Health Affairs
Scholar e

EMERGING & GLOBAL HEALTH POLICY

Health Affairs Scholar, 2024, 2(1), 1-10
https://doi.org/10.1093/haschl/qxad092
Advance access publication: January 10, 2024

Research Article

Parent perceptions of school meals and how perceptions
differ by race and ethnicity

Monica D. Zuercher'*®, Juliana F.W. Cohen?3®, Punam Ohri-Vachaspati*, Christina A. Hecht'®,
Kenneth Hecht', Michele Polacsek®®, Deborah A. Olarte?®, Margaret Read®, Anisha I. Patel’®,
Marlene B. Schwartz®®, Leah E. Chapman®3®, Dania Orta-Aleman'®,

Lorrene D. Ritchie'®, Wendi Gosliner’

Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources, Nutrition Policy Institute, University of California, Oakland, CA 94607, United States
2Department of Public Health and Nutrition, Center for Health Inclusion, Research, and Practice (CHIRP), Merrimack College, North Andover,
MA 01845, United States

3Department of Nutrition, Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Boston, MA 02115, United States

“College of Health Solutions, Arizona State University, Phoenix, AZ 85004, United States

SCenter for Excellence in Public Health, University of New England, Portland, ME 04103, United States

®Share Our Strength, Washington, DC 20005, United States

"Stanford Pediatrics, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA 94304, United States

8Rudd Center for Food Policy and Health & Department of Human Development and Family Sciences, University of Connecticut, Hartford,
CT 06013, United States

*Corresponding author: Nutrition Policy Institute, University of California, Oakland, CA 94607, United States. Email: mdrobles@ucanr.edu

Abstract

Parental perceptions of school meals can affect student participation and overall support for school meal policies. Little is known about parental
school meal perceptions under universal free school meals (UFSM) policies. We assessed California parents’ perceptions of school meals
during the COVID-19 emergency response with federally funded UFSM and whether perceptions differed by race/ethnicity. Among 1110
California parents of K-12 students, most reported school meals benefit their families, saving them money (81.6%), time (79.2%), and stress
(75.0%). Few reported that their child would be embarrassed to eat school meals (11.7%), but more parents of White students than Hispanic
students reported this. Many parents reported that their child likes to eat lunch to be with friends (64.7%); about half felt their child has
enough time to eat (54.2%). Fewer parents perceived school lunches to be of good quality (36.9%), tasty (39.6%), or healthy (44.0%).
Parents of Hispanic and Asian students had less favorable perceptions of school meal quality, taste, and healthfulness than parents of
White students. Parents report that school meals benefit their families, but policy efforts are needed to ensure schools have the resources
needed to address cultural appropriateness. Schools should address parental perceptions of meals to optimize participation, nutrition security,
and health.
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California and Maine, followed by other states including
Vermont, Nevada, Colorado, and Massachusetts, have since
enacted policies to continue to offer UFSM.°

Since the implementation of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids
Act (HHFKA) of 2010, the nutritional quality of school meals

Introduction

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School
Breakfast Program (SBP) serve meals to students in public
and charter schools that meet federal nutrition standards.'*
The NSLP provided over 4.9 billion lunches, and the SBP pro-

vided over 2.5 billion breakfasts to school-age students in the
United States during the 2019-2020 school year.'?
Historically, schools that participate in the NSLP and SBP of-
fer school meals either for free or at a reduced price (collective-
ly known as “Free or Reduced-Price Meals” [FRPM]), or by
paying the full price (which is also modestly subsidized), de-
pending on the student’s or school community’s household in-
come." To mitigate the potential harms of school closures on
students’ food security during the COVID-19 pandemic, US
Congress authorized the US Department of Agriculture
(USDA) to issue nationwide waivers that allowed all schools
to provide universal free school meals (UFSM) starting in
May 2020 until the end of school year (SY) 2021-2022.%

