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On September 6, 2017, the New York City Department of Education (DOE) announced of the 

“Free School Lunch for All” (Universal) initiative. This historic change eliminates decades-long 

policy that has separated children by income in school cafeterias.  

Our analysis shows the positive impact of this initiative on school lunch participation in the first 

year of a universal program (see chart on page 6): 

 On average, 26,000 more NYC’s public school students are eating lunch every day, an 

overall increase of 4.4% 

 Among high school students, there was a 15.2% increase in school lunch participation 

 Additionally, high schools with the new Food Court Style (“enhanced”) cafeteria saw an 

even greater increase of 31.1% 

While universal free school lunch provides the foundation for fighting hunger and supporting 

healthy body and minds, this policy change alone is not enough to entirely eliminate the 

negative image that has plagued school lunch for decades.  

The 2018-19 Lunch 4 Learning Agenda includes three high impact recommendations that will 

boost participation and help NYC’s school lunch program move towards its full potential: 1) a 

strong communications plan; 2) a major expansion of Food Court Style cafeterias; and 3) halal 

and kosher food available in NYC public school cafeterias.
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Summary of Lunch 4 Learning Campaign Top Priorities 

Additional details on these priorities can be found on pages 3-6 

 

1. Ensure strong implementation of Free School Lunch for All with a 

comprehensive marketing/promotion plan  

Universal school lunch reverses decades of damaging policy that separated children by 

income in the cafeteria. To be fully effective, the policy should be accompanied by a 

comprehensive, creative, and sustained social marketing campaign aimed at all members of 

school communities, with special focus on students and parents.  

Funds must be dedicated to promote Free School Lunch for All and other school lunch 

initiatives. The $3.1 million that was baselined in the June 2017 city budget for marketing 

universal and other school lunch initiatives must be dedicated to that purpose.  

 

2. Expand the Food Court Style (“enhanced”) cafeteria design to half of all high 

schools and middle schools by allocating funds in the upcoming 5-Year 

Capital Plan 

In the first year of universal school lunch, high schools with enhanced cafeterias saw a 

31.1% increase in participation, compared with a 15.2% increase in all high schools. The 

redesigned cafeterias change student perceptions of the school food environment as well as 

the food served, significantly impacting student participation.  

We recommend appropriating $175 million in the 5-Year Capital Plan to expand the Food 

Court Style cafeteria to half of all high schools and middle schools, approximately $500,000 

per school. The redesign can be the next big transformative initiative for school food in NYC. 

 

3. Make halal and kosher school meals accessible to public school students 

Lunch 4 Learning Campaign partners have heard from students and parents from all over 

the city about the need for halal and/or kosher school food options. Parents are eager to 

have their children participate in school meals as families would save an average of $900 

per year per student if they do not have to provide lunch from home every day. 

Making halal and kosher options accessible to NYC students would make DOE policy 

consistent with other NYC government food serving agencies. 
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1. Ensure strong implementation of Free School Lunch for All 

with a comprehensive marketing/promotion plan  

The Lunch 4 Learning Campaign proposes that DOE implement a sustained multi-level and 

multi-modal communications plan for Free School Lunch for All and other school lunch 

initiatives.  

To truly transform the public image of school food, the citywide plan should include print and 

digital social marketing, a school-based publicity campaign, and engage parents and students. 

The plan should:  

o Designate the $3.1 million that was baselined in the 2017 NYC budget to market 

and promote school lunch initiatives. 

o Include students and parents in the development of messages. 

 

Citywide, print and digital social marketing campaign 

Develop an advertising/media/outreach campaign to reach students, parents, and communities 

about policy change and promote positive imagery. Engage parents and students through focus 

groups to develop creative and effective messaging. Approaches include: 

 

Print   Subway/bus ads and ads in community newspapers 

Messages should appeal to both students and parents and be conveyed in 

multiple languages. 

 

Digital   Geo-targeted banner ads on social media and student surveys 

Brief surveys, or micro-polling, can be used to gather information student 

perceptions and preferences around school lunch. 

