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Today, nearly 70% of a typical child’s diet is made 
up of ultra-processed foods, which are associated 
with more than 30 health conditions.1-2 Many of 
these foods come from K–12 schools, which serve 
more than 30 million children breakfast and lunch 
every school day through the School Breakfast 
Program and National School Lunch Program.3

To protect and improve children’s health — and to 
access cascading academic, environmental, and 
economic benefits — schools must serve students 
more minimally processed meals cooked from 
scratch. While most schools want to serve their 
students more scratch-made meals, their ability 
to do so is significantly limited by systemic labor, 
financial, and infrastructure barriers, as well as 
public perceptions that devalue the critical role 
school food professionals play in supporting the 
well-being of our nation’s children.4

The Chef Ann Foundation works to build and 
promote solutions for overcoming these systemic 
barriers. In addition to administering programs 
that have reached more than 16,000 schools 
enrolling more than 4.4 million children in all 
50 states since 2009, we advocate for federal 
and state policies that collectively ladder up to 
increasing scratch cooking in K-12 schools. We 
also advocate for policies that ensure all students 
have access to healthy school meals.

This roadmap outlines the Chef Ann Foundation’s 
policy priorities for increasing scratch cooking 
in schools; expanding access to healthy 
school meals; and unlocking the academic, 
environmental, economic, and social benefits 
scratch cooking offers children and communities.

What are ULTRA-PROCESSED foods? 
While there is not currently a single formal definition of ultra-processed foods, these 
foods often share the following characteristics:

• �Made using industrial techniques involving extracting substances from foods (often 
commodity crops like corn, soy, and wheat); chemically manipulating the extracted 
substances; and adding natural and artificial ingredients to improve flavor, extend 
shelf life, and enhance the appearance of the product

• �Include many added ingredients like sugar, sodium, fats, preservatives, artificial 
dyes, artificial flavors, chemical stabilizers, and/or fillers (fillers improve the texture or 
increase the volume of a food)

• �Artificially fortified with synthetically produced nutrients because naturally occurring 
vitamins and minerals are not present or are no longer intact due to processing

Overview

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp/school-breakfast-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp/school-breakfast-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/
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BENEFITS of Scratch Cooking in Schools

Scratch cooking protects children’s health
When foods are highly processed, they lose most of their nutritional value and need to be infused 
with synthetically manufactured nutrients to adhere to USDA’s dietary requirements for K-12 schools.5 
Cooking from scratch with minimally processed ingredients lets kids consume essential nutrients in 
their natural, more bioavailable form as part of a complex whole food; eat more fiber and protein; and 
consume fewer preservatives, fillers, food dyes, sodium, and added sugars.6 Further, by continuously 
exposing kids to fresh, scratch-made meals, schools can cultivate positive eating habits for life — 
improving long-term public health outcomes and decreasing health care costs associated with diet-
related conditions and disease. 

Scratch cooking improves student behavior and academic outcomes
Serving students scratch-made meals correlates with fewer tardies, absences, behavioral problems, 
and disciplinary suspensions.7-8 Research also shows that a healthy, balanced diet provides children the 
essential vitamins, minerals, fats, and proteins they need for optimal cognitive function.9 Scratch-made 
meals offer better-quality diets, which are linked to improved grades and test scores, increased work 
capacity, and longer attention spans.10-12

Scratch cooking bolsters local economies
School food in the U.S. is a $23.5 billion industry.13 Because of its sheer scale, the school food sector 
has an outsized impact on shaping the nation’s food system. When schools are equipped to serve 
scratch-made meals, they can source more whole products from local and regional farms and other food 
businesses. For every dollar spent on farm-to-school programs, an extra $0.60 – $2.16 is generated in 
regional economic activity.14 For farmers, fishers, and ranchers, selling to schools can provide a steady 
income stream, diversify their markets, and offer reliable sales and fair pay.15

Scratch cooking supports environmental sustainability
Schools can drastically reduce food and packaging waste by sourcing more whole ingredients instead of 
pre-packaged products.16 They can also procure more organic and sustainably grown or raised ingredients 
from farms that utilize best practices for protecting soil, air, and water quality. Schools can also incorporate 
more fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains into meals, which are less environmentally intensive to 
produce and provide important health benefits.17 Further, when schools cook meals from scratch, they can 
source ingredients from local and regional farms, reducing transportation emissions. 