has improved, and recent studies have found that school
meals, on average, are the healthiest source of foods consumed
by children in the United States.”'" Although the new stand-
ards improved the overall nutritional quality of school meals,
multiple factors affect the types of foods that schools can offer.
Not all schools have a kitchen on site where they can prepare
school meals and some depend on other schools, vendors, or
centralized kitchens to provide them with fully or partially
prepared school meals.'? The majority of School Food
Authorities in California and across the United States report
inadequate facilities, kitchen equipment, staff, and funding,
which makes it difficult to operate school nutrition programs
and to offer healthier/high-quality school meals.'**
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Although most students eat school meals, many others do
not, even when they attend schools that offer UFSM or even
if they are eligible to receive free meal benefits (the average
participation rate among students with access to free school
meals was 75% for lunch and 41% for breakfast).'>!¢17
Multiple factors have been found to affect student participa-
tion in school meal programs, including parent perceptions
and beliefs about school meals.'®2° Positive parental percep-
tions are associated with higher student participation.”®*!
Additionally, parent perceptions of school meals can impact
the success of UFSM policies.*?

School meals offer an opportunity to improve food security
for students from families struggling economically, and studies
have found that students with socioeconomic disadvantages
are more likely to eat school meals, resulting in a higher likeli-
hood of school meal participation among Black and Hispanic
students in the United States.'”?%**2% Moreover, with the
growth of the multiracial population in the United States®’
and the adoption of UFSM policies, it is important for school
meals to meet students’ cultural preferences to make school
meal programs more inclusive, to increase student participa-
tion, and to improve nutrition security for all students. While
several studies have shown that immigrant parents report
that school meals do not include enough culturally appropriate
foods,**3! little is known about how parent perceptions of
school meals differ by race and ethnicity. One study that exam-
ined the relationship between race and ethnicity and parent
perceptions of school meals found that parents of Black chil-
dren were significantly more likely to positively assess the
healthfulness of the school food environment compared with
parents of White children.*” More research is necessary to ex-
plore this topic among other populations. Furthermore, there
are disparities by race and ethnicity in diet and health out-
comes in the United States,”’ so understanding families’ per-
ceptions of and experiences with school meals and how they
differ by race and ethnicity can help focus efforts to equitably
improve school meal participation and nutrition security.

To address the information gap related to whether parental
perceptions of school meals under UFSM policies differ by pa-
rents’ racial or ethnic background, this study aimed to assess
California parents’ perceptions of school meals and to exam-
ine whether these perceptions differed by race and ethnicity.
The data were collected during the SY 2021-2022 when fed-
eral waivers made school meals available free of charge to
all students.

Data and methods

Study design and participants

This cross-sectional study included California parents and
guardians (hereafter referred to as “parents”) having 1 or
more children in grades kindergarten through 12 (K-12)
who attend a public or charter elementary, middle, or high
school in California. Sampling quotas were designed to reflect
the characteristics of California school students with regard to
race and ethnicity, region, and FRPM eligibility, aiming for a
total sample size of 1000 with 55% parents of Hispanic stu-
dents, 22% parents of White/Caucasian students, 12% pa-
rents of Asian/Asian-American students, 5% parents of
Black/African-American students, and 6% parents of students
of other races,** and 40% parents of students eligible for free
meals, 20% eligible for reduced-price meals, and 40% not eli-
gible for FRPM.?®
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The Institutional Review Board of the University of
California, Davis (protocol code IRB-FY21-22-19, approved
January 14, 2022), approved the study protocol. Written in-
formed consent was obtained online from all parents by asking
them to agree to participate prior to answering any survey
questions.

Recruitment

In May 2022, an independent research firm sent an invitation
to parents participating in their research panel (7 =152 000)
via email, text (SMS), and multimedia (MMS) messages>® ask-
ing them to complete an online survey about school meals dur-
ing the SY 2021-2022. The invitation was not connected with
any specific schools. The survey link remained open until the
survey quotas, described above, were reached, which took 3
weeks. Parents who clicked on the survey link but did not
meet the eligibility criteria or who fit a closed quota category
(n=2012) were thanked and the survey was not completed.
The final sample included 1100 participants.

Survey instrument

The survey, which utilized validated items when possible,
was developed by the research team; reviewed and revised by
external experts in research, policy, and community-based
programs; and then pilot-tested by a set of parents of K-12
students from diverse races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic
backgrounds. The final survey included 10 screener questions
to determine eligibility and gather demographic information
(eg, state, county, ethnicity, race, type of school, household
size, and household income), asked for consent to participate
in the survey, and then included 34 questions assessing differ-
ent aspects of the school meal programs (see Appendix A).

