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Benefits of Cheese in your School Nutrition Program 

Many school districts are evaluating their school foodservice programs and implementing nutrition standards as a result of the recent legislation passed by Congress requiring wellness policies to be in place by the 2006-07 school year.  In addition to this requirement, districts are also reviewing the 2005 Dietary Guidelines that have established key recommendations for consuming specific foods and nutrients.  
Several key messages from the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee were to increase daily intake of fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and non-fat or low fat milk and milk products along with choosing fats wisely and being physically active every day.  Cheese, in moderation is also included in the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet designed to reduce the risk of hypertension.

How do school foodservice operators balance a variety of nutrients and provide school menus that are tasty and appealing to students?  According to a position paper by the American Dietetic Association, “a balanced variety of nutrient-dense foods eaten in moderation lays the foundation of a health-promoting diet.”

Dairy foods such as milk, cheese and yogurt are nutrient dense foods that naturally provide calcium as well as protein and other essential minerals and vitamins that are needed for overall good health.  The high concentration of protein in a single ounce of cheese is equivalent to one ounce of protein contributing to 1 meat/meat alternate in school meal programs.  What better way to meet the calcium and protein needs of growing children than to provide cheese that offers flexibility in menu planning for breakfast, lunch and after school snacks?

School Foodservice Directors can readily include cheese in their menus while staying within fat recommendations.  Cheese comes in many flavors, shapes and forms and combined with a range in fat content, it is an easy trade-off in planning a menu when portion size and source of fat is taken into consideration.  
Land O’Lakes recognizes that child obesity is a serious problem in the United States and promotes following the recommended meal component guidelines developed by the USDA along with the School Meals Initiative for Healthy Children (SMI).  SMI requires that school meals must meet their nutrient standards over the course of a week.  Keeping this important principle in mind will allow you the flexibility of incorporating a variety of foods without restricting individual foods with any type of menu planning system you choose to use.

It is our belief that portion control of all foods is a vital component of a healthy diet and a school wellness plan.  Too much of a good thing can be just as harmful as too much of a bad thing.  Understanding appropriate portion sizes is critical.  Appropriate serving sizes are often significantly smaller than the portions that the general public is accustomed to.

In a healthful meal plan, like the one USDA has outlined with the School Meals Initiative along with the Dietary Guidelines, we believe that a variety of products can be included in a nourishing diet.  A combination of balanced diet and physical activity are critical elements in maintaining a healthy lifestyle.  
Nutritional Comparison of Snack Foods
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When it comes to nutrition, not all snack items are created equal.  Notice both the cheddar cheese and cookie contain 9 grams of fat.  However, the cheese is lower in calories, higher in calcium and contains significantly more protein than the cookie.  
Many schools focus on decreasing fat grams and thus have allowed fruit flavored candies or other low fat snacks in their vending machines or a la carte line.  This seems short-sighted since, as shown above, the fruit flavored candies appear to be an empty calorie food item; they contain no protein or calcium and they have twice the calories of a 1 ounce serving of cheese.

The last comparison on the chart looks at the nutritional contents of carrots in relationship to cheese.  Carrots are a wonderful low-fat, low calorie source of vitamin A.  However, they do not have any protein or calcium.  
*About 10 pounds of milk are used to make one pound of cheese.  Cheese is therefore a concentrated source of many of milk’s nutrients.  
Source: Dairy Council Digest Sept/Oct 2002 Volume 73 Number 5 National Dairy Council
Updated: August, 2007

For more information, contact:

Ronda Stingley, 651-766-1746

Christa Spaeth, 651-481-2943
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� Source: Dairy Council Digest Sept/Oct 2002 Volume 73 Number 5 National Dairy Council


� Source: ADA Position Paper; “Fortification and Nutritional Supplements”, June, 2003
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