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Executive Summary

The national health emergency that shut down K–12 
schools across the country this spring meant that 
district nutrition staff had to find new ways to feed 
students during the last quarter of the 2019-2020 school 
year. For many schools it was a significant pivot that 
required creativity, innovation, and strong partners. 
School meal professionals understand that the meals 
they provide are often the most important source of 
nutrition for their students. Schools reinvented their 
meal programs and met the needs of their students and 
families during the pandemic. 

Approximately 22 million K–12 students receive free or 
reduced-cost meals through the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP). As these districts prepare for back to 
school, other districts can learn from their experiences. 
This spring, districts had to reinvent their meal programs 
to ensure NSLP students received the food they were 
entitled to while expanding service to more students’ 
families—many finding themselves food insecure for the 
first time.

Whether campuses open in the fall will depend on the 
state of the pandemic closer to the time the school year 
begins. Administrators are also aware that the situation 
could change again if the COVID infection rate rises. 

This white paper will address: 

•  How districts have pivoted in order to continue, and in 
some cases expand, their meal service to students;

•  Best practices for operating a healthy and 
sustainable school meal program this fall, regardless 
of the school environment (whether remote or in 
person); 

• The important connection between healthy meals and 
academic outcomes.

In 2020 school 
districts had to 
reinvent their meal 
programs while 
also expanding 
service to more 
students’ families.

https://schoolnutrition.org/aboutschoolmeals/schoolmealtrendsstats/
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A Dependable Healthy Meal 
Partner for Districts

K–12 schools have played a critical role as distribution 
sites for breakfasts, lunch and supper meals as the 
COVID pandemic caused schools to close, in many cases 
without a clear understanding of when they will reopen. 
The closing of all schools in March because of the 
pandemic meant that individual school meal programs 
had to pivot quickly to find new ways of serving meals 
to their students and families. Most districts made 
significant changes to their staffing, safety precautions, 
packaging, food storage, and distribution while managing 
compliance with federal waivers. 

Now, with schools remaining closed (either partially or 
completely) this fall and students falling even further 
behind due to inequitable access to distance learning 
resources, it is more important than ever that students 
be well-nourished for learning

Research that connects students’ healthy diet to 
improved cognitive outcomes is well established. There 
are also several research studies that document the 
link between healthy meals at school and higher test 
scores.1 Studies revealed that students at “schools that 
contract with healthy school meal vendors score higher 
on the California state achievement tests.”2 The per 
student costs of switching to a healthy meal provider are 
significantly lower than many other types of academic 
interventions.3 
 
As the leading healthy school meal provider, Revolution 
Foods has supported their school district and community 
partners with over two million freshly prepared meals 
per week in 18 states during the first four months of the 
pandemic. 

Here are some of those stories:

1 Contracting with healthy meal vendors increases test 
scores by .03 to .04 standard deviations relative to in-
school meal provision. This is a highly significant finding. 
Retrieved from https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/
v168y2018icp81-93.html

2 Data for the study was provided by the CA Department 
of Education for school years 2008-09 through 
2012-13. Test scores came from the CA Standardized 
Testing and Reporting (STAR) assessment given to 
students in grades 2–11 throughout the study period. 
Retrieved from https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/
v168y2018icp81-93.html

3 Nutritional quality was determined by the Healthy 
Eating Index from the USDA. Although all school meals 
must meet HEI caloric recommendations, “healthy 
vendors are more likely to provide salad bars and 
sufficient amounts of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
dairy, and seafood or plant proteins. They serve fewer 
processed meats, fast-food items, fried potatoes, 
chocolate milk, sweets, and chips or other salty snacks, 
and their meals tend to contain less refined grains, 
sodium, and ‘empty calories.’” Retrieved from https://
ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html

2 Million
weekM E A L S 

P E R

Photo courtesy of World Central Kitchen

https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/pubeco/v168y2018icp81-93.html
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San Francisco Unified School 
District (SFUSD)

Prior to COVID-19, SFUSD provided 7,900 breakfasts, 
20,300 lunches, 3,800 snacks, and 6,000 suppers daily 
for 136 schools. Working with Revolution Foods, SFUSD 
increased breakfast participation by 62% (beginning 
in 2013) and implemented after school suppers at 50 
schools with 5,000+ incremental meals per day for 
students across the district and came in under budget.
            
