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As schools across America prepare to celebrate National School Lunch Week and 

childhood obesity rates continue to climb, the Physicians Committee for Responsible 

Medicine releases its eighth School Lunch Report Card since 2001, evaluating meals 

served by the National School Lunch Program. This year, Pinellas County Schools in 

Florida received a perfect score of 100, a first in the report card’s history. But other 

districts continue to struggle to offer students healthful lunches.  

 

With 12.5 million American children obese and nearly one-quarter of U.S. teenagers 

suffering diabetes or prediabetes, attention is increasingly focused on the importance of 

improving the healthfulness of school meals. The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 

makes some of the most significant changes to the NSLP in decades. The legislation 

mandates that the NSLP begin making school lunches more healthful, but still leaves 

room for improvement. 

 

The School Lunch Report Card below shows a major shift in the healthfulness of school 

lunches. (See page 8 for detailed results.) Many schools now serve fresh fruit, low-fat 

vegetable side dishes, healthful vegetarian entrées, and nondairy beverages on a daily 

basis. Unfortunately, some school districts lag behind. Menus in these schools are full of 

high-fat, high-cholesterol dairy products and processed meats, such as hot dogs and 

pepperoni, which are linked to increased colorectal cancer risk. 

 

School District Score Grade 

Pinellas County Schools (Fla.) 100 A+ 

Howard County Public School System (Md.) 97 A+ 

Knox County Schools (Tenn.) 97 A+ 

Omaha Public Schools (Neb.) 97 A+ 

Atlanta Public Schools (Ga.) 96 A 

Broward County Public Schools (Fla.) 96 A 

St. Louis Public Schools (Mo.) 95 A 

Miami-Dade County Public Schools (Fla.) 93 A 

Long Beach Unified School District (Calif.) 90 A- 

Oakland Unified School District (Calif.) 88 B+ 

Washoe County School District (Nev.) 88 B+ 

Montgomery County Public Schools (Md.) 86 B+ 

Dallas Independent School District (Texas) 85 B 
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Seminole County Public Schools (Fla.) 80 B- 

Anchorage School District (Alaska) 79 C+ 

Guilford County Schools (N.C.) 79 C+ 

School District of Philadelphia (Pa.) 75 C 

Burlington School District (Vt.) 69 D+ 

Fresno Unified School District (Calif.) 69 D+ 

Davis School District (Utah) 67 D+ 

Houston Independent School District (Texas) 66 D 

Milwaukee Public Schools (Wis.) 64 D 

 

Background 

 

The National School Lunch Program was created in 1946 with the passage of the 

National School Lunch Act. As of 2011, the NSLP serves approximately 31 million 

lunches per day at a cost of $11.1 billion a year. 

 

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 directed the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

to update the NSLP’s meal pattern and nutrition standards based on the latest Dietary 

Guidelines for Americans. The new meal pattern began to go into effect at the beginning 

of the 2012-13 school year.  

 

These guidelines require schools to serve fruits and vegetables every day, offer more 

whole-grain items, and reduce the amounts of saturated fat and sodium served to 

children. They also set specific calorie limits to ensure age-appropriate meals. But 

schools still have the discretion to offer processed meats, cheese, and other unhealthful 

foods. 

 

One longstanding barrier to schools serving more healthful meals is the USDA’s 

commodity foods program, which distributes large quantities of unhealthful “entitlement 

foods.” Every year, the USDA purchases hundreds of millions of dollars worth of pork, 

beef, and other high-fat, high-cholesterol animal products, primarily as an economic 

benefit to American agribusiness.  

 

The department then distributes these products through the NSLP and other food-

assistance programs. About half of these commodity products are converted into ready-

to-eat processed foods such as hamburgers, hot dogs, and chicken nuggets—high-fat, 

high-cholesterol products commonly found on school menus. The USDA’s distribution of 

unhealthful products helps explain why it can cost a school district more than twice as 

much to provide a high-fiber, low-fat veggie burger instead of a high-fat, fiber-free 

hamburger.  

 

Making the Grade 

 

To receive a high grade in PCRM’s School Lunch Report Card, schools must go above 

and beyond USDA nutrition guidelines, which although improving, allow schools to 
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serve high-fat, high-cholesterol foods regularly and do not require school districts to offer 

any plant-based entrées.  

 

To earn a perfect score, school districts must meet several criteria. They must meet 

USDA standards for fat and saturated fat. They must offer a healthful vegetarian entrée 

daily. Schools must also have at least one vegan option—an entrée free of eggs, meat, 

and dairy—available each day and must serve a variety of vegan options. At least one 

serving of fresh fruit and a low-fat vegetable side dish must also be served daily. In 

addition, schools must provide a nondairy beverage to all students and provide nutrition 

education in the cafeteria, as well as offer programs that promote healthful eating habits.  