The survey was designed to be self-administered (either in
English or in Spanish), programmed in Qualtrics (Qualtrics,
Provo, UT), and could be accessed online using a phone, com-
puter, or tablet (Qualtrics Version March 2022; Provo, UT). It
took participants approximately 20 minutes to complete the
survey. Parents with more than 1 child in grades K-12 were
asked to focus their responses on their child with the most re-
cent birthday. Parents received a $20 thank-you gift card for
completing the survey.

37-39

Measures
Parent perceptions

We assessed parents’ perceptions of, and experiences with,
school meals generally, as well as perceptions specific to school
lunch. Questions regarding general perceptions of school
meals included whether parents agreed that school meals can
save their family money, save their family time, reduce stress,
benefit students academically, whether meals are only for chil-
dren whose families have low incomes, and whether their child
would be embarrassed to eat school meals. These items uti-
lized 5-point Likert scale response options: “strongly dis-
agree,” “disagree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “agree,”
“strongly agree,” and “don’t know.”

» o«

Race and ethnicity

Parents were asked to report the race and ethnicity of their
child by answering the question “What is your child’s race?
(mark all that apply)” with response options “Alaska Native/
American Indian,” “Asian/Asian American,” “Black/African
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American,” “Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander,”
“White/Caucasian,” and “Other (please specify)” and
“What is your child’s ethnicity?” with response options
“Hispanic/Latino” and “Not Hispanic/Latino.” Race and eth-
nicity were combined into 5 categories for analysis: (1) White
(non-Hispanic), (2) Hispanic (including White and all other
races), (3) Black (non-Hispanic), (4) Asian (non-Hispanic),
and (5) other race/multiracial (due to small sample sizes, this
category included Alaska Native/American Indian, Native
Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, other race, and more than 1
race category).

Covariates

Covariates in the analyses included school level (elementary,
middle, high), urbanicity (urban, non-urban), FRPM eligibil-
ity (free, reduced-price, noneligible), total number of children
under 18 years living with the parent (count), and typical
weekly frequency of lunch consumption in the current SY
(count). The urbanicity classification used the reported zip
code and was based on the 2010 USDA rural-urban commut-
ing area (RUCA) codes that classify US Census tracts or zip
code areas using measures of population density, urbaniza-
tion, and daily commuting.***' Urbanicity was dichotomized
into urban (RUCA primary code = 1) and non-urban (RUCA
primary codes = 2-10). The FRPM eligibility for school meals
was based on self-reported household size and income; each
family was classified as eligible for free meals (family income
<130% of the federal poverty line [FPL]), eligible for reduced-
price meals (family income 130%-184% of FPL), and noneli-
gible (family income >185% of FPL).** Covariates were chos-
en based on prior literature demonstrating their relation to
school meal operations, student participation, and/or percep-
tions of school meals.'”*%*3

Statistical analysis

Means and standard deviations of descriptive statistics were
used to describe continuous and count variables. Frequencies
and percentages were used to describe categorical variables.
Logistic regression models were used to compare parent per-
ceptions by race and ethnicity, adjusting for school level, ur-
banicity, FRPM eligibility, the total number of children
under 18 years living with the parent, and frequency of lunch
consumption. Adjusted percentages and P values were re-
ported. The frequency of school lunch participation by race
and ethnicity was adjusted for school level, urbanicity,
FRPM eligibility, and the total number of children under 18
years using linear regression models. Adjusted means and
standard errors were reported. A Bonferroni correction was
used to account for multiple pairwise comparisons between
different race and ethnicity categories (Bonferroni a=.01).
All statistical analyses were conducted in Stata (Stata
Statistical Software: Release 17. 2021; StataCorp LLC,
College Station, TX).