Scratch cooking supports more student-inspired menus
Instead of limiting menu options to pre-packaged offerings, scratch cooking allows schools to cater 
menus to their student population. This can include using more traditional ingredients and recipes 
that reflect students’ collective heritages, which can further enhance social learning and contribute to 
fostering a welcoming and integrated student community.18-19

https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/nutrition-standards
https://www.thelunchbox.org/procurement/sustainable-procurement/
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Food

Policy Priorities in the Five Key Areas 
of School Food Operations
Our policy priorities are organized according to the five key areas of school food 
operations: food, facilities, finances, human resources, and marketing. Policies 
should support school food programs in all of these five key areas to achieve 
lasting solutions to improving the quality of school food.

Food Policy Priorities

Procure more local, 
regional, and 
values-aligned 
ingredients

• Increase farm-to-school and local food for schools funding
• �Establish a permanent USDA local procurement program
• �Prioritize purchasing U.S.-sourced protein and produce
• �Remove requirements for awarding contracts to the lowest bidder
• �Pass the following federal bills: Farm to School Act; Local School 

Foods Expansion Act; and Local Procurement Act

Use cleaner ingredients
• Better regulate additives in school foods
• Pass the federal Safe School Meals Act

Reduce ultra-processed 
foods

• �Develop a formal definition for ultra-processed foods
• �Pass the Scratch Cooked Meals for Students Act

Serve more 
plant-forward meals

• �Create a grant program that helps schools serve more  
plant-forward meals

• �Pass the federal Healthy Future Students and Earth Pilot Program Act

Diversify and demystify 
federal school food 
purchasing

  Accurately track and publicly disclose comprehensive food 
  supply chain data for USDA Foods and DoD Fresh

Reduce food 
and packaging waste

• �Create a USDA grant program that helps schools implement food 
waste measurement, prevention, education, and reduction projects

• Pass the School Food Recovery Act

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/3129/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2320/titles
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2320/titles
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5020
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5084/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/7748
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3276
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-fis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-foods/usda-dod-fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program
https://pingree.house.gov/legislation/summary-hr-3444-the-food-recovery-act.htm
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Procure more local, regional, 
and values-aligned ingredients

Using more locally and regionally procured 
ingredients in school food has a variety of 
benefits. First, sourcing locally allows schools to 
use more fresh fruits, vegetables, meat, dairy, and 
other minimally processed food products in their 
meals, which improves the quality of meals and 
encourages scratch cooking.20-25 When schools 
source local or regional ingredients, they can 
also reduce the amount of ultra-processed foods 
they serve,26-29 use more culturally affirming 
ingredients,30-32 and reduce the amount of food 
and packaging waste they generate.33-34 

We advocate for funding that strengthens 
local supply chains through school-producer 
partnerships, such as the Local Food for Schools 
Cooperative Agreement Program, and for 
federal legislation to increase local and regional 
procurement in schools. This includes the Farm 
to School Act, which would increase farm to 
school funding; the Local School Foods Expansion 
Act, which would direct the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) to establish a permanent local 
produce procurement program for both states and 
school food programs; and the Local Procurement 
Act, which would ensure that the USDA prioritizes 
purchasing U.S.-produced meat and poultry as 
well as locally grown fruits and vegetables, plus 
it would ensure contracts awarded by the USDA 
prioritize small and mid-sized farms by not only 
awarding contracts to the lowest bidder.

Beyond procuring ingredients from local 
or regional sources, schools can also seek 
to purchase values-aligned products and 
ingredients. Many schools would like to source 
ingredients from businesses or vendors that 
align with schools’ expressed social, economic, 
and environmental values. For example, these 
values might include supporting animal welfare, 
increasing supply chain transparency, advancing 
fair labor practices, purchasing products from 

small local businesses, supporting farmers 
who utilize organic and sustainable production 
methods, and so on. By sourcing values-aligned 
ingredients, school food programs can adhere to 
the values that are important to their students and 
their community. Schools’ efforts to procure more 
values-aligned foods could further be supported 
through federal and state investment. 

Use cleaner ingredients

Current Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
guidelines allow businesses and farms to sell 
foods and products containing additives with 
proven health risks to both adults and children.35 
While the FDA has made incremental progress 
toward removing harmful additives from the U.S. 
food supply – such as by announcing it will ban 
Red Dye 3 in January 2025 – we are advocating for 
food additives to be significantly better regulated. 