 

School Lunch Trends 

 

PCRM’s survey found that schools are serving an increasing number of healthful 

vegetarian and vegan entrées. Fifty-nine percent of schools evaluated in PCRM’s report 

serve at least one vegetarian option every day, and of these schools, 76 percent offer a 

vegan entrée.  

 

Dietitians found that 95 percent of the school districts surveyed offer an alternative to 

dairy milk, down slightly from the last School Lunch Report Card. In 2008, 100 percent 

of districts offered nondairy alternatives for free or to purchase. Of the schools offering 

an alternative (water, juice, or soymilk), 100 percent serve beverages to students at no 

additional charge.  

 

Seventy-seven percent of school food service departments now offer nutrition education, 

and 95 percent of districts offer additional inventive nutrition programs, such as farm-to-

school programs and the USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program. These trends could 

play an important role in improving children’s health. 

 

Most Improved 

 

Washoe County School District improved its score by 22 points from the last School 

Lunch Report card—rising from a D (66) to a B+ (88).  

 

In 2008, Washoe served healthful vegetarian options about once a week, and it offered no 

nutrition education or innovative food programs. Now, vegetarian entrées are served 

three to four times a week and are clearly marked on the menu. The district also operates 

the USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program in 34 schools, and some schools now 

have gardens. 

 

Although St. Louis Public Schools wasn’t on the last School Lunch Report Card, it 

deserves a “most improved” mention. When it last appeared on the report card in 2007, it 

earned an F (53). This year it earns an A (95) for changes such as daily vegetarian 

entrées, near-daily vegan entrées, and almost a dozen nutrition education initiatives. 
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The Criteria 

 

Review Process 

 

PCRM evaluated surveys completed by food service directors from 22 school districts in 

the United States. Many are among the 100-largest districts. School districts from all 

regions of the country participated: Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Southwest, and West. 

PCRM relied on school districts to accurately complete the survey and provide valid 

information about their menus and nutrition education programs, and a team of PCRM 

dietitians worked to verify this information.  

 

Criteria and Grading System 

 

This year’s report looked at two essential categories for children’s nutrition in schools: 

 obesity and chronic disease prevention 

 nutrition and healthy eating initiatives 

 

Each category includes subcategories, as described below, to measure different aspects of 

nutrition, health promotion, and disease prevention. 

 

Obesity and Chronic Disease Prevention 

 

This category consists of two major components. First, do districts meet, at minimum, the 

USDA requirements that the average meal over a five-day school week contains no more 

than 30 percent of calories from fat and no more than 10 percent of calories from 

saturated fat? Second, what is the availability of healthful vegetarian entrées? Both are 

essential components of a healthy diet to prevent obesity and disease.  

 

In theory, schools are required to meet USDA guidelines on fat and saturated fat; 

however, in 2007, the USDA’s analysis of school food showed that almost all schools 

served too much saturated fat to comply with the government’s requirements. Therefore, 

PCRM included this question to measure compliance.  

 

Providing low-fat, cholesterol-free vegetarian entrées is a key step in obesity and disease 

prevention. Vegetarian entrées tend to be lower in calories and fat and higher in fiber than 

meat-based dishes. Scientific evidence clearly supports the consumption of a plant-based 

diet for health promotion. Research shows that people following healthful vegetarian 

diets are less likely to be overweight or obese and have a reduced risk of diabetes, heart 

disease, hypertension, high cholesterol, and some cancers.  

 

Numerous studies have substantiated the health risks of cholesterol and fat. Therefore, it 

is especially important that schools provide plant-based entrées that are low in fat, 

saturated fat, and cholesterol. Processed meats such as hot dogs and pepperoni are 

another danger. They increase colorectal cancer risk, according to a large number of 

studies, as well as the risk for diabetes and early death. Most vegetarian, egg-free, dairy-
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free (vegan) entrées are naturally low in fat. They are also cholesterol-free and free of 

processed meats. 

 

When low-fat, cholesterol-free entrées are offered regularly to students, they are more 

likely to choose these healthful options and develop good eating habits. PCRM awarded 

schools 20 points for having a vegetarian entrée option available each day, 15 points for 

having one at least three times a week, and five points if at least one vegetarian option 

was available every week. Schools received another point for each day of the week an 

egg-free, dairy-free (vegan) option was available and, to reward variety, received another 

point for each unique egg-free, dairy-free entrée served.  

 

Obesity and Chronic Disease Prevention: 55 points 
Subcategory Data Source Total 

Points 

Formula 

Did the district meet USDA 

National School Lunch 

Program nutrition 

requirements? 