At the onset of school shutdowns, Revolution Foods 
worked with the district to prepare for different 
scenarios, so that meal service would continue 
uninterrupted. Revolution Foods delivered more than
125,000 freshly prepared and shelf-stable meals per 
week across 18 school sites identified by the district. 
They provided five days’ worth of meals for children in 
a one day per week service model. They also expanded 
service to community-based organizations throughout 
the city to combat food insecurity in the community as a 
whole with 10,000 child and 1,200 adult meals delivered 
weekly across 6 sites.  

Revolution Foods continues to collaborate with the 
district to design culturally relevant menu options, such 
as chicken taco trios and Korean BBQ beef bowls. The 
company also incorporates student input through take-
home surveys and is including fresh bulk vegetables such 
as cucumbers and carrots along with take-home meals 
for families to enjoy. “We recognize that our meals are 
the sole source of food security for many of our families,” 
said Orla O’Keeffe, Chief of Policy and Operations for 
SFUSD. 4

4 Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org/opinion-three-lessons-from-san-
francisco-about-keeping-students-fed-when-schools-are-closed

125k+

11k+

18

6

M E A L S  P E R  W E E K

M E A L S  P E R  W E E K

S C H O O L  S U P P O R T

CO M M U N I T Y  S U P P O R T

S I T E S

S I T E S

C A S E  S T U D Y:

https://hechingerreport.org/opinion-three-lessons-from-san-francisco-about-keeping-students-fed-when-schools-are-closed/
https://hechingerreport.org/opinion-three-lessons-from-san-francisco-about-keeping-students-fed-when-schools-are-closed/
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Caddo Parish Public Schools

This district in Shreveport, LA began providing 
emergency meals in March 2020 from the district’s on-
site kitchens before determining that partnering with 
a healthy school food provider would enhance their 
emergency feeding operation. In April, the district began 
collaborating with Revolution Foods to produce and 
deliver freshly prepared meals during school closures. 
They now serve more than 40,000 students across 64 
school sites. 70.9 percent of the student population 
qualifies as economically disadvantaged.

Pre-COVID, the district ran a self-operating family-
style meal program, producing bulk meals in their 
own kitchens. After one month of pandemic-related 
shutdowns, the district found it necessary to develop 
a partnership with Revolution Foods due to supply and 
labor shortages.

They are currently serving 13,500 unitized lunches across 
18 school sites. They hope to extend school-year service 
for all school sites this fall to provide unitized breakfast 
and lunch for dining in the classroom or distance learning. 
They are preparing to transition back to family-style 
meal service when COVID restrictions are lifted.

40,000

64

70.9%
A R E  E CO N O M I C A L LY 
D I S A D VA N TA G E D

S T U D E N T S  S E R V E D

A S  O F  J U LY  2020

S C H O O L 
S I T E S

C A S E  S T U D Y:
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Public, private, and charter schools are all eligible to 
participate in the National School Lunch Program. 
Rocketship Public Schools is a national network of public 
charter schools. COO Carolyn Davies Lynch had this to 
say about working with Revolution Foods:

"A majority of the students Rocketship serves are 
socioeconomically disadvantaged, and many live in 
the areas hit hardest by COVID. By partnering with 
Revolution Foods to provide meals to our students 
and broader communities throughout the summer, 
we are continuing our longstanding commitment to 
serve all students holistically. After all, great 
nutrition supports great learning, which is 
more critical now than ever."

- Carolyn Davies Lynch
   COO of Rocketship Public Schools

https://www.rocketshipschools.org/
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Best Practice Recommendations 
for Fall 2020
 
Districts, schools, and community-based organizations 
throughout the United States have worked tirelessly 
throughout the spring and summer months to 
continue to provide children and families the meals 
they need and rely on. In the midst of a pandemic, 
superintendents, school nutrition directors and staff, 
school transportation personnel, and individual teachers 
have come together to prepare, package, and deliver 
school meals. They have created new systems overnight. 
But these professionals deserve better. They deserve 
a systematic, safe way of operating during these 
otherwise uncertain times. And the children they serve 
deserve to receive a meal that lets them know they are 
still cared for and respected.  

Below are a series of best practices for district and 
school leaders and community partners to move from 
makeshift school meal operations to a system that 
treats students and staff with dignity and puts safety at 
the forefront. 

The following recommendations are based on lessons 
learned in districts as they responded to COVID-19. As 
pandemic conditions evolve, school districts may need 
to adjust to or toggle back and forth from traditional 
school-based meal distribution to grab-and-go meal 
distribution.