At the federal level, the Safe School Meals 
Act would place limits on heavy metals, ban 
certain pesticide residues, trigger the safety 
reassessment of food additives — including 
artificial food dyes — that have been linked 
with health harms, and ban the use of certain 
chemicals in school meal food packaging. In 
line with these federal interventions, California 
recently passed the California School Food Safety 
Act, which prohibits public schools from serving 
food that contains the synthetic food dyes Red 
40, Yellow 5, Blue 1, Blue 2 and Green 3.

Reduce ultra-processed foods

There is currently no formal definition for ultra-
processed foods. Without a formal definition, 
governments cannot create policies and 
guidelines to effectively regulate them, despite 
evidence that diets heavy in the characteristics 
typically attributed to ultra-processed foods lead 
to excess calorie consumption and weight gain 
when compared to diets that do not contain ultra-
processed foods.36 

https://www.ams.usda.gov/selling-food-to-usda/lfs
https://www.ams.usda.gov/selling-food-to-usda/lfs
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/3129/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/3129/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2320/titles
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2320/titles
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5020
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5020
https://www.fda.gov/food/hfp-constituent-updates/fda-revoke-authorization-use-red-no-3-food-and-ingested-drugs#:~:text=The%20FDA%20is%20amending%20its,a%202022%20color%20additive%20petition.
https://www.fda.gov/food/hfp-constituent-updates/fda-revoke-authorization-use-red-no-3-food-and-ingested-drugs#:~:text=The%20FDA%20is%20amending%20its,a%202022%20color%20additive%20petition.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5084/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/5084/text
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB2316
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB2316
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Because current USDA dietary guidelines are 
narrowly focused on the amount of nutrients in 
foods – without regard to whether or not foods 
contain nutrients in their naturally occurring form 
or are synthetically fortified – companies that sell 
products to schools are allowed to formulate food 
products that technically meet current nutritional 
requirements despite being ultra-processed.37-38 
Currently, there is no consensus among experts for 
what ultra-processed food guidelines should look 
like, and the level of ultra-processed foods that 
make up the U.S. food system today is unknown. 

We are advocating for the National Institutes of 
Health and the USDA to collaborate on more 
research into the effects of ultra-processed foods, 

particularly on children; collaborate on research 
that will determine the prevalence of ultra-
processed foods in school meals; and ultimately 
provide guidance on ultra-processed foods to 
school meal programs. 

To reduce the amount of ultra-processed foods 
in school meals, school food programs will need 
to transition to an operational model that enables 
them to cook more meals from scratch. This is 
a complex process that can take years. We are 
therefore advocating for the Scratch Cooked 
Meals for Students Act, which would launch a 
grant program under the USDA to help schools 
transition from primarily serving ultra-processed 
foods to serving more scratch-cooked meals.

“School districts across the country should have the opportunity to be serving fresh and 
nutritious food to students, rather than pre-assembled and processed meals. I’m proud to 
co-sponsor the bipartisan Scratch Cooked Meals for Students Act to encourage school 
districts to expand scratch cooking practices. This approach would not only improve student 
health and wellness, but also increase economic activity by procuring fresh ingredients 
from local farms around participating schools.”   – Congressman Brian Fitzpatrick

Scratch Cooked Meals for Students ACT
In 2024, Congresswoman Jahana Hayes (CT-05), Congressman Brian Fitzpatrick (PA-01), and 
Congresswoman Julia Brownley (CA-26) reintroduced the Scratch Cooked Meals for Students Act. The 
Act would establish a pilot grant program under the U.S. Department of Agriculture to help K–12 schools 
transition from serving students pre-packaged, ultra-processed foods to serving more meals cooked from 
scratch with fresh, whole, and minimally processed ingredients. 

Schools that participate in the pilot grant program would be awarded funding for: 

• �Purchasing equipment and supplies needed for commercial-scale scratch cooking
• �Providing culinary and school food operations training for school food professionals
• ��Developing menus that adhere to USDA nutritional requirements and utilize scratch-cooking techniques

This grant program is modeled after the Chef Ann Foundation’s Get Schools Cooking program, which has 
helped 27 districts in 21 states serve more scratch-cooked meals to more than 180,000 students since 2019.