School district 

menu nutrition 

analysis 

25 

points 

Average daily meal must 

contain:  

Fat <30% of calories  

Saturated fat <10% of 

calories 

Does the district offer 

healthful vegetarian entrée 

options?  

Recent lunch 

menu (five-

day period) 

 

20 

points 

Vegetarian entrée option 

available five days a week: 20 

points 

Vegetarian entrée option at 

least three days per week: 15 

points 

Vegetarian entrée option at 

least once a week: 5 points 

Vegetarian entrée option 

available rarely or never: 0 

points 

What is the availability of 

healthful egg-free, dairy-free 

entrées? 

Recent lunch 

menu 

 

5 points Every day an egg-free, dairy-

free entrée option is available 

during a five-day week: 1 

point per day 

Is there a variety of healthful 

egg-free, dairy-free options? 

Recent lunch 

menu 

5 points Each different vegan option: 

1 point 

 

Nutrition and Healthy Eating Initiatives: 45 points 

 

This category evaluates whether lunch menus reflect current nutrition recommendations 

to meet students’ needs and whether they provide dietary options and education that 

encourage good health.  

 

First, lunches were evaluated to see if the foods offered contained essential vitamins and 

minerals, adequate fiber, and lower fat. To do this, PCRM dietitians asked how many 

fresh fruit and low-fat vegetable side dishes are available during any given five-day 
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week. The report also looks at the availability of nondairy beverages, which can help 

meet the needs of children with lactose intolerance or milk allergies.  

 

PCRM dietitians also sought to determine whether nutrition education is provided 

through the food service department, if the cafeteria specifically promotes the 

consumption of plant foods, and what other innovative programs the school provides. In 

addition to providing healthful food choices, schools must also help students understand 

the consequences of food choices and encourage them to make nutritious decisions. 

 

Fruits and vegetables. To provide nutritionally adequate meals, schools must include 

low-fat vegetable side dishes and fresh fruit. Almost all fruits and vegetables are low in 

calories and fat, and they provide many important nutrients, including vitamin C, beta-

carotene, riboflavin, iron, calcium, and fiber. Children who grow up eating fruits and 

vegetables tend to develop a taste for these foods and enjoy them as adults. Schools 

should offer a variety of options such as steamed vegetables, baby carrots, seasoned 

spinach, melons, apples, and strawberries.  

 

Nondairy beverages. Nondairy beverages should be widely available in schools. Many 

children are lactose intolerant or allergic to milk, and others avoid milk for other reasons, 

such as taste, religious or ethical reasons, or other health needs. Ounce for ounce, skim 

milk offers almost the same calorie load as soda plus 5 milligrams of cholesterol per 

serving. Several studies also show that milk does not promote bone health or prevent 

fractures. The USDA does not require schools to offer an alternative to dairy milk, but an 

increasing number of schools are doing so. PCRM’s report card recognizes schools for 

their attention to student needs by giving them 10 points for any healthy nondairy 

beverage available at no extra cost to students and five points if nondairy beverages are 

available to purchase à la carte.  

 

Nutrition education. Adults establish their eating habits in childhood. Nutrition 

education in both the cafeteria and classroom helps students understand the relationship 

between their food choices and good health. Because many children today do not 

consume the recommended amount of plant-based foods, education that specifically 

focuses on the health benefits of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and vegetarian options 

is important. Six points were given to all schools whose food service department 

participated in nutrition education.  

 

Labeling of vegetarian foods. The school menu can also be a valuable tool for 

promoting healthful foods. Since a growing number of students look for vegetarian entrée 

options, these items should be clearly marked on menus and offered as main entrée 

choices.  

 

Innovative food programs. Many schools have initiated programs that help children 

learn more about how healthful foods are produced and cooked. Examples include school 

gardens, cooking classes, farm-to-school programs, and taste-testing promotions. Such 

programs seem to make students more likely to choose healthful food options in the lunch 

line.  
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Nutrition and Healthy Eating Initiatives: 45 points 
Subcategory Data Source Total 

Points 

Formula 

What is the availability of 

healthy, low-fat vegetable side 

dishes over a five-day period? 

Recent lunch 

menu 

 

10 

points 

Fresh vegetable, steamed or 

low-fat vegetable dish (3 

grams fat or less per 

serving): 2 points per day 

How many fresh fruits does the 

district offer over a five-day 

period? 

Recent lunch 

menu 

 

10 

points 

Fresh fruit: 2 points per day 

Is a healthful nondairy beverage 

available daily?  