Results

Most respondents identified as the mother of the student
(85.9%), used English as their preferred language (80.5%),
had students in elementary schools (58.6%), and identified
their child as Hispanic (51.7%), and almost half reported their
child being eligible for free meals (43.6%) (Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of survey respondents and their children (n=1110).

n %
Survey respondent characteristics
Relationship with student
Mother 954 85.9
Father 112 10.1
Other?® 44 4.0
Preferred language
English 893 80.5
Spanish 217 19.5
Household size
2-3 people 311 28.0
4 people 373 33.6
5 or more people 426 38.4
Urbanicity
Urban 940 89.5
Non-urban 110 10.5
Characteristics of the student being described in the survey
School level
Elementary school 651 58.6
Middle school/junior high 203 18.3
High school 256 23.1
Type of school
Charter school 73 6.6
Public school 1037 93.4
Lunch participation
0 days/week 130 11.7
1-4 days/week 468 422
5 days/week 512 46.1
Student race and ethnicity
Hispanic 574 51.7
White 227 20.5
Asian 94 8.5
Black 93 8.4
Other race/multiracial 122 11.0
Student gender
Girl 453  40.8
Boy 449 40.5
Other” 208 18.7
Free and reduced-price meal eligibility
Free 484 43.6
Reduced-price 179 1e6.1
Noneligible 447  40.3

2Other caregivers included grandparent, aunt/uncle, and legal guardian.
Other genders included nonbinary, transgender, more than 1 category, and
preferred not to answer.

Frequency of school lunch consumption

Overall, parents reported that their child ate school lunch
(served by the school and not brought from home) an average
of 3.4 + 1.8 days in a typical week in SY 2021-2022. Adjusted
models found that parents reported that Black, White, and
Hispanic students more frequently consumed school lunch
than students in the other race/multiracial group (P <.05)
(Figure 1).

Perceptions about school meal impacts on families

Most parents reported that school meals can save them money
(81.6%) and time (79.2%), and can help reduce their stress
(75.0%) (Table 2). Perceptions of these impacts did not
vary by race and ethnicity (P <.01), except that parents of
White students were more likely than parents of Hispanic stu-
dents to report that school meals can help reduce family stress

(P =.003).
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Figure 1. School lunch participation of students as reported by their parents in a study of perceptions of school meals among California parents of K-12
students, by race and ethnicity (n=1110). Frequencies of school lunch participation were adjusted by school level, urbanicity, free and reduced-price meal
eligibility, and the number of children under 18 years living with the parent using multiple linear regression models. School lunch participation of students
in the Other race/Multiracial group was statistically significantly different than that of Hispanic, White, and Black students.

Table 2. Adjusted parental perceptions of school meal programs in a study of perceptions of school meals among California parents of K-12 students, by

race and ethnicity (n=1050).

%a
All Hispanic (H) White (W) Asian (A) Black (B)  Other race/ Racial/ethnic
(n=1110), % (n=1574) (n=227) (n=94) (n=93) multiracial (O) differences®
(n=122)
Perceptions about school meals impact on families
School meals can save my family money 81.6 80.5 83.8 79.1 79.4 82.0 None
School meals can save my family time 79.2 77.0 84.3 77.8 80.5 79.7 None
since we do not have to prepare a
breakfast and/or lunch for my child
School meals can help to reduce stress for 75.0 71.1 82.0 79.0 81.9 76.3 H-W
me/my family
Perceptions of school meals in terms of the school community
Eating school meals may benefit students 57.5 59.8 58.3 47.7 61.0 531 None
academically
School meals are only for children whose 17.9 17.0 20.0 26.2 15.1 14.1 None
families have low incomes
My child is (or would be) embarrassed to 11.7 9.5 16.0 14.5 13.9 12.2 H-W

eat school meals

The sample size in adjusted models is less than 1110 due to undetermined urbanicity for some parents (n = 60).

*The percentage of parents who reported agreeing or strongly agreeing with each perception was adjusted by school level, urbanicity, free and reduced-price
meal eligibility, the total number of children under 18 years old that live with the parent, and frequency of lunch consumption using logistic regression.
PThe statistical significance for pairwise comparisons is indicated in the “Differences” column with the pair of initials of the groups that are different from each

other.

Perceptions of school meal impacts on the school
community

Most parents reported that school meals can have a positive im-
pact on students’ academic performance (57.5%) (Table 2).
Few parents perceived that school meals are only for children
whose families have low incomes (17.9%) or that their child
would be embarrassed to eat school meals (11.7%). Parents
of White students were more likely than parents of Hispanic
students to report embarrassment related to eating school
meals (P =.01), but no statistically significant differences by
race and ethnicity were found related to school meals having
a positive impact on students’ academic performance or school
meals being only for children whose families have low incomes
(P>.01).