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/7748
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/7748
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/7748
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/get-schools-cooking/
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Serve more plant-forward meals

Plant-forward meals include more fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, and legumes, but do 
not entirely eliminate animal proteins and other 
animal products. Plant-forward meals align with 
current U.S. dietary guidelines that recommend 
increasing fiber intake and diversifying sources 
of protein.39-40 Incorporating more plant-forward 
meals into school menu cycles offer a variety of 
preventative health benefits, including reducing 
the risk of coronary heart disease, preventing 
type 2 diabetes, and reducing cancer risk 
when compared with a diet that includes heavy 
consumption of red and processed meat.41-45 

Plant-forward diets are also more environmentally 
sustainable. These diets are associated with less 
water usage, less agricultural land requirements, 
and lower greenhouse gas emissions 
compared to animal-based diets – livestock 
farming accounts for nearly 60% of agricultural 
greenhouse gas emissions while providing 
only 18% of global calories.46-47 Shifting toward 
plant-based diets can free agricultural land for 
reforestation and biodiversity conservation. 48

Further, as more students favor plant-forward 
meals due to individual dietary preferences or 
needs, plant-forward meals can increase student 
participation in school lunch programs.49-50 We 
are advocating for increasing whole, plant-based 
proteins in school meals and for passing the 
Healthy Future Students and Earth Pilot Program 
Act, which would create a grant program that 
would help school districts provide healthy, 
plant-based meals and plant-based milk options 
for students.

Diversify and demystify federal 
school food purchasing
 
The federal government spends approximately 
$9 billion on food and beverages each year, 
with the USDA and the Department of Defense 

(DoD) accounting for 90% of those purchases.51 
This translates to immense economic power 
that could be utilized to advance social, health, 
and economic goals. Diversifying federal food 
contracts could provide schools more consistent 
access to local and organic foods and decrease 
federal purchases of ultra-processed foods, while 
bolstering regional economies and supporting 
students’ access to healthy food.52 

We are advocating for the federal government 
to more accurately track and publicly disclose 
comprehensive food supply chain data. Schools 
should be able to see where they are getting 
their food from when they participate in federal 
school food purchasing programs, like USDA 
Foods or DoD Fresh, so that they can adjust how 
they procure food to align with required wellness 
policies set by school food authorities. This could 
also be done on the state level similar to the 
partnership between the California Department 
of Education and Friends of the Earth, which 
allowed California schools to procure organic 
produce through DoD Fresh.53

Another solution to diversifying and demystifying 
federal school food purchasing is for USDA to 
create a values-aligned school meals incentive 
fund program (learn more about “values-aligned” 
meals on page 7), which would provide funds and 
technical assistance to help schools purchase 
more values-aligned products as outlined by 
the Federal Good Food Purchasing Coalition. 
Ultimately, the federal government should be 
working with schools to leverage the economic 
power of federal food purchasing to meet federal 
public health and nutrition goals.

Reduce food and packaging waste

Approximately 530,000 tons of food are wasted 
by schools each year, generating large amounts 
of methane — a greenhouse gas with more global 
warming potential than carbon dioxide — and 
wasting the natural and non-renewable resources 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3276
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3276
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-fis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-fis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-foods/usda-dod-fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program
https://foe.org/
https://www.fedgoodfoodpurchasing.org/
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that went into producing that food.54 Further, 
when schools rely on serving pre-packaged food, 
more plastic and other packaging waste ends up 
in landfills.55 

Preparing more meals from scratch enables 
schools to significantly reduce food and 
packaging waste, using cooking techniques 
like batch cooking and using whole ingredients. 
Schools can also drastically cut down on the 
waste they generate by transitioning away from 
single-use disposables in cafeterias – including 
trays, cutlery, and servingware – to reusable 
alternatives. For example, many schools across 
the country have successfully switched from 

serving milk in single-serve containers to serving 
it using bulk dispensers and reusable cups. (In 
2023, the Chef Ann Foundation launched its Bulk 
Milk program, which provides equipment and 
technical assistance grants to help schools switch 
to serving milk in bulk.)

One piece of federal legislation that seeks to 
address food waste is the School Food Recovery 
Act, which aims to reduce food waste in schools 
by creating a grant program under the USDA 
to help school districts implement food waste 
measurement, prevention, education, and 
reduction projects.

