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Why I show up.

I show up because of the people I work with, who 
lead with integrity, grit, and purpose.

I show up so students can focus on learning instead 
of hunger.

I show up because a meal can offer dignity, 
belonging, and sometimes, it feeds a lonely child’s 
heart, as well.
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Why can’t we offer oat milk? 

Why isn’t there a protein requirement for breakfast? 

Why are green beans and green peas not in the Beans subgroup?

Join this session to uncover the real “why” behind the NSLP’s quirky rules. Forget the 
mystery meat myth - today’s school lunches focus on recognizable foods, 
transparency, and nutrient integrity, balancing calories, sugar, and budgets with skill. 
We’ll connect the dots between a child’s nutritional needs for growth and learning and 
NSLP policy. With just a few communication strategies and underlying nutrition 
concepts, you can answer these questions, too, without having to be a dietitian.

Today’s Session
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Agenda
• Commonly Asked Questions
• Meat and Meat Alternates
• Grains
• Fruits
• Vegetables 
• Milk
• Audits and Production Sheets
• Communication Strategies
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1. Listen first

2. Find common ground

3. Educate and Collaborate

4. Channel Their Energy into Action

Response Framework:
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What are some hard
questions you are asked?
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How do you explain the 
answers?



Nutrition
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1. School lunches are too processed.

• Educate with Questions
• What would your suggested meal cost elsewhere? 
• What does it take to prepare from scratch? 

• Educate with Facts
• USDA reimbursement vs. actual meal costs - labor, facilities, utilities, and service constraints 

• Provide Context
• History of the NSLP and goals of the program
• We offer [insert] healthy options. Students choose what to eat. Nutrition has been cut out of

education requirements. How are most kids eating at home? We feel stuck. It’s so hard.

• Show Your Program
Fresh produce • Salad bars • Harvest of the Month • Scratch meals
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1. School lunches are too processed.

Despite the challenges, we are working hard to do things like 
reduce sugar, encourage fruits and vegetables, and increase 
scratch cooking.

We need your support and encouragement to transform our 
common goals into reality.
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2. There are too many artificial 
ingredients, colors, and 

preservatives.
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Action Plan for Success:
• Create a banned products list timeline
• Notify purchasing and suppliers 
• Incorporate into SOPs
• Flag and review high-risk products first
• Validate products before purchasing

Communicate 

commitment

district-wide
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Free support from nonprofits:
• Eat Real: Eatreal.org
• Green Onion: ltfoundation.org/greenonion
• Chef Anne Foundation: chefannfoundation.org
Connect with mission-driven manufacturers
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3. Meals are too high in sugar.

Remember back when you were in school? We had cake, giant 
cookies, soda… That has all been eliminated.

Per regulations, we are allowed to put the equivalent of two small 
cookies on the lunch menu per week. Our menus contain…

It’s also challenging when classrooms are loaded with parties, 
candy rewards, and sugary fundraisers. (Great opportunity – we 
need their support. Suggest Wellness Committee involvement.)
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4. What about sugar at breakfast?

Background: 
HHFKA (2010) rewrote the NSLP but they had a problem…

Data delimma:
Added Sugar was added to nutrition fact labels: Jan 2021
How do we limit added sugar if we don’t have data? 
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4. What about sugar at breakfast?

Reducing sugar in flavored milk:

School: 8 gm Grocery store: 18 gm
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4. What about sugar at breakfast?

Reducing sugar in cereal:

School: 6 gm Grocery store: 18 gm

- 25% less sugar (Honey Smacks)
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4. What about sugar at breakfast?

• Juice is a small 4 oz size
• Limit sugar in yogurt to 2 grams per ounce
• What valid challenges do you face?

• Kids don’t want to eat a heavy protein breakfast when they are 
barely awake.

• We are only allowed to feed them early, before school.
• Is there an opportunity to work together for BIC or Breakfast 

after the Bell?
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4. What about sugar at breakfast?

We are working limiting added sugar to less than 10% of 
calories across the week for our menus. 