Perceptions about school lunch

Most parents reported that their child chooses whether to eat
the school lunch based on the menu that day (71.6%), that
their child likes to eat school lunch to be with friends
(64.7%), and that their child has enough time to eat lunch
(54.2%) (Table 3). Parents of Asian students reported that

their child likes to eat school lunch to be with friends more
often than parents of Hispanic students (P =.006). No statis-
tically significant differences were found by race and ethnicity
related to children choosing whether to eat school lunch based
on the menu that day or having enough time to eat.

Less than half of parents perceived that their child can get
enough food during school lunch to be full (46.0%), that the
school lunch is healthy (44.0%), that their child thinks
the school lunches taste good (39.6%), or that the quality of
the school lunches is good (36.9%). Many of these perceptions
differed by race and ethnicity in adjusted models, including the
following: (1) parents of Hispanic students were less likely
than parents of White students to report that their child thinks
the school lunches taste good (P=.004), (2) parents of
Hispanic students and students who identify with other races
or are multiracial were less likely to report that school lunch
offers meals that are healthy than were parents of White stu-
dents (P=.001 and P =.005, respectively), and (3) parents
of Hispanic students and parents of Asian students were less
likely than parents of White students to report that the quality
of the school lunches is good (P =.0001 and P =.009, respect-
ively). No statistically significant differences by race and
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Table 3. Adjusted parental perceptions of school lunch foods in a study of perceptions of school meals among California parents of K-12 students, by race

and ethnicity (n=1050).

%a
All Hispanic (H) White (W) Asian (A) Black (B) Other race/ Racial/ethnic
(n=1110), % (n=574) (n=227) (n=94) (n=93) multiracial differences”
(0) (n=122)
Positive or neutral perceptions
My child chooses whether to eat the school 71.6 71.7 72.3 65.5 74.5 71.9 None
lunch based on the menu that day
My child likes to eat the school lunch to be 64.7 59.8 66.0 74.7 68.9 73.6 H-A, H-O
with friends
My child has enough time to eat lunch at 54.2 52.0 56.8 56.2 64.8 49.4 None
school
My child usually likes the lunches served at 47.4 43.9 53.7 56.4 46.1 46.7 None
school
My child can get enough food at the school 46.0 44.4 522 43.0 39.0 49.6 None
lunch to get full
The school lunch menu offers meals that are 44.0 40.2 53.4 40.0 51.7 37.1 H-W, O-W
healthy
My child thinks the school lunches taste good 39.6 36.1 47.4 36.4 42.9 41.2 H-W
The quality of the school lunches is good 36.9 32.3 48.1 32.3 42.0 35.8 A-W, H-W
Negative perceptions
My child gets tired of the same foods being 57.7 57.5 55.4 62.5 58.1 56.5 None
served at school lunch
My child prefers to bring food from home or 48.7 46.1 50.6 532 55.9 46.6 None
buy food off-campus instead of eating
the school lunch
I would prefer my child to bring food from 36.7 53.8 48.8 531 55.7 50.3 None
home or buy food off-campus instead of
eating the school lunch
I have concerns about the amount of sugar in 34.3 39.8 24.4 46.3 26.6 26.8 A-B, A-O, A-W,
school lunches H-B, H-O, H-W

The sample size in adjusted models is less than 1110 due to undetermined urbanicity for some parents (= 60).

*The percentage of parents who reported agreeing or strongly agreeing with each perception was adjusted by school level, urbanicity, free and reduced-price
meal eligibility, the total number of children under 18 years old that live with the parent, and frequency of lunch consumption using logistic regression.
PThe statistical significance for pairwise comparisons is indicated in the “Differences” column with the pair of initials of the groups that are different from each

other.

ethnicity were found related to children being able to get
enough food (P >.01).

More than half of parents reported that their child gets tired
of the same foods being served at lunch (57.7%), while less
than half said that their child prefers to bring food from
home (48.7%) and even fewer parents reported that they pre-
fer that their child bring food from home or buy food off-
campus (36.7%). These perceptions did not differ by race
and ethnicity.

Approximately one-third of parents expressed concerns
about the amount of sugar in school lunches (34.3%).
Parents of Asian students were more concerned about sugar
in school lunches than parents of White, Black, and students
in the other race/multiracial group. Parents of Hispanic stu-
dents were more concerned about sugar in school lunches
than parents of White and students in the other race/multi-
racial group (P < 0.01).