 

Radio  Targeted radio ads 

 

Comprehensive citywide school-based publicity campaign  

The Chancellor should require all schools to carry out a comprehensive and sustained school-

based publicity campaign that reaches all students and parents.    

 

Parent-focused 

Print  Quarterly backpack notices; post flyers to parent coordinator portal 

 

Digital  Quarterly robocalls, text messages, and emails 

 

Meetings Parent-teacher conferences; PTA/PA meetings; CEC meetings; CPAC meetings; 

ECC meetings; district and school Leadership Team meetings; wellness 

committees; open school nights 
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 Student-focused 

Print Banners/flyers throughout the school with student-tested friendly messages; 

display menus throughout school 

Engagement Hold citywide multi-media student contests, such as poster/banner and social 

media; engage students in morning announcements about daily school menus 

 School administration and staff 

Engagement Reinforce promotion of school lunch at monthly superintendent meetings with 

principals; create peer learning opportunities for principals 

 

Resources Provide resources for educators to use in class that encourage students to 

participate in school food programs 

 

 Parent and student engagement plan 

In addition to engaging parents and students around the school-based publicity campaign, DOE 

should convene focus groups of students and parents to:  

o Assess the success of the social marketing campaign  

o Discuss menu likes and dislikes  

o Discuss the need for improvements in cafeteria environment 

 

Lunch for Learning also recommends that DOE create School Food/Nutrition Committees in 

schools to engage parents, students, and other stakeholders.  

  



5 
 

2. Expand the Food Court Style (“enhanced”) cafeteria design 

to half of all middle and high schools by allocating funds in 

the upcoming 5-Year Capital Plan 

Background: In 2017, the NYC Office of SchoolFood introduced an innovative cafeteria 

redesign featuring deli-style serving lines and student-friendly seating areas (photos below). 

There are 34 middle school and high school cafeterias, serving 75 individual schools, slated to 

receive the redesign between February 2017 and December 2018.  

The new serving line includes more menu options daily, and the presentation dramatically 

increases the appeal of the food. The lunchrooms are more comfortable and inviting, with 

diner-style booths and round tables replacing the institutional rectangular tables with benches. 

Additionally, the Food Court-style serving lines have significantly reduced the time that 

students stand on line, allowing for more time to eat, socialize and decompress. 
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Impact: In the first year of universal free school lunch, high schools that also had the cafeteria 

redesign witnessed a dramatic, participation-rate increase of 31.1%, compared with a 15.2% 

increase for all high schools (see chart).  

 

 

 

Lunch 4 Learning proposes a master plan to expand enhanced cafeterias to half of all middle 

and high school cafeterias, approximately 350 schools, over the next five years.  

This can be achieved with an allocation of $175 million in the 5-Year Capital Plan. Since the 

enhancement is not a major renovation, a cafeteria can be transformed in a weekend, and the 

onetime cost is approximately $500,000 per school. 

We recommended the following considerations for the phase-in of schools: 

 Equitable distribution across School Districts 

 First, prioritize high schools in high need communities with low participation 

 Second, prioritize middle schools in high need communities with low participation 

            

4.4%

15.2%

31.1%

Al l  NYC Schoo l s A l l  H igh  Schoo l s H igh  Schoo l s  w i t h  
Enhanced  Ca fe te r i a

Change in School  Lunch Part icipat ion
Free School  Lunch For  Al l  (Universal)  

and
Enhanced Cafeter ia

All NYC Schools All High Schools High Schools with Enhanced Cafeteria
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3. Make halal and kosher school meals accessible to public 

school students 

Background: NYC public school students with dietary restrictions based on religious observance 

cannot fully participate in the school lunch program. Parents and students throughout NYC have 

raised this as a major concern. For many students and families, the inability to access school 

meals has a negative impact on student well-being and family budgets. 

Lunch 4 Learning believes that providing halal and kosher meals for students in NYC public 

schools is an essential service.  

Impact:  There are tens of thousands of students in NYC public schools that observe halal or 

kosher dietary restrictions. New York City should make sure all students have full access to the 

benefits of school food programs. 
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