Survey 

completed by 

school 

districts 

10 

points 
 Nondairy beverage 

available at no cost: 10 

points 

 Nondairy beverage 

available for purchase à 

la carte: 5 points 

 No additional beverages 

available or available 

only with a parent or 

physician note: 0 points 

Labeling of vegetarian/vegan 

options  

Recent lunch 

menu 

 

3 

points 

Vegetarian/vegan options 

clearly labeled on menu 

Nutrition education in cafeteria 

or through food service 

department with specific 

reference to plant foods (fruits, 

vegetables, whole grains) 

Survey 

completed by 

school 

districts 

6 

points 

 

Innovative food programs Survey 

completed by 

school 

districts 

 

6 

points 

Participation in any of the 

following: School garden, 

salad bar, farm-to-school 

program, cooking classes, 

other 
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INDIVIDUAL DISTRICTS  
 

Pinellas County Schools: A+ (100) 

State: Florida 

2008 Score: A (98) 

 

This is the first time in the 11-year history of the School Lunch Report Card that a school 

district received a perfect score of 100. Pinellas County Schools has improved its grade 

each time it appeared on the report card: B (86) in 2003, A- (92) in 2006, A (94) in 2007, 

and A (98) in 2008. Pinellas’ high score reflects its varied menu, which boasts many 

healthful low-fat vegetarian entrées five days a week, including vegetarian chili, pasta 

fagioli, and a Southwest salad.  

 

The district also serves a hot low-fat vegetable side dish such as steamed peas or sweet 

potatoes sticks and an entrée salad every day, along with a selection of assorted fresh 

fruit. Students are allowed to select as many fruits and vegetables as they like with each 

meal. Pinellas also reduced the price of à la carte fruits and vegetables by 50 percent. 

Within the first six months of the school year, the county saw a more than 30 percent 

increase in the amount spent on fresh produce. Students can select 100 percent juice or 

water for free instead of milk. 

 

Nutrition education initiatives at Pinellas include a “Featured Fruit or Vegetable of the 

Month.” Produce recently highlighted includes avocados, pomegranates, and purple 

sweet potatoes. Recipes and educational and marketing materials support the featured 

produce. Pinellas also supports district-wide school gardens. More than $25,000 in grant 

funds assisted 65 schools with equipment and supplies to sustain or start gardens. 

 

Howard County Public School System: A+ (97) 

State: Maryland 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

In its first appearance on the School Lunch Report Card, the Howard County Public 

School System ties for second place. Vegetarian options are available each day to the 

20,000 Howard County students, as are fresh fruit and low-fat vegetable side dishes such 

as steamed carrot coins and steamed spinach. Each September, many of the school 

system’s fruits and vegetables come from its farm-to-school program. Lunch menus also 

offer tips such as “USDA’s 10 Tips to Help You Eat Whole Grains.” Nondairy beverages 

are available each day at no cost.  

 

Innovative nutrition programs include a contest for middle and high school students in 

the Culinary Arts section of the Family and Consumer Science Program to develop 

recipes that meet USDA standards. 

 

Howard County could improve its grade by offering vegan entrées more often and 

removing unhealthful items such as beef tacos and macaroni and cheese from the menu. 
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Knox County Schools: A+ (97) 

State: Tennessee 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Knox County Schools ties for second place in its first year on the School Lunch Report 

Card. Vegetarian and vegan entrées such as pasta with marina sauce and peanut butter 

and jelly sandwiches are served daily. Creative vegan options including tofu wings, 

hummus, tofu pad thai, and vegan burgers will soon be available to Knox County’s nearly 

60,000 students.  

 

A choice of up to three daily low-fat vegetable side dishes includes a side salad made 

from spring mix or romaine lettuce and fresh baby carrots. Three to five servings of fresh 

fruit are offered daily. 

 

Knox County Schools has participated in a farm-to-school program since 2011 and 

implemented the Chefs Move to Schools program in October 2012. Knox County has 14 

USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program schools and is expanding its Breakfast in the 

Classroom program to up to 22 schools by October 2013.  

 

Removing processed meats such as corn dog nuggets and a ham and cheese croissant 

from the menu could improve Knox County’s grade. 

 

Omaha Public Schools: A+ (97) 

State: Nebraska 

2008 Score: A (96) 

 

Omaha Public Schools, which serves more than 50,000 students, inched up from an A to 

an A+ this year. Students have the option of choosing a vegetarian or vegan option each 

day, and all vegetarian items are clearly marked on the lunch menu. Vegan options 

include a peanut butter or soy butter and jelly sandwich and chips with black bean salsa. 

Fresh fruit is available daily, as is fruit juice at no extra cost to students. Omaha also 

offers fresh fruit and low-fat vegetable side dishes such as steamed vegetables daily.  

 

Omaha lunch menus provide nutrition education on topics such as the benefits of 

vegetables. Students in many schools have the opportunity to participate in a culinary arts 

program. Omaha participates in a farm-to-school program and some schools have 

gardens. 