Discussion

This study found that parents felt that UFSM provided by fed-
eral waivers in response to the COVID-19 emergency offered
multiple benefits to their families, saving them money, time,
and stress, and that the stigma associated with school meals
was low. Parents also felt there was room for improving the
variety, taste, and healthfulness of school lunches. Some par-
ental perceptions differed by race and ethnicity. Particularly
important is that parents of Hispanic and Asian students

reported less favorable perceptions of school meal quality,
taste, and healthfulness than parents of White students.

The findings that most parents (75 %) feel that school meals
save their families money and time and reduce stress are con-
sistent with a previous study of elementary school parents,
where 79% reported that their child eating the school lunch
saved time and made it easier for them.?!' Similarly, a study
evaluating perceptions of school lunches among US immigrant
parents found that the convenience of school lunches enabled
them to have more time for other important chores at home,
and free school meals enabled them to save money for other
necessities.>® Our study finds that the perceived benefits of
school meals are similar across racial and ethnic groups,
thus highlighting the universal feeling of meal support under
a UFSM program.

Few parents in this study perceived that school meals were
only for children whose families have low incomes or that
their children would be embarrassed to eat school meals.
The level of stigma observed in the present study was lower
than the level reported in a previous study conducted in
Iowa in 2015, where 32.1% of parents said that school meals
are to help families who are struggling financially to feed their
children.** The lower rate of embarrassment or perception
that school meals are only for low-income children in our
study may be related to multiple factors, including the meals
being free for all students during the period of this study, a
higher adoption of the Community Eligibility Provision
(CEP) since 2015, a higher adoption of CEP in California
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than in Iowa, and differences in race and ethnicity character-
istics between families in the Iowa and California studies.**™*”
We did find that parents of White students in California had a
higher perceived stigma associated with school meals than pa-
rents of Hispanic students. Future studies should examine
whether levels of stigma associated with school meals are re-
lated to UFSM and whether this impacts experiences of equity
among racial and ethnic groups. As more states adopt UFSM
and a new generation of students enter kindergarten without
exposure to means-tested school meals, it will be important
to assess changes in stigma over time.

Many parents in this study reported negative perceptions of
school meal quality, taste, healthfulness, and variety. For ex-
ample, only 37% of parents reported that the school lunch
is good quality and more than half of respondents in all ra-
cial/ethnic groups stated that their child gets tired of the
same foods being served at school lunch. Importantly, this
study was conducted during pandemic-related supply chain
disruptions and school food service staffing challenges, which
likely impacted menu variety and quality.>'**® Similar to our
results, studies that evaluated parent perceptions of
grab-and-go school meals during the pandemic found that
some parents perceived the meals as unhealthy, unappealing,
and repetitive.*’! Future studies should evaluate post—
COVID-19 parental perceptions of school meals to better
understand the extent to which pandemic circumstances im-
pacted UFSM programs and to assess the impact of the state
investments on school meal quality. However, our findings
align with previous pre-pandemic studies showing that pa-
rents regard school meals as too processed and pre-packaged,
and want to see more fruits, vegetables, salads, and scratch-
cooked meals.** Additional research is needed to identify
what schools will need to meet diverse student and parent
meal preferences that will also meet school meal nutrition
guidelines. While schools are making efforts to serve healthier
school meals and to incorporate more scratch-cooked foods,
studies have shown that most schools lack the facilities, kitch-
en equipment, staff, and/or funding that are necessary.'*"* To
support the implementation of its UFSM program, the state of
California appropriated $150 million to fund school kitchen
infrastructure upgrades, equipment, and food service staff
training. Moreover, UFSM policies should prioritize provid-
ing the necessary resources for schools and districts to offer
more appealing and healthier meals that meet the cultural
needs of their students and future studies should evaluate the
impact of state and federal investments on school meal
quality.’?