Research shows that lacking proper kitchen 
infrastructure and equipment prevents schools 
from implementing healthy eating programs.56-57 
Schools need a wide variety of production-
scale kitchen tools and equipment, as well as 
appropriate kitchen facilities, to prepare, cook, 
and serve hundreds or thousands of fresh student 
meals a day. When schools do not have access to 
appropriate infrastructure and production cooking 
equipment, they are typically forced to rely on 
serving students pre-packaged, ultra-processed, 
“heat-and-serve” foods.

While infrastructure improvements are often 
needed before kitchen upgrades in schools 
— equipment is unusable if it doesn’t fit in the 
kitchen — both are key to increasing scratch 

cooking.58 With appropriate infrastructure and 
equipment, schools can prepare and cook the 
raw ingredients they procure, and can more 
easily source ingredients from local farms.59 

We are advocating for both federal and state 
agencies to offer more kitchen infrastructure 
and equipment grants to schools. At the federal 
level, the School Food Modernization Act would 
address the lack of infrastructure needed to 
help schools transition to cooking more scratch-
made meals. The bill would also create financial 
incentives through loan guarantees and grant 
programs to help schools begin or expand scratch 
cooking, improve student health, and implement 
environmentally sustainable food practices. 

Facilities

Facility Policy Priorities

Update kitchen infrastructure 
and equipment

• ��Offer more kitchen infrastructure and equipment  
grants to schools

• Pass the School Food Modernization Act

https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/bulk-milk/
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/bulk-milk/
https://pingree.house.gov/legislation/summary-hr-3444-the-food-recovery-act.htm
https://pingree.house.gov/legislation/summary-hr-3444-the-food-recovery-act.htm
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/4483/all-info
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Provide free meals to all students

Federal and state governments can remedy child 
food insecurity and improve children’s health 
outcomes by passing universal free school 
meals – also known as Healthy School Meals 
for All – legislation, which would provide free, 
healthy meals for all students regardless of their 
households’ income level.60 

In addition to reducing food insecurity and 
improving children’s health, enacting universal 
school meals makes economic sense. Diet-
related diseases impose a significant financial 
burden on the U.S. health care system – a 2019 
study estimated that unhealthy diets account for 
approximately $50 billion annually in health care 
costs associated with heart disease, stroke, and 
diabetes.61 Additionally, chronic diseases linked 
to poor diets, such as cardiovascular diseases, 
cancer, diabetes, and obesity, are prevalent 
and costly, accounting for a substantial portion 
of health care expenditures.62 Furthermore, the 

economic impact of diet-related chronic diseases, 
including direct medical costs and indirect costs 
like lost productivity, has been estimated to be as 
high as $1 trillion annually.63 With the majority of 
U.S. children already receiving 50% of their daily 
caloric intake from school meals, many of these 
financial burdens can be mitigated by investing in 
universal healthy meals for all students. 

Universal school meals would also reduce social 
stigma by putting an end to identifying students in 
cafeterias according to their households’ income 
level. It would further refute the idea among 
students that only students from low-income 
households receive free meals, which would 
in turn increase overall student participation 
in school meals, resulting in more meal 
reimbursement revenue to support improving the 
quality of meals.64 

Healthy School Meals for All (universal free meals) 
also eases administrative burdens for schools and 
eliminates the strain of school meal debt.65 Under 

Finances

Finances Policy Priorities

Provide free meals to all 
students

  Pass state and federal universal free school meals 
  legislation (Healthy School Meals for All)

Remove a barrier to 
participating in the Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP)

  Increase the CEP multiplier from 1.6 to 2.5

Increase school meal 
reimbursement rates

• Increase school breakfast reimbursement by 28 cents 
• �Increase school lunch reimbursement by 45 cents 
• �Review and, if needed, adjust meal reimbursement  

rates annually

https://frac.org/healthy-school-meals-for-all
https://frac.org/healthy-school-meals-for-all
https://frac.org/healthy-school-meals-for-all
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these programs, every student is automatically 
enrolled in school meals, which means schools 
do not need to enact cumbersome and time-
consuming financial procedures so they can 
focus on what’s most important: feeding all 
students healthy meals. 

We are advocating for Healthy School Meals for 
All legislation to be enacted in every state – and 
ultimately nationwide to ensure equity of access 
and efficiency with funding and standards – and 
for school food programs to have the resources 
they need to ensure that these meals are healthy 
and scratch cooked. This legislation has been 
introduced in both the U.S. House and Senate, 
and we are working alongside our national 
partners on the Food Research and Action 
Center’s Healthy School Meals for All Coalition to 
advance it.