 

Despite its most improved status on the 2008 School Lunch Report Card—rising from a 

D (66) in 2007 to an A (96) in 2008, Omaha still has room for improvement. The district 

continues to serve entrées high in fat and cholesterol, including a ham and cheese 

sandwiches, hot dogs, and a beef cutlet. 

 

Atlanta Public Schools: A (96)  

State: Georgia 

2008 Score: Not a participant 
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Atlanta Public Schools earns an A on this year’s School Lunch Report Card, after 

receiving a D+ (67) in 2007. In 2007, PCRM recommended that the district offer more 

low-fat vegetarian options and fresh fruit to help improve its grade. 

 

Vegetarian options are available five days per week and are clearly labeled. Low-fat 

vegan options are now available two days a week and include a garden vegetable wrap on 

a whole-wheat tortilla, garden vegetable salad with chickpeas, and whole-wheat 

vegetable pasta primavera. Low-fat vegetable side dishes such as collard greens and 

Asian vegetables are available daily, as is fresh fruit. Produce of the Month features local 

farmers and provides the economical and health benefits of locally grown produce. 

 

Atlanta Public Schools has five school gardens. And the Student Wellness Ambassadors 

Program promotes health and wellness of students through peer mentoring and education. 

The district’s Smoothie Dream is a middle school classroom activity that provides 

nutrition and cooking instruction. 

 

Making a vegan entrée available daily and eliminating processed meat items such as 

pepperoni pizza could help Atlanta improve its grade. 

 

Broward County Public Schools: A (96) 

State: Florida 

2008 Score: A- (91) 

 

In its fifth appearance on the School Lunch Report Card, Broward County continues to 

do an excellent job of adding healthful foods to its menus. Broward offers a healthful 

vegan entrée salad with sunflower seeds and legumes every day. Meatless Mondays were 

instituted in September. Bean-and-rice dishes are offered throughout the month and are 

available daily in high schools. A hot vegan item is offered weekly. Soymilk is available 

at no extra cost with a parental request. 

 

Two healthy vegetable side dishes are available at lunch five days a week and include 

steamed spinach and fresh zucchini. Two fruit options such as chilled peaches and chilled 

tropical fruit salad are also available with each lunch. Broward County participates in a 

farm-to-school program and many schools have vegetable gardens. 

 

Many Broward County schools participate in the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable 

program. The program started in March 2012 with sweet peppers, radishes, sugar snap 

peas, blackberries, and kiwi as the featured foods for spring. Teachers are provided 

classroom materials to promote the featured produce. 

 

Broward County also coordinates a “plant power” themed poster contests each year. And 

50 schools participate in a University of Florida program that includes six assemblies a 

year that promote healthy eating with fresh fruits and vegetables.   
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Broward County received a B (85) 2002, a B (85) in 2003, a B+ (89) in 2006, and an A- 

(91) in 2008. 

 

Simply adding more vegan options could help Broward earn an A+. 

 

St. Louis Public Schools: A (95) 

State: Missouri 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Although St. Louis Public Schools wasn’t on the last School Lunch Report Card, it 

deserves a “most improved” mention. When it last appeared on the report card in 2007, it 

earned an F (53). Since then, it’s made impressive strides in offering its more than 25,000 

students healthful lunches. 

 

Vegetarian options are now available daily. Vegan options are available three days a 

week and include a black bean taco and a hummus and veggie pita. Healthy vegetable 

side dishes such as oven steamed butternut squash are available daily and fresh fruit is 

available three to five days a week. 

 

In addition to the low-fat, plant-based foods served in the cafeteria, St. Louis promotes 

healthful eating through nearly a dozen nutrition initiatives. The “flexitarian” campaign 

encourages students to eat plant-based meals once or twice a week. Schools also 

participate in a farm-to-school program. Last year schools served 60,000 pounds of 

locally grown produce including sweet potatoes and kale. 

 

St. Louis created a Chefs 2 Schools program modeled on the Chefs Move to Schools 

program that brings chefs to schools to create healthy meals that meet dietary guidelines. 

Chefs also teach students how to make healthy choices. In the past two years, there have 

been nearly 20 Chefs 2 Schools events. 

 

Other programs include 22 school gardens, 20 schools participating in the USDA Fresh 

Fruit and Vegetable program, and the Healthy Eating and Local Produce-St. Louis Public 

Schools grant that helps increase the amount of locally grown produce served to students. 

 

Serving vegan entrées and fresh fruit daily could help St. Louis improve its grade. 