Despite improvements in the nutritional quality of school
meals since the implementation of the HHFKA in 2010, other
studies have shown that parent perceptions about school
meals have not improved, and do not accurately reflect the nu-
tritional quality of the meals served.?®** In our study, 44 % of
parents thought the school lunch menu offered healthy meals.
There are many potential explanations for the gap between the
nutritional value of school meals and parent perceptions. For
example, in response to updated school meal nutrition stand-
ards, the food industry reformulated popular foods to comply
with USDA nutrition standards, such as corn dogs with whole
grains and pizza with whole-grain crust and more vegeta-
bles.>*** While reformulation changes the quantitative value
of the school meal’s nutrition, it would not be surprising
that parents do not understand the differing product formula-
tions available in schools and food retail, and therefore
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perceive these school foods as unhealthy. Efforts to improve
parent perceptions about the quality of school meals and
changes to the level of processing in the meals themselves
may be needed to maximize student participation and benefits
from school meals.

We found differing parental perceptions about the quality,
taste, and healthfulness of school meals by race and ethnicity,
with Hispanic and Asian parents having more negative percep-
tions than White parents. Multiple factors could explain these
differences, including cultural food norms that favor more
fresh whole foods, schools’ inability to offer adequate diversity
of foods that meet students’ racial and ethnic backgrounds,
dietary restrictions due to medical needs, differences in the
perceptions of immigrant parents about American foods, and
disparities in the school food environment, among
others.'33%31:35:3¢ Prior studies have reported that school
meals do not include enough culturally appropriate foods.>%3
One study assessing school breakfast perceptions among di-
verse immigrant families found that, when schools did not offer
enough culturally appropriate hot foods, students were less
likely to participate.”' The study also found that Hispanic pa-
rents, the only group to report nutrition concerns, thought that
school breakfasts lacked fresh fruits and vegetables and in-
cluded too much processed food and juice.®' Another study re-
ported meal participation barriers among US immigrant
parents, including parents’ uncertainty about ingredients
used in lunch preparation and concern that the meals contain
excessive sugar and fat.>® Additionally, dietary restrictions
based on religion, due to lactose intolerance, or preferences
for plant-based diets are more prevalent in some groups.>®®’
However, schools often lack the resources necessary to address
dietary needs adequately in meal programs, potentially leading
to dissatisfaction. The perceptions of immigrant parents to-
wards American foods also can play an important role in ex-
plaining the reported differences. Others have shown that
some Latino parents perceived the US food culture as domi-
nated by convenience and fast food, which can translate to
skepticism about the healthfulness of school meals.’® This
may be compounded by a misunderstanding among immigrant
parents about what constitutes processed food, leading to a
perception of even minimally processed foods, such as frozen
fruits and vegetables, as highly processed and therefore
unhealthy.>’

Finally, disparities in the school food environment may also
contribute to differing perceptions of parents.'**? It has been
reported that districts serving a majority of students of color in
the United States use less scratch cooking compared with
majority-White districts.'> Ongoing efforts are needed to en-
sure equitable meal quality across different school districts.
Additional research is needed to better understand the cul-
tural, dietary, and possibly socioeconomic factors driving
these differences. This includes investigating how culturally
inclusive menus impact student participation and satisfaction,
and exploring how dietary restrictions common in certain ra-
cial or ethnic groups, such as lactose intolerance or plant-
based preferences, influence perceptions and participation in
school meal programs. Resources must be made available to
ensure that school meals meet students’ cultural preferences
and parents’ expectations of healthfulness.