+

D I S TA N C E 
L E A R N I N G

H Y B R I D 
M O D E L

•  M E A L S  T O  G O 

•  C O N G R E G AT E

•  T R A D I T I O N A L  C O N G R E G AT E 

•  " S P E E D "  C O N G R E G AT E

•  M E A L S  T O  G O

O N -S I T E 
L E A R N I N G
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Food
 
FOR ALL SCHOOLS:

•  Provide students with meals that nourish their bodies 
and minds. The food you receive says a lot about 
what someone thinks about you—show your students 
that they are cared for and respected by giving them 
healthy, delicious meals with variety. Districts have 
shown that they can continue to provide healthy 
meals even when students are learning from home. It’s 
important for districts to work with a partner who has 
already proven itself able to successfully deliver kid-
friendly, tasty food during a pandemic.

•  Keep meal plans flexible to accommodate a variety of 
school reopening and meal distribution scenarios.  

•  Individual (unitized) meals: individually-sealed 
packaged meals that have compliant portions 
for distance learning, dining in classroom, or 
dining in cafeteria.

•  Multi-day meal boxes: up to one week’s worth 
of reimbursable, freshly prepared, individually-
sealed meals with multilingual at-home heating 
guides to support distance learning.

• Family-style (bulk) meals: for cafeteria dining. 
In this model, entrees are designed to be plated 
to order with compliant sides and optional 
unitized additions to create familiar, home-style 
experiences for students. This food distribution 
model is not recommended until COVID-19 
restrictions are lifted.

•  Have shelf stable or frozen back-up meals on hand to 
distribute in case of last-minute demand changes.

M U LT I - D AY  B O X E S

I N D I V I D U A L  ( U N I T I Z E D)

FA M I LY  S T Y L E  ( B U L K )
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FOR REMOTE LEARNING:

•  Develop distribution plan factoring in staffing needs, 
perishability of meals, and location of pick-up sites.  

•  Have a counting and claiming procedure in place 
at the point of sale (POS) to ensure accurate meal 
claiming.  Work with designated school administrators  
to decide the best way to communicate meal pickup 
procedures to families.

 
FOR IN-PERSON:

•  Include additional time for meal distribution if 
students are picking up their meals in the cafeteria 
and taking them to their classrooms. Also add the time 
required to clean between classes as necessary. 

•  Implement counting and claiming procedures, such as 
a mobile POS system or class rosters, for alternative 
service locations like classrooms or outside areas.   
Additional training for both staff and students may 
be required for delivery, equipment cleaning, and 
managing waste.

 
FOR HYBRID: 

•  Determine meal pickup procedures for the days 
students are off campus. Choose between sending 
students home with meals for the next day at the end 
of a campus day or have parents pick them up.

•  Ensure accurate counting and claiming procedures.
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Operations

FOR ALL SCHOOLS

•  Review and follow protocols established by your 
State Education Agency, Local Education Agency, 
and the Center for Disease Control for the most 
up-to-date health and safety guidelines. All school 
nutrition personnel and those now tasked with helping 
implement your new school meal program (e.g., bus 
drivers who are delivering meals, etc.) should be 
adhering to these guidelines and informed of any 
updates. To date, all school nutrition personnel should 
adopt the following (but not limited to):

• Follow social distancing measures in all meal 
preparation areas including production rooms, 
break rooms, and loading dock.

• Frequently wash hands or use hand sanitizer 
when full hand washing is not possible.

• Use protective gear, including a new set of 
gloves between every delivery or server task.

• Limit non-essential visitors and screen all 
employees for symptoms of COVID-19 before 
they enter meal preparation areas. 

• Complete daily reports on site sanitization 
and employee health for review by principal or 
school nutrition director. 

•  Develop a communication plan for school staff and 
families on how meal service will be provided when 
school starts. Be sure to specifically note any changes 
that have been made to the emergency and summer 
meal distribution plans that have been operating for 
the past several months. 

•  Train employees on new procedures to ensure they 
understand the health and safety guidelines and 
new meal distribution procedures in a COVID setting. 
Regular training sessions will ensure staff is current on 
serving requirements. 
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•  Identify partners who can help districts employ a 
model flexible enough to respond to varying conditions 
and communities. 

•  Make sure you have the personal protective equipment 
and tools necessary to distribute meals in your given 
environment, whether in-person or remote (fully or 
partially).

 
FOR IN-PERSON

•  Ensure classroom meal drop-off and pick-up 
processes allow for social distancing, among meal 
staff, teachers and students. 