• Implementation timeline: July 1, 2027
• Action plan:

• Nutrient analysis software ($$$ + time and expertise)
• Identify highest sugar entrees
• Add protein options
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Teaching students how 
to eat nutritious, 
balanced meals

Meal Components



Meat and Meat 
Alternates
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5. You aren’t serving enough protein. 

1 cup yogurt, ½ cup beans, 1 large egg = 2oz equivalent meat
8 grams                                 7 grams                              6 grams
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Weight vs measure:

• Use lettuce as an example: 1c = 1.7 oz

• Cheese: 2 oz weight = 4 oz volume

Importance: 

We value protein. 

Use the correct measurements- Don’t 
cheat the kids!

6. Why can’t we use a 2 oz scoop when 
the portion size is 2 oz shredded cheese?
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7. Why can’t you offer a vegan 
mushroom burger?

0.5 c Mushrooms
1.5 gm protein

2 oz Beef
12 gm protein

1/2 c Soybeans
9 grams protein
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We value minimally processed 
foods.

Almost anything that has two or 
more ingredients is processed.

• Raw Turkey -> added ingredients 
and cooking -> Turkey deli meat

3 oz turkey deli meat
= 2 oz cooked plain turkey +
1 oz other things

8. School lunch is mystery meat.
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FACT:
School lunches are America’s most 
transparent meals.



Grains
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9. Why does meat count 
as a grain at breakfast?
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We do have some
frustrations with the regulations
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Grains chart lists 
grains in order of 
highest concentration 
of grain to lowest.

10. Why is a 2 oz muffin not 2 oz grains?
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11. Why can't I offer K8 students 
a 1 oz cereal bowl and 0.5 cup fruit every 
day for breakfast?



Fruits
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12. Why do I have to be careful about 
offering an 8 oz fruit juice?

Fruit juice calculation: 50% rule
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13. Why don’t we have to credit fruit as ½ 
cup equivalents instead of 1 fruit?
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14. Why are some fruits credited as
more than others?
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14. Why are some fruits credited as
more than others?
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Common Errors in Crediting Fruit

Kiwi
Apricots
Small Plums
Apricots



Vegetables
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15. Why do students have to take ½ 
cup fruit or vegetable with every meal?
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16. Why are green beans not in the 
green or the bean group?
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17. Why are green peas not in the 
Beans/Peas group?
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18. Why do heated beans have a different 
yield and different weight per half cup 

beans than unheated beans?



Milk



School Nutrition Association  |  All Rights Reserved, Copyright 2026©#ANC26  |  #ThePowerofSchoolMeals  | Charlotte, North Carolina

19. Why does a choice of milk have to be 
offered at every meal?
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20. Why can't I offer oat and almond 
milk?

NLSP Milk Requirements:
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Showdown - Nutrition Facts:
Dairy Milk vs. Oatmilk
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School nutrition programs take milk very 
seriously.

Finding:
“Fluid milk was not available at lunch in at least two varieties 
throughout the serving period on all meal service lines. During 
the lunch meal service, students were only offered one type of milk, 
after the site ran out of chocolate nonfat milk on one of the 
serving lines. This finding was not systemic, as the site was 
shorthanded on the day of review. However, this was a repeat 
finding from the SNP Administrative Review conducted in May of 
20--. As a result, lunch meals will be disallowed..”



Communication 
Strategies
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1. Listen first
• Ask thoughtful questions
• Understand concerns, assumptions, and values

2. Find common ground
• Acknowledge higher idea concerns.
• Agree where you genuinely can 
• Come from their perspective:  free labor, unlimited budget…

Key Takeaways - Response Framework:
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3. Educate and Collaborate
• Explain program history, reimbursement rates, costs, and regulations
• Share your vision and current efforts
• Identify changes, even if small or not now but in the future

4. Channel Their Energy into Action
• Suggest opportunities for involvement (Wellness Committee,

volunteering, attending events)
• Encourage advocacy… turn critics into partners and champions!

Key Takeaways - Response Framework:
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Questions?

Send follow-up questions to:

Melissa Manning, RDN
Melissa@MySchoolRD.com



We want to hear 
from you!

#ANC26  |  #ThePowerofSchoolMeals  | Charlotte, North Carolina

Please add this session 
on the ANC App to 
evaluate your experience.
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