC guidelines require increased servings of 
fruits, vegetables, and whole grain foods.  They 
specify that only low fat or fat-free milk be served 
and that nutrition education and physical education 
be offered to students on a regular basis. 

• Purpose/Objectives: Study purpose was to 
assess changes in school nutrition programs and 
the school environment as a result of following the 
HealthierUS School Challenge (HUSSC) program. 
Objective was to determine before and after 
values in average lunch participation rate, food 
cost, labor cost, nutrition education 
(minutes/week), physical education 
(minutes/week), and food/beverage sales 
according to the following: level of HUSSC award, 
school nutrition directors’ education level and 
credentials, and type of management and menu 
planning for the school nutrition program.
• Methods: All school nutrition directors at public 
school districts in the United States that previously 
received a HUSSC award were invited to 
participate in an online or mailed survey (N=149).
• Results: Seventy-six surveys were returned from 
twenty-nine states (51% response rate). 
Participants reported an average lunch 
participation rate of 78.5% and average price of 
$1.94 for a full-paid lunch. The majority of 
respondents used food-based menu planning (63) 
and were self-operated (70). The three most 
frequent challenges reported were increased food 
cost of implementing HUSSC, availability of whole 
grain items, and physical education requirements. 
Most frequently reported actions that led to 
success in receiving an award were support from 
school staff and administrators, training 
foodservice staff, and changing menus to meet 
HUSSC requirements. Half of the districts reported 
no difference in average lunch participation rate 
since receiving an award, indicating that students 
were accepting the healthier menu choices.
• Applications: Results of this study may 
encourage and assist school nutrition directors 
who are considering following guidelines of the 
HealthierUS School Challenge program or making 
other changes for a healthier school environment.

Study purpose was to assess changes in school 
nutrition programs and the school environment 
due to following the USDA’s HealthierUS School 
Challenge (HUSSC) program. 
Objective was to determine before and after 
values for the average school lunch participation 
rate, food cost, labor cost, nutrition education 
(minutes/week), physical education 
(minutes/week).  Trends in food/beverage sales 
were also assessed. 

 A survey was developed by researchers, validated by 5 
food and nutrition professionals, converted to online 
format and pilot tested with a convenience sample of 11 
school nutrition directors.  
Following survey revisions, 149 school nutrition 
directors who had received HUSSC awards were invited 
to participate in the online survey. Those who did not 
respond online were mailed printed survey forms. 
Survey data was summarized and statistically analyzed 
using SPSS software.  ANOVA and MANOVA were used 
to compare changes in variables.
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• Seventy-six surveys were returned from twenty-nine 
states (51% response rate).
• Participants reported an average lunch participation 
rate of 78.5% and average price of $1.94 for a full-
paid lunch.
• The majority of respondents used food-based menu 
planning (63) and were self-operated (70).
• The three most frequent challenges reported were 
the increased food cost of implementing HUSSC, 
availability of whole grain items, and physical 
education requirements.
• The most frequently reported actions that led to 
success in receiving an award were support from 
school staff and administrators, training foodservice 
staff, and changing menus to meet HUSSC 
requirements.
• Half of the districts reported no difference in the 
average lunch participation rate since receiving an 
award, indicating that students were accepting the 
healthier menu choices.
•Nutrition education minutes per week, food cost, and 
labor cost per meal increased significantly compared 
to prior to the award, p=0.011, 0.002, and 0.043 
respectively.
•There was also a significant difference in the labor 
cost per meal by the education level of the school 
nutrition director compared to before receiving an 
award.
•Participants indicated that food items offered “a lot 
more frequently“ were whole grain foods (43 schools); 
fresh fruits (34 schools) and fresh vegetables (30 
schools).
•Sixty-one schools did not offer whole milk, and 14 
schools offered skim or low-fat milk “a lot more 
frequently”.
•Schools where the director was a Registered 
Dietitian (RD) offered more minutes of nutrition 
education (175) than schools where the director  did 
not hold this credential (48).

n
Prior to Award
Mean+SD

After Award
Mean+SD

Average lunch 
participation (%)

65 76.6 (17.4) 78.5 (13.6)

Nutrition education
(minutes per week)

42 36.2 (34.6) 43.3 (35.4)

Physical education
(minutes per week)

60 119.3 (66.1) 120.7(67.4)

Food cost per meal
(dollars and cents)

51 $1.26 (0.62) $1.33 (0.65)

Labor cost per meal
(dollars and cents)

50 $1.21 (0.87) $1.25 (0.87)

Table 2.  School data comparing before 
and after receiving HUSSC awards¹

Table 1.  Demographic Characteristics 
of Schools Receiving HUSSC Awards 
(N=76)

Characteristic n

Award Levels
Bronze
Silver
Gold
Gold Award of Distinction

19
18
19
20

School menu planning type
Food-based (enhanced or traditional)
Nutrient Standard Menu Planning or

Assisted Nutrient Standard Menu Planning

63
13

School management type
Self-operation
Contract-management

70
6

School nutrition director education level
High school or some college
BA or BS
Graduate degree

19
37
20

School nutrition director credentials¹
School Nutrition Specialist
Registered Dietitian
Both RD and SNS²
None of the above
Other³

19
11
7

24
11

Note: ¹ Some participants did not answer this question.
² RD stands for Registered Dietitian. SNS stands for School

Nutrition Specialist.

Table 3. Challenges and Actions for 
Success in Receiving HUSSC awards 
(N=72)

Challengesᵃ
Number of 
Participants

Availability of whole grain products 23

Increased food cost 18
Students acceptance 16
Offering dark green and orange vegetables 15

Including legumes on menus 10

Physical education requirements 9

Revising menus 8

Actions for Successᵃ

Support from school staff and administrators 45
Teamwork between foodservice and teaching staff 17

Changing menus to meet requirements 15

Already having healthy food choices 12
Parent and community support 11

Changing to whole grain products 9

Note: ᵃ Participants were asked to list 3 challenges that schools 
faced to meet the HUSSC program and  3 actions that led to success 
in receiving a HUSSC award. Some participants did not answer this
question while others listed fewer than 3 challenges and 3 actions.

Note: ¹ Not all participants answered all questions.

APPLICATIONS
•Support from school staff and administrators is critical 
to achieving HUSSC standards.
•Challenges to implementing HUSSC include increased 
food costs, student acceptance and meeting physical 
education requirements.
•School nutrition directors need to focus on  
incorporating whole grain items, dark green and orange 
vegetables, and legumes in school menus.
•Results of this study may encourage and assist school 
nutrition directors who are considering following 
guidelines of the HealthierUS School Challenge 
program or making other changes for a healthier 
school environment.
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