•  Determine how to schedule meals throughout the day 
to ensure staff and students aren’t crowding the halls.  

FOR REMOTE

•  Consider the meal packaging options listed above, but 
also transportation and delivery.

•  Ensure that all staff have personal protection 
equipment when delivering meals. 

 
FOR HYBRID

•  Plan for sending meals home with students 
(potentially several days worth) through a backpack 
program or implement a grab-and-go pick-up site.

Photo courtesy of World Central Kitchen
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Funding and Compliance

FOR ALL SCHOOLS

•  Apply for nationwide USDA waivers before the school 
year starts to be prepared for any serving scenario. 

•  According to USDA guidance, meals must be offered to 
distance learners. This means that schools must ensure 
that meals are counted and claimed as reimbursable 
based on the latest USDA requirements. “As the 
country re-opens and schools prepare for the fall, a 
one-size-fits-all approach to meal service simply won’t 
cut it,” said Sonny Perdue, US Secretary of Agriculture. 
The USDA has extended the waivers they put in place 
during the spring. These waivers have been critical to 
operate grab-and-go food sites and to allow parents 
and caregivers to pick up meals for their students. 

•  Consider applying for grants from nonprofit 
organizations, corporations, and others who support 
and work to build healthy kids that allow schools to 
fund their new school meals program, and to even 
expand to provide weekend meals to students and/
or adult meals in addition to student meals. For many 
families, school meals are the primary source of food. 
These grants can be from nonprofit organizations such 
as Share Our Strength, World Central Kitchen or Action 
for Healthy Kids, philanthropic organizations, or even 
community-based organizations. Check with your local 
organizations for grant or partnership opportunities. 

FOR REMOTE

•  To be compliant, each meal needs to be recorded to a 
student based on eligibility.

•  Establish POS system for parent pick-up.

FOR IN-PERSON

•  Be mindful of how your numbers might change, as 
students’ families may have opted not to return to 
school this year.

USDA waivers will now be in 
effect until June 30, 2021. 
They will:

1. Allow for non-congregate 
feeding, which means schools 
can serve meals outside of the 
normally-required group settings 
to support social distancing and 
consuming school meals at home.

2. Waive the requirement that 
children must be present when 
parents pick up grab-and-go 
meals for them.

3. Waive requirements related 
to standard serving times, 
allowing more flexibility for mass 
distribution.

4. Waive the high school 
requirement of “offer versus 
serve” to allow complete meals  
to be served.

https://www.shareourstrength.org/
http://worldcentralkitchen.org/
https://www.actionforhealthykids.org/
https://www.actionforhealthykids.org/
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Conclusion
 
Districts, schools, and community-based organizations 
have already overcome so many significant, new 
challenges as they have worked throughout the COVID 
pandemic. The challenges are on-going, and we need to 
be as prepared as possible to operate while keeping the 
health and safety of staff, students, and families our 
priority.

Thankfully, you don’t need to tackle these challenges 
alone. Adding a partner to your existing team is one way 
to keep your staff healthy and safe, and your students 
nourished and reaching their full potential.

About Revolution Foods 

Revolution Foods designs, produces and delivers two million freshly prepared, healthy meals every week 
to 2,500 schools and community sites across the United States. Children are healthier, they’re learning 
more, and they’re enjoying more healthy meals in school. Menus include breakfasts like strawberry and 
chia yogurt parfaits and whole-grain buttermilk pancakes, and lunches of Southwest veggie wraps and 
Mongolian beef with not-so-fried rice. The meals are always kid-inspired, chef-crafted and student-
approved. 
 
A new product innovation has allowed Revolution Foods to unitize their NSLP meals and can be provided 
for individual students or part of multi-day take-home boxes with multiple hot and cold meal options. A 
complete unitized meal contains a grain, protein, and vegetable, plus milk, fruit and condiments on the side.
 
The company partners with districts and school leaders to design the right meal platform to fit individual 
budgets and assist them in utilizing grants to purchase much-needed kitchen equipment. The company’s 
goal is to support students’ immediate meal requirements and also build lifelong healthy eaters.

R E V O L U T I O N F O O D S . C O M         I N F O @ R E V O L U T I O N F O O D S . C O M        @ R E V O L U T I O N F O O D S

https://www.revolutionfoods.com/
https://www.facebook.com/RevolutionFoods/
https://twitter.com/RevolutionFoods
https://www.instagram.com/revolutionfoods/
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