
 

 

January 29, 2018 

To: Tina Namian, Chief, School Programs Branch Policy and Program Development Division, U.S. 

Department of Agriculture  

RE: Docket ID FNS-2017-0021 

Dear Ms. Namian:  

On behalf of Children’s HealthWatch, a network of pediatricians and public health researchers, we write 

to express grave concerns regarding the proposed changes to the school nutrition standards, which 

deviate from scientific evidence on optimal childhood nutrition. We strongly support maintaining the 

current, evidence-based standards for the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs to 

ensure that all children have access to foods that support their health, well-being, and learning. There is 

an extensive body of literature on the benefits of child nutrition programs for the health, development, 

and food security of children.1,2,3 Studies show federal school meals programs are associated with 

improved dietary intake and food security for school-aged children.4,5 

Brain function is sensitive to the quality and quantity of foods consumed throughout one’s lifespan, 

including the elementary and secondary school years. The brain requires high energy consumption from 

low-calorie nutrient dense foods. Therefore, school-age children who experience undernutrition cannot 

learn as much, as fast, or as well, and consequently do more poorly in school and have lower academic 

achievement.6 So school meals provide the nutrition for optimizing brain function. 

We are particularly concerned by the precedents set to date by the so-called “flexibilities” granted 

school food authorities that encourage them to violate evidence-based recommendations regarding 

whole-grain rich requirements, sodium limits, and low-fat flavored milk.7 These exemptions are clearly 

not consistent with extant scientific evidence, and not in the best interests of children’s health. 

We urge the USDA to continue to use the most current science available to inform your next course of 

action with respect to the nutrition standards. Changing school meal standards so that they are 

inconsistent with the USDA’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans will not only harm our nation’s school 

children, but set a harmful precedent of deviating from evidence-based policies that promote health. 

Thank you for your leadership in providing a safe, sufficient and nutritious food supply for America’s 

children. We know they need strong, evidence-based nutrition standards to support health and we urge 

you to maintain the integrity of our nation’s school meals program. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 
Megan Sandel MD, MPH 
Co-Lead Principal Investigator 
Boston, MA 

 
Diana Becker Cutts, MD 
Co-Lead Principal Investigator 
Minneapolis, MN 



  
 

 
Mariana Chilton, PhD, MPH 
Director, Center for Hunger-Free Communities  
Principal Investigator, Children’s HealthWatch  
 
 

 
Deborah A. Frank, MD 
Principal Investigator and Founder, Children’s 
HealthWatch 
Boston, MA 
 

 

John Cook, PhD, MAEd 

Principal Investigator, Children’s HealthWatch 

Boston, MA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eduardo Ochoa Jr., MD 

Principal Investigator, Children’s HealthWatch 

Little Rock, AR 

 
 
 

 
Patrick H. Casey, MD 
Principal Investigator, Children’s HealthWatch 
Little Rock, AR  
 

 

Maureen Black, PhD 
Principal Investigator, Children’s HealthWatch 
Baltimore, MD 
 

 

Stephanie Ettinger de Cuba, MPH 

Executive Director, Children’s HealthWatch 

 

 



  
 

Children’s HealthWatch is a nonpartisan network of pediatricians, public health researchers, and policy 

and child health experts committed to improving children's health in America. Every day, in urban 

hospitals across the country, we collect data on children ages zero to four who are from families 

experiencing economic hardship. We analyze and release our findings to academics, legislators, and the 

public to inform public policies and practices that can give all children equal opportunities for healthy, 

successful lives.  

For questions or further information, Allison Bovell-Ammon, Deputy Director of Policy Strategy for 

Children’s HealthWatch at allison.bovell-ammon@bmc.org or 617-414-3580. 
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