Remove a barrier to participating 
in the Community Eligibility Provision

The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP),  an 
existing federal option that allows qualifying 
schools and school districts to offer free meals 
to all students, can serve as a pathway toward 
enacting universal free school meals (Healthy 
School Meals for All). Schools participating 
in the federal CEP program saw increased 
meal participation, increased revenue from 
federal meal reimbursements, and increased 
average daily attendance among students.66-67 
Participating schools also reported reduced 
stigma toward low-income students, a greater 
ability to provide healthy scratch-cooked meals 
for students, and eliminated school meal debt.68-70 

Despite these benefits, only 85% of eligible 
school districts participate in the CEP program. 
This is largely because the program is not an 
affordable option for many schools due to 
the low “Identified Student Percentage (ISP) 
multiplier”. 71-73 lSP – the percentage of students 

participating in social safety net programs 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) – is multiplied by 1.6 to 
determine the percentage of meals reimbursed 
at the federal rate for free meals. Increasing 
the multiplier would increase the percentage of 
meals reimbursed at the free rate, making CEP 
participation financially viable for more eligible 
schools and districts.74 

In line with several proposed pieces of legislation 
in the U.S. House and Senate, we are advocating 
for increasing the CEP multiplier from 1.6 to 2.5 to 
make the program a financially viable option for 
more school food programs.

Increase school meal 
reimbursement rates

The current federal school meal reimbursement 
rate does not adequately cover food and labor 
operating costs for school meal programs, which 
can lead to issues such as the need to rely on 
more processed, pre-packaged food and more 
difficulty recruiting and retaining skilled school 
food professionals.75 The federal school lunch 
reimbursement rate is around $4.50, however, 
the cost of producing a school lunch can often 
rise above the reimbursement amount.76 The 
average cost of producing a school breakfast is 
$2.72, but the federal free breakfast subsidy is 
only $1.88.77 

In line with proposed legislation in the U.S. 
House and Senate, we are advocating for at 
least a permanent 28-cent increase in breakfast 
reimbursement and a 45-cent increase in lunch 
reimbursement, that would be adjusted annually. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3204/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/1568
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/FINALJointStatementHSMFA.pdf
https://frac.org/community-eligibility
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2567
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/3093/text
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Human Resources

Expand federally registered 
healthy school food 
apprenticeship programs

• �Expand the federally registered Healthy School Food 
Pathway apprenticeship program to all states

• Invest in school food workforce training

Fairly compensate school 
food professionals

• �Increase wages and benefits for school food professionals 
through a portion of proposed increases for federal meal 
reimbursement rates

• �Provide affordable health coverage for school food 
professionals

• �Offer stipends to school food professionals for completing 
comprehensive training programs and remaining in the 
school food workforce 

• Pass the federal SCHOOL Professionals Act

Recognize the lunchroom 
as a space for learning

• �Designate meal time as curriculum time for learning 
positive eating habits for a healthy life 

• �Recognize that school food professionals can be an 
integral part of the education system

Expand federally registered healthy 
school food apprenticeship programs

We must invest in comprehensively training new 
and existing school food professionals so this 
workforce possesses the knowledge, skills, and 
experience to transition from serving students 
primarily ultra-processed meals to serving fresher, 
healthier, scratch-cooked meals.

Government-registered apprenticeships are a 
tried-and-true approach to workforce training. 
The Chef Ann Foundation’s Healthy School 
Food Pathway is the only state and federally 
registered apprenticeship program designed by 

and for school food professionals. Consisting 
of a Pre-Apprenticeship, Apprenticeship, and 
Fellowship, Healthy School Food Pathway helps 
aspiring, beginner, and experienced school food 
professionals gain the skills they need to chart 
a successful career in K–12 scratch-cook meal 
operations through paid, on-the-job learning. 

As of this roadmap’s publication, the Healthy  
School Food Pathway program is currently active  
in California and Colorado, and is planned to launch 
in Arizona, New York, Virginia, and potentially 
other states within the next several years. We are 
advocating for federal and state funding to expand 
Healthy School Food Pathway to all states. 

