March 25, 2026

The Honorable Brooke L. Rollins
Secretary

United States Department of Agriculture
1400 Independence Ave. SW
Washington, DC 20250

Dear Secretary Rollins and U.S. Department of Agriculture FNS Leaders,

We, the undersigned school foodservice professionals, school districts, medical
professionals, educators, industry groups, companies, and non-profit organizations,
respectfully urge the USDA to establish a plant protein subgroup within the Meats/Meat
Alternates (M/MA) category in the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs as
the meal patterns are updated to align with the 2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines for
Americans (DGA).

Current Meal Patterns Do Not Ensure Protein Variety

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans, including those released in January, have long
recommended diversifying protein intake across plant and animal sources.! Yet in
practice, school menus remain heavily dominated by animal-based proteins. A
forthcoming analysis of a sample of 45 school district menus from November 2025
found that, excluding nut butter and jelly sandwiches, fewer than one in ten school
lunch entrée offerings utilized plant-sourced protein to fulfill the M/MA requirement.ii
More than 90% of school lunch entrees contained animal-sourced proteins.

While many plant proteins are creditable within the M/MA category, there is no
structural mechanism within the meal pattern to ensure that plant proteins are offered
with regularity. As a result, many schools default to readily available, historically
subsidized animal products. This undermines the DGA’s call for dietary patterns that
balance and diversify protein sources.

USDA has already recognized the importance of variety in the vegetable group. The
vegetable subgroup requirement exists precisely to prevent menus from rotating
through the same limited offerings and to ensure students are exposed to a variety of
foods and the nutrients they contain. This is critical as eating habits and preferences are
established early in life.

A similar approach is warranted within the M/MA category. Establishing a minimum
weekly requirement for plant-based protein offerings would operationalize the DGA’s
protein diversification guidance, expose students to a greater variety of healthy protein
offerings, and ensure that plant proteins are meaningfully incorporated into school
meals nationwide.



Increasing Plant Proteins Supports Fiber Intake and Gut Health

Dietary fiber remains a nutrient of public health concern, with more than 95 percent of
school-age children failing to meet recommended intake levels.iiit USDA’s own research
found that National School Lunch Program participants consume ~6 grams of fiber at
lunch on average, which is insufficient to meet daily Adequate Intake levels of 25-38
grams per day, depending on age and sex.iv

Plant proteins—particularly beans, lentils, peas, and soy foods—are among the most
concentrated and scalable sources of fiber within the meal pattern.v These foods provide
fermentable fibers that nourish beneficial gut bacteria and support the development of a
healthy gut microbiome."i A growing body of research links a diverse and fiber-rich
microbiome to improved digestive health, immune function, metabolic regulation, and
even mental well-being. Vil Diversifying protein intake to include sufficient plant sources
also supports consumption of magnesium and potassium, which are underconsumed in
children, as well as phytonutrients and prebiotic compounds absent in animal
proteins. Vi

Without structural incentives to serve plant proteins regularly, school menus have not
achieved sufficient fiber intake for students. A plant protein subgroup within M/MA
would help ensure that fiber-rich plant protein sources are consistently incorporated
into menus, strengthening alignment with the DGA.

A Plant Protein Subgroup Advances Inclusivity and Student Meal Access

Offering more plant-sourced proteins will also help school meals meet the needs of more
students, including:

o Students following vegetarian or vegan diets

o Students observing many different religious dietary practices, including halal and
kosher traditions

o Students who are lactose intolerant or have dairy allergies

Establishing a plant protein subgroup would help normalize these options, reduce
stigma around special dietary requests, and ensure that all students have access to meals
that meet their needs.

Operational Feasibility and Menu Flexibility

Creating a plant protein subgroup need not prescribe specific recipes or eliminate
operator flexibility. Similar to the vegetable subgroups, USDA could establish a
minimum weekly offering requirement while preserving local control over menu
planning and day-to-day menu planning flexibilities.



Just as vegetable subgroups ensure variety and nutritional adequacy, a plant protein
subgroup within the Meats/Meat Alternates category would provide a clear, practical
framework to diversify protein intake, increase fiber consumption, and improve
inclusivity within child nutrition programs.

We appreciate USDA’s continued leadership and stand ready to support implementation

efforts that strengthen school meals.
Respectfully,
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New Roots
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Cheri Hobbs, Farm to School
Coordinator (Washington)

Christina Cherian, Physician (Florida)
Crystal Tunstall, Educator (Michigan)
Darlene Phillips, Bean Processor (New
York)

David L. Christensen, Bean Farmer
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David Woodward, Chairman, NYS Dry
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Carolina)
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Janel Wojcik, School Nutrition
Specialist (California)

Janette Mejia, Educator (Florida)

Jill Edwards, Director of Education
(Florida)

John Blowers, Bean Grower and
Processor (New York)

John Wallace, Bean Grower (New York)
Kati Burton, Registered Dietitian
(Montana)

Kellene Isom, Associate Professor
(California)

Kelly Combs, School Nutrition Programs
Coordinator (Virginia)
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(Florida)
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Specialist (California)

Lisa Seiber-Garland, School Nutrition
Program Director, Federal Finance
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Lucy Hicks, School Nutrition and School
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Stephanie McBurnett, Nutrition Tabasum Amir, Physician (Florida)

Educator & Registered Dietitian Truddie Reif, Registered Dietitian
(Washington) (Florida)

Susan Silverman, Project Technical Whitney Tabaie, Registered Dietitian
Specialist (Arizona) (California)

Suzy Sayre, Director of Nutrition
Services (California)
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