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This Week’s Topic:  The History of School Nutrition 
Key to Excellence: Administration 
 
A review of the past can help us understand the foundation upon which the school nutrition 

program was built. This helps establish a perspective to manage the present and shape the 

future. It is important to understand how policy, legislation, and social and economic events 

have impacted our program. Prior to the twentieth century most school feeding programs were 

motivated by charity with visions to feed the hungry. The following timeline highlights some of 

the major events that have influenced the development of school nutrition: 

 

• 1906:  The books Poverty, Hunter and The Bitter Cry of the Children, Spargo are 

published focusing on poverty and how there are several million undernourished 

children in the United States. 

• 1917: Malnutrition is discovered in young men registering for the draft of World War I. 

• 1920s: Emma Smedley develops standards and procedures for an ideal school lunch 

program and publishes The School Lunch: Its Organization and Management in 

Philadelphia. 

• 1930s: Mary de Garmo Bryan publishes The School Cafeteria to guide the philosophy 

and practice of school nutrition across the country. During the Great Depression and 

World War II, the school lunch program provides meals for hungry children, work for the 

unemployed, and an outlet for the surplus of agricultural commodities. 

• 1940s: President Harry Truman signs the National School Lunch Act of 1946 as a 

basis for strengthening the nation through better nutrition for schoolchildren.  

• 1960s: President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 which 

establishes the School Breakfast Program. 

• 1970s: Legislation includes provisions for stabilizing funding for programs, uniform 

guidelines for meal prices, establishment of a National Advisory Council, controlling the 

sale of competitive foods, Offer vs. Serve, Summer Feeding, and the commodity 

program.  

• 1980s: The Omnibus Reconciliation Act results in reductions in funding to school 

nutrition, but in 1989-1990 the National Food Service Management Institute (NFSMI) 

was approved and measures were made to restore and strengthen child nutrition.  

• 1990s: Healthy People 2000 contains objectives to link child nutrition programs to 

health. Obesity and other chronic diseases in children are on the rise. Governors adopt 

educational goals that link nutrition to learning readiness. Team Nutrition Initiative is 

developed. 

• The 21
st

 Century: The 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans is released. The Food 

Guide Pyramid was revised to MyPyramid: Steps to a Healthier You. Food safety 

training becomes a top priority. The No Child Left Behind program is implemented 
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because research linked breakfast to improved test scores. Healthier US School 

Challenge is initiated and the Reauthorization Act of 2004 mandated local school 

wellness policies. The Fruit and Vegetable Program is permanently established. USDA 

is given the authority to define foods that could not be sold in food service areas. 

• 2010: President Obama signs the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act requiring USDA to 

update school nutrition standards to reflect the most current dietary guidelines. The 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans is revised. MyPyramid: Steps to a Healthier You is 

revised to MyPlate.  

 

In the future as in the past, social and economic events will continue to shape school nutrition. 

It is imperative that child nutrition leaders continue to be proactive in shaping public policy. 

History shows that success is achieved through collaboration and partnership. 
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