Approximately one-third of parents reported concerns
about the sugar content of school lunches and this concern
was reported more by parents of Hispanic and Asian students
than by parents of students from other groups. Although there
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is evidence showing that the amount of added sugars in school
meals has declined in recent years, a nationally representative
study in the United States showed that the meals at most
schools exceed the recommended limit for added sugars estab-
lished in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.®®®! In re-
sponse to concerns from parents, teachers, health
professionals, and other stakeholders, the USDA has proposed
updates to the school nutrition standards that would include
limits on the amount of added sugar in school meals beginning
in fall 2025.6%%°
While around half of the parents reported that their child
has enough time to eat lunch (54%), for parents with students
in schools with inadequate time to eat, a prior systematic re-
view suggests that this likely presents a barrier to meal partici-
pation and consumption.®®®> A previous study conducted in
California found that students in schools with longer lunch pe-
riods had higher odds of eating fruits and vegetables at lunch
than students in schools with shorter lunch periods.®®
Similarly, a study in Massachusetts found that students who
did not have sufficient time to eat were less likely to select a
fruit and consumed less of their selected entrée, milk, and vege-
table in comparison with students with enough time to eat.®’
Consistent with other studies, we found that Black students
had the highest rate of school lunch participation.'”?° School
meal perceptions among parents of Black students tended to
be similar to parents of White students and generally more fa-
vorable than parents of students of other races or ethnicities,
although this was not statistically significant, likely due to
sample size limitations. Parental reports of school lunch par-
ticipation of students identifying as Asian, Hispanic, and
multiracial or other race or ethnicity tended to be lower than
those of White and Black students, although this difference
was not statistically significant. Our data showed a trend in
which parents of students in the racial and ethnic groups ex-
pressing more favorable perceptions of school meal quality,
taste, and healthfulness also reported slightly higher participa-
tion rates than those of students in the racial and ethnic groups
with parents with less favorable perceptions. This trend is con-
sistent with findings from other studies that reported an asso-
ciation between parental perceptions and their child’s school
meal participation.'®'*?1¢” It would be important to assess
the degree to which White and Black parents perceive US
food culture norms to be healthy compared with Hispanic
and Asian parents. Work to improve school meals to provide
foods that meet the higher standards of Asian and Hispanic
parents may be beneficial to all students. At the same time, en-
suring that parents are aware of the healthfulness of meals
served also is critical, particularly given how beneficial they
feel the meals are for their family’s stress and finances.
Strengths of this study include a large sample of parents that
reflect the distribution of socioeconomic level and race and
ethnicity of the state’s student population. Additionally, the
study was conducted during a critical time when school meals
were provided free of charge to all students across the nation,
and little is known about providing meals in this context.
The study has several limitations, including the small sam-
ple sizes for some racial groups, which limited statistical
power and required the collapsing of some racial categories
into an “Other race/Multiracial” category. Another limitation
is that we do not know the source of parents’ perceptions
about school meals as we did not collect information from
schools on their meal programs. Parents’ perceptions could
stem from personal observations, feedback from their

children, or communication from schools, and may not accur-
ately reflect the actual quality of the school meals.>*> Whether
accurate or not, parent perceptions are important because they
can influence a child’s decision to participate in school meal
programs.?®?! Another limitation is that our sample only in-
cluded parents who spoke English or Spanish. This could
have resulted in the exclusion of less acculturated or foreign-
born parents who speak languages other than Spanish and
whose perceptions about school meals might be different
from those of more acculturated parents or parents born in
the United States. Another limitation is that the quantitative
nature of these analyses did not allow us to identify the cause
of the differences in parental perceptions by race and ethnicity.
Future qualitative research is needed to more deeply investi-
gate the causes of differences in parent perceptions about
school meals. The study used the Bonferroni correction, which
can be overly conservative when a high number of pairwise
tests is conducted, risking type II errors (inability to detect a
true difference).®® Additionally, selection bias may have oc-
curred because the survey link closed after meeting our re-
sponse targets, so only parents who responded to the survey
quickly could participate. Parents who agreed to participate
may have stronger opinions about school meals than those
who did not. Additionally, we recognize that school level
(elementary, middle, or high) could affect parental perceptions
and awareness about the qualities of school meals. However,
the sample size of our study restricted our ability to conduct
a stratified analysis by race ethnicity and school level. These
limitations highlight the need for future research with larger
and more diverse samples that can explore these interrelations
in greater depth. Finally, data collection during the COVID-19
pandemic may have impacted parent perceptions due to
pandemic-related changes to school menus and cafeteria
operations.

Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the positive effects of UFSM
policies, demonstrating their role in reducing family stress and
financial burden, as well as the stigma associated with school
meals. Notably, the positive effects extend across different ra-
cial and ethnic groups. However, the study identified the need
to improve the variety, cultural appropriateness, taste, and
healthfulness of school lunches. Parents of Hispanic and
Asian students had less favorable perceptions of school meal
quality, taste, and healthfulness than parents of White stu-
dents. The perceived benefits associated with school meals
and the perceptions of repetition in school menus were shared
across parents of students from all race and ethnicity groups.
Ensuring that meals meet students’ cultural preferences and
parents’ expectations of healthfulness, while challenging, is a
critical ongoing pursuit.
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