 

Miami-Dade County Public Schools: A (93) 

State: Florida  

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

Miami-Dade County Public Schools finally earned an A after receiving a B+ (89) in 

2003, a B+ (88) in 2006, and a B+ (89) in 2007. 

 

Low-fat vegan entrées are now served almost daily and include a black bean and brown 

rice bowl, hummus with vegetables and whole-grain flatbread, Gardenburger, black bean 

burger, and baked potato with steamed broccoli. 
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Food service managers include produce from several Miami-Dade County schools on 

menus. Miami-Dade County also participates in a farm-to-school program district-wide 

and in the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program in 52 schools. 

 

Minor adjustments, such as serving vegan entrées daily and providing nutrition education 

in the cafeteria or on menus, could improve Miami-Dade’s score. 

 

Long Beach Unified School District: A- (90) 

State: California 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Another first-timer to the School Lunch Report Card, Long Beach Unified School 

District earns an A- for serving healthful vegetarian entrées five days a week. Low-fat 

vegetable side dishes, such as sweet potato bites and vegetarian beans, and fresh fruit are 

also served daily. 

 

Nutrition education initiatives include “Harvest of the Month” recipes and posters that 

promote eating a variety of fruits and vegetables. Some schools have gardens and others 

have worked with chefs to bring cooking demonstrations into classrooms. 

 

Long Beach could improve its grade by adding vegan entrées—none are currently 

available—and eliminating processed meats such as its corn dog and pepperoni pizza. 

 

Oakland Unified School District: B+ (88) 

State: California 

2008 Score: C+ (79) 

 

Oakland Unified School District is on the School Lunch Report Card for the fourth time 

and receives its best grade, a B+, this year. Since 2008, Oakland has implemented 

Meatless Mondays and other initiatives to help students understand the benefits of 

healthful eating. Breakfast for Lunch Day features veggie sausage, and vegetarian entrées 

are available daily. 

 

Oakland participates in a farm-to-school program, and 58 of the district’s schools have 

gardens that are used for nutrition education. The district also partnered with the Alameda 

County Public Health department to create the Oakland Eats Garden Fresh campaign, 

which connects what students learn about fruits and vegetables in the classroom to the 

cafeteria.  

 

Oakland Fresh School Produce Markets are a network of 22 school produce markets 

throughout Oakland Unified School District that sell locally grown produce at public 

schools. Produce is sold by parents and students during afterschool hours every week at 

each school site. All school produce markets offer monthly vegetarian cooking 

demonstrations and tastings. 
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Oakland could continue improving its grade by offering fresh fruits five days a week and 

by offering more cholesterol-free options.  

 

Oakland received a C (75) in 2006, a B (84) in 2007, and a C+ (79) in 2008. 

 

Washoe County School District: B+ (88) 

State: Nevada 

2008 Score: D (66) 

 

Washoe County School District improved its score by 22 points from the last School 

Lunch Report card—rising from a D (66) to a B+ (88).  

 

In 2008, Washoe served healthful vegetarian options about once a week, and it offered no 

nutrition education or innovative food programs. Now, vegetarian entrées are served 

three to four times a week and are clearly marked on the menu. The district also operates 

the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program in 34 schools, and some schools now have 

gardens. 

 

Washoe still has room for improvement by offering vegan options more frequently and 

eliminating high-fat, high-cholesterol options such as macaroni and cheese, a grilled 

cheese sandwich, and cheese pizza. 

 

Montgomery County Public Schools: B+ (86) 

State: Maryland 

2008 Score: A (98) 

 

Montgomery County Public Schools dropped the most points from the last PCRM School 

Lunch Report, sliding from an A to a B+.  

 

Healthful vegetarian options are available four days a week. Meatless items are clearly 

marked on the cafeteria menu, which frequently refers to vegan options. But cholesterol-

free items are limited to a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and vegetable chili. Vegetable 

side dishes and fresh fruit are available five days a week. Salad bars are now offered as 

part of the reimbursable meal in many schools. And in more than 30 elementary schools, 

entrée salads are offered as a menu choice. Soymilk is available for purchase à la carte. 

 

Montgomery County employs a wellness specialist who provides information on vegan 

and vegetarian foods and instruction on preparing healthy meals and snacks. Focus 

groups are conducted in schools and students learn about menu options including vegan 

selections.  

 

The county also celebrates farm-to-school annually in September with a wide assortment 

of fruits and vegetables, and its website offers instructions on planning, implementing, 

caring for, and maintaining gardens.  
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Nondairy beverages are available at no added cost to students purchasing a complete 

lunch; they can also be purchased à la carte.  

 

Montgomery County could improve its grade by making more vegan options available on 

the elementary school menu. 