Human Resources Policy Priorities

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/9152/text
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/healthy-school-food-pathway/
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/healthy-school-food-pathway/
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Fairly compensate 
school food professionals

Hiring and retaining staff is a persistent and 
significant challenge in school food.78 Nearly 
95% of school food directors cite challenges with 
labor, which in turn can cause barriers to school 
food programs having the resources to provide 
their students more freshly prepared meals.79 

To both address labor shortages and expand 
scratch cooking in schools, improving wages 
and benefits for school food professionals is 
essential.80 While school food professionals play 
a vital role in shaping the health of children and 
our nation, they earn a median hourly wage of 
$12.78, which has slightly declined since 2008-
12. Their pay is lower than other food service 
workers ($13.08) and significantly below classified 
staff ($16.98) and institutional cafeteria workers 
($16.01).81 Additionally, full-time employment 
is often not made available to school food 
professionals in many school districts.82-83 A study 
researching Wisconsin’s school food workforce 
revealed that because of their low annual wages, 
most of Wisconsin’s school food workers are 
“cost-burdened,” meaning they spend more 
than 30% of their income on rent or a mortgage 
payment. The study also shed light on how low 
pay creates a major imbalance in school food 
service staffing: with 58% of schools struggling to 
hire non-management food service employees, 
only 16% face similar challenges when hiring 
management positions, which are more likely to 
have full-time hours and comprehensive benefits. 
This level of staffing shortages and high turnover 
make it difficult to maintain meal quality.84

Because of low wages and lack of benefits, 
school food professionals are more likely to rely 
on support from social safety net programs and 
work additional jobs at a higher rate than other 
workers.85-86 Many positions lack benefits because 
they are part-time or because they require schools 
to pay full price for insurance during the summer 
months, leading to many school food professionals 

not having coverage or losing it between school 
years.87 Investing in the school food workforce 
through improved wages and benefits will create 
more opportunities for upward career mobility, 
improve school meal quality and child nutrition, 
and put more dollars into local economies.88

We are advocating for increasing compensation 
for school food professionals by increasing 
the federal school meal reimbursement rate 
and earmarking a portion of that increase for 
compensating school food professionals. At 
the federal level, the SCHOOL Professionals 
Act would fix a loophole preventing contracted 
school support staff — like school food 
professionals — from accessing affordable health 
care coverage. At the state level, the Chef Ann 
Foundation and partners like the California 
School Employees Association are advocating for 
creating a state Post-Apprenticeship Retention 
Program, which would provide applicants a 
$25,000 incentive award paid over five years 
if they remain in the school food workforce as 
well as complete comprehensive training in 
scratch cooking and school food operations 
management.

Recognize the lunch room 
as a space for learning

Learning doesn’t stop at the cafeteria doors. 
Children’s dietary habits are cultivated in school 
cafeterias, and school food professionals play a 
critical role in shaping these habits for a lifetime. 
We are advocating for revising federal education 
legislation to define school meal time as 
curriculum time, which would both recognize the 
value of teaching students healthy eating habits 
and how school food professionals contribute to 
influencing dietary health and wellbeing. 

Additionally, defining school meal time as 
curriculum time would better integrate cafeterias 
and classrooms while diversifying the role of 
school food professionals, making them an 
integral part of the education system.

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/9152/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/9152/text
https://csea.com/
https://csea.com/
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Marketing

Marketing Policy Priorities

Rebrand school 
food jobs

Execute campaigns that seek to positively shift perceptions 
about the school food workforce and demonstrate the 
inherent value of these roles in shaping the health of our 
children and nation

Rebrand school food jobs

Innovative school food professionals across the 
country are skillfully and creatively reimagining 
what school food can and should be. Yet, long-held 
misconceptions about the people who work in 
school food continue to undervalue their inherently 
important contributions.

We partnered with the state of California to change 
this. In 2023, we conducted extensive audience 
research to lay the groundwork for our Powered by 
School Food Professionals campaign, which seeks 

to uplift the school food workforce and showcase 
the myriad of ways in which they are reimagining 
school food. 

We are advocating for more states to conduct public 
education campaigns that seek to demonstrate the 
critical roles school food professionals hold, and 
how the career path can be mission-driven and 
rewarding. These efforts not only draw more people 
to the career and can help address industry labor 
shortages, they can shore up support for better 
compensation.

For more information about the Chef Ann Foundation’s 
policy and advocacy work, visit our website. 

For more information about our policy priorities, 
contact policy@chefannfoundation.org.

More 
information 

https://www.schoolfoodpros.org/
https://www.chefannfoundation.org/what-we-do/policy-advocacy/
mailto:?subject=
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