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DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study was to identify factors associated with
participation by high school students in the NSLP. Six high
schools in Minnesota and six high schools in Iowa were included
in this study. In each state, three schools had low-student partici-
pation in the NSLP (31%) and three schools had high-student par-
ticipation (85%). Less than 20% of the average student enrollments
in both the low- and high-student participation schools were
approved to receive free- or reduced-priced meals. There were 812
students who responded from the low-student participation
schools and 482 students who responded from the high-student
participation schools.

STUDENT LUNCH DINING HABITS
AND PREFERENCES

Students in the schools having high participation ate the school
lunch twice as often as students in the schools having low participa-
tion (3.7 days per week versus 1.8 days per week). In low-student
participation schools, 40% of the students indicated they never eat
the school lunch. This compares with only 11% of the students in the
high-student participation schools. Convenience was the number
one reason given by students who eat school lunch in both low- and
high-student participation schools. Another common reason given
by students from both groups of schools was that they had no other
choice but to eat the school lunch (Figure 1). Competition to the
NSLP is represented by on-campus and off-campus lunch alterna-
tives. Students purchased food from on-campus vending machines,
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snack bars, or concessions more than one day per week (1.8 days
per week in low participation schools versus 1.4 days per week in
high participation schools). These foods might be in addition to
the school lunch or a substitute for lunch. Neither group of stu-
dents brought a lunch from home more than once a week, but stu-
dents in the low participation schools did so twice as often (.9
days versus .4 days per week). Students in schools with low par-
ticipation ate off-campus much more frequently than students in
the high-student participation schools (2.4 days versus .6 days per
week). When students ate off-campus, the most likely purchases
were hamburgers or pizza.

STUDENTS' OPINIONS ABOUT THE
SCHOOL LUNCH PROGRAM

Students were asked to rate their satisfaction/dissatisfaction with
the school lunch program overall and with four aspects of the pro-
gram on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being “extremely dissatisfied” and
5 being “extremely satisfied”. An additional 33 statements of char-
acteristics of the program were rated on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1
being “strongly disagree” and 5 being “strongly agree”. Students
in the two groups of schools surveyed were neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied with the school lunch program overall: There were
significant differences in 13 of the total items rated by students in
low and high participation schools (Figure 2, 3 and 4 on next page).

Students were also asked to identify one thing they would change
that would encourage them to eat the reimbursable school lunch
more frequently. Increase in variety and choice was the most fre-
quent response to this question.



FooD QUALITY AND APPEARANCE

Food is served
neatly on the
plate or tray

Temperature of
hot food is hot

Foods on the
serving line are
attractively
presented

M High Participation
B Low Participation

—

Serving lines
are clean

Temperature is
comfortable

Has a pleasant

atmosphere |
M High
Satisfaction with Participation
appearance Low
Participation
Spills and trash are
cleaned quickly ‘
T
0 1 2 3 4 5
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS
Satisfaction with i 3.0

the school lunch

program overall 28
Popular menu items 31
are offered frequently 2.9

I like most of the 3.0
foods served a lunch
My parents
encourage me to buy 3.1
the reimbursable
school lunch
M High Participation

My teachers
encourage me to buy
the reimbursable
school lunch

BLow Participation

0 1 2 3 4 5

OPPORTUNITIES FOR
IMPROVEMENT

Based on students’ perceptions of satisfaction about school
foodservice programs in both the low participation and the
high participation schools there are opportunities for
improvement. The following paragraphs focus on the
concerns and suggestions expressed by student survey
respondents.

FOOD QUALITY AND APPEARANCE

Both groups rated the appearance, presentation, and taste of
the food low. Both the appearance and taste of food are
important criteria in attracting and keeping customers.
Variety of-color of the foods may contribute to attractiveness,
and this aspect of food quality and appearance was assessed
as neutral. When students had the opportunity to suggest
changes in the lunch program, specific comments about food
quality focused on taste and freshness.

DINING ROOM ENVIRONMENT

Prompt cleaning of spills and trash in the dining room was the
statement indicating the greatest need for improvement.
Atmosphere in the dining area was assessed as neutral or low.
Based on their experiences, the students in both groups
agreed that the dining room was crowded. In both groups of
schools, an evaluation may be needed of the number of
students expected to eat at one time and the seating capacity
in the dining area.

MENU VARIETY AND CHOICES

Students in both groups of schools were dissatisfied with the
variety and choices of foods offered. One of the frequently
mentioned changes in the school lunch program suggested by
students was a request for more variety in the foods offered
and additional food choices. Students’ comments indicated
the menus were predictable and monotonous. In some
schools, only one main dish was offered, and these students
desired another option. In other schools, the same choices
were offered daily or on a set rotation during a week, leading
to monotony. New and different foods were desired by some
students, whereas others wanted specific branded foods as
choices. Vegetarian meals were not offered frequently in either
group of schools and dessert choices were not perceived to be
offered frequently in the high participation schools.

FOODSERVICE PERSONNEL

Students in both groups were positive about the friendliness
of the cafeteria staff, but differed as to whether they were
treated with respect. Students in both groups agreed that
cafeteria workers served food in a sanitary manner, but
differed in their assessment of the workers” appearance as
neat and clean.

SERVICE TIME

Students in both groups of schools thought that the lunch
lines were too long and that time available to eat once seated