 

Montgomery County is a longtime participant in the School Lunch Report Card and had 

previously steadily increased its score over the years. The district moved from a C+ (78) 

in 2003 to a C- (70.4) in 2004, a B (84) in 2006, a B+ (87) in 2007, and an A (98) in 

2008. 

 

Dallas Independent School District: B (85) 

State: Texas 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Dallas Independent School District earns a B—the same grade it earned on its last 

appearance on the School Lunch Report Card in 2006.  

 

Vegetarian entrées are available three to four times a week. Vegan entrées including a 

black bean burger, hummus with vegetables, and bean dippers are available one to two 

days a week. These options are highlighted on daily menu signage. Low-fat vegetable 

side dishes and fresh fruit are available five days a week. Juice and bottled water must be 

purchased à la carte. 

 

Monthly nutrition education promotions such as “Tasty Teasers” encourage students to 

try vegetarian options. Some Dallas schools have gardens, and the district is working 

with local vendors to offer more locally grown produce. 

 

Dallas could improve its grade by offering vegetarian and vegan entrées more frequently 

and by providing nondairy beverages at no extra cost to students. 

 

Until this year, Dallas improved its grade with each report card: D (65) in 2002, C+ (77) 

in 2003, and B (85) in 2006.  

 

Seminole County Public Schools: B- (80)  

State: Florida 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Seminole County Public Schools squeaks by with a B- its first time on the School Lunch 

Report Card. It will have to make some improvements to catch up to the three Florida 

school districts that earn As on this year’s School Lunch Report Card. 

 

Low-fat vegetable side dishes are only available two to three days a week and there is no 

fresh fruit on the menu. The only vegetarian option, which is served each day, is a peanut 

butter and jelly sandwich. 
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Seminole does make some effort to promote healthful eating among its 32,000 students. 

Salad bars are being installed throughout the district. Schools also promote fruits, 

vegetables, whole grains, and other “superfoods” with signage and handouts. And some 

cafeterias have conducted fruit and vegetable contests. Several schools also have gardens. 

In-school field trips allow students to visit the cafeteria to see how food is delivered and 

to participate preparing dishes made with fresh fruits and vegetables. 

 

Seminole could improve its grade with daily offering offerings of vegetable side dishes 

and fresh fruit. Additional points could be earned by offering a wider variety of 

vegetarian and vegan entrées and eliminating unhealthful items such as a barbecue 

sandwich, beef tacos, and processed meats including pepperoni.  

 

Anchorage School District: C+ (79) 

State: Alaska 

2008 Score: C+ (79) 

 

Anchorage School District, which serves lunch to nearly 50,000 students, maintains its 

C+ this year.  

 

Healthful vegetarian options are available each day upon request, though none are 

cholesterol-free and include items such as cheese pizza and macaroni and cheese. The 

district does offer at least one low-fat vegetable side dish such as Cowboy Confetti or 

fresh carrots daily, and fresh fruit is available three days a week.  

 

The monthly menu includes information on healthy eating, and promotes the benefits of 

fruits, vegetables, and legumes.  

 

Anchorage could improve its score by serving fresh fruit daily and adding vegan entrées 

to its menu. It should also replace processed meats such as pepperoni pizza and ham 

sandwiches with zero-cholesterol, low-fat vegetarian options. 

 

In its first appearance on the School Lunch Report Card in 2007, Anchorage earned an F 

(60). 

 

Guilford County Schools: C+ (79)  

State: North Carolina 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

This is Guilford County Schools first year on the School Lunch Report Card. A menu 

loaded with processed meat such as hot dogs and pepperoni pizza and no cholesterol-free 

entrée options keeps Guilford County from scoring a B. Vegetarian options are served 

daily, but are loaded with cheese. Vegetable side dishes such as black bean and corn salsa 

are served daily, but fresh fruit is only available two times a week. Many Guilford 

County Schools have gardens and 13 schools participate in the USDA Fresh Fruit and 

Vegetable Program. 
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School District of Philadelphia: C (75) 

State: Pennsylvania 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

The School District of Philadelphia earns a C for the mediocre lunches it serves to 

155,000 students each school day. The district earns points for the healthful vegetable 

side dishes are fresh fruit it serves each day. Nondairy beverages are also available at no 

extra cost.  

 

The district loses points for serving vegetarian options only once or twice per week. None 

of those are cholesterol-free. The items that are on the menu leave room for 

improvement: processed meats such as ham and high-fat items including a Philly 

cheesesteak. 

 

Thirty-two schools participate in a farm-to-school program, and select schools participate 

in the USDA Fresh Fruit and Vegetable program. Some schools have gardens and 

cooking classes. 

 

Philadelphia earned an F (59) in 2002 and B- (80) in 2003.  

 

Burlington School District: D+ (69) 

State: Vermont 

2008 Score: Not a participant 

 

Burlington School District earns a D+ its first time on the School Lunch Report Card.  

Vegetarian entrées are only available one to two days a week. And although the menu 

includes several vegan side dishes, such as hummus, black bean and corn salad, and 

minestrone soup, it offers no vegan entrées. Burlington earns points for serving low-fat 

vegetable side dishes and fresh fruits five days a week. Nondairy beverages are available 

daily at no extra cost. 

 

Burlington’s cafeteria and menu do not offer education about the health benefits of a 

plant-based diet, but schools do offer innovative nutrition education programs, including 

gardens, cooking classes, and an orchard. Burlington was also chosen as a USDA model 

school in the Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food campaign.    

 

Burlington could improve its grade by offering vegan entrées and increasing frequency it 

serves vegetarian entrées. 

 

Fresno Unified School District: D+ (69) 

State: California 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

The 54,000 students who are served lunch in the Fresno Unified School District have few 

healthful options available to them. Vegetarian options are available one or two days of 
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the week, but are loaded with cheese and include cheese sticks with marinara sauce, 

grilled cheese, macaroni and cheese, and a bean and cheese burrito. 

 

Red meat, such as a steak and cheese sandwich, teriyaki beef, beef taco chalupa, and 

Italian rotini with beef, is dominant on the menu. 

 

Despite these items, there are a few bright spots in Fresno Unified School District. Low-

fat vegetable side dishes and fresh fruit are available five days a week. The district also 

participates in a farm-to-school program, fresh fruit and vegetable program, and other 

initiatives to promote healthful school meals. 

 

Fresno could improve its grade by offering vegetarian entrées more frequently and adding 

vegan entrées. This is Fresno’s first time on the School Lunch Report Card. 

 

Davis School District: D+ (67) 

State: Utah 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

Davis School District returns to the School Lunch Report card this year with a D+ after 

earning a C+ (77) in 2007. Although the district offers vegetable side dishes and fruit five 

days a week, vegetarian and vegan options are limited for its 33,000 students. 

 

In 2007, the School Lunch Report Card noted that Davis could improve its score 

substantially if it offered a nondairy beverage to all students, not just those who have a 

parent’s or doctor’s note. This has not changed.  

 

Davis could also improve its grade by serving vegetarian entrées daily and expanding its 

vegan options to include more than just a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 

 

The district also loses points for lack of innovative nutrition education programs. 

  

Houston Independent School District: D (66) 

State: Texas 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

It’s been a decade since the Houston Independent School District appeared on the School 

Lunch Report Card. Its grade has improved from the F (57) it received in 2002, but the 

district still doesn’t earn a passing grade. The more than 200,000 students who are served 

lunch in this district are hard-pressed to find something healthful to eat.  

 

The only vegetarian option available is cheese pizza. Typical fare includes beef taco 

nachos and chicken nuggets. Vegetable side dishes and nondairy beverages are available 

daily. Fresh fruit is only served twice a week.  

 

Approximately 20 percent of the produce the district purchases is locally grown, and 

there are more than 90 school gardens.  
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Houston could improve its grade by offering fresh fruit daily and by serving vegetarian 

options more than one to two days a week. Serving a vegan entrée at least one day a week 

would also add points. 

 

Milwaukee Public Schools: D (64) 

State: Wisconsin 

2008 Score: Not a participant  

 

The last time Milwaukee Public Schools appeared on the School Lunch Report Card was 

in 2007 when it earned a C- (72). Five years later, the healthfulness of the district’s 

school lunches has declined. 

 

Vegetarian entrées are only served once or twice a week, and no vegan entrées are 

available. Healthy vegetable side dishes are only served four days a week, although fresh 

fruit is available daily. Nondairy beverages are available daily at no extra cost to students. 

 

Milwaukee’s cafeterias and menus do not offer education on the benefits of a plant-based 

diet, but the school system has tried a farm-to-school program. 

 

Milwaukee could improve its grade by serving vegetarian entrées more frequently, 

serving at least one vegan entrée, offering daily vegetable side dishes, and providing 

nutrition education.  

 

Conclusion 

 

More school districts earned an A+ on PCRM’s 2012 School Lunch Report Card than in 

previous years, and no district earned an F in 2012. Overall, the average grade improved 

five percentage points, from a C+ (78.7) in 2008, to a B (84.4) in 2012. It’s clear that 

food service professionals are making an effort to provide students more healthful 

lunches. The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 is a great starting point for lowering 

the fat in school lunches and adding more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. But to 

fight the childhood obesity epidemic, schools should go beyond these steps by serving 

more low-fat vegan entrées, eliminating processed meats, and educating children on the 

benefits of a plant-based diet.   


