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From Staff to Students:
New Dietary Guidelines, Ultra-Processed Foods, and the Future of School Nutrition
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Speaker

Rachel Fowler, MS, RD, SNS
Education Specialist, ALSDE x 1 year!
CNP Director x 14 years

Background:  Clinical Nutrition in Healthcare 
settings, Restaurant and culinary training

Husband Mike, we have 2 beautiful girls and a 
German Shepherd

Based in Birmingham
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Learning Objectives
1. Identify MakeAmericaHeathyAgain goals for School Foods
2. Define “Ultra Processed Food”
3. Explain the health risks associated with ultra-processed foods 

(also called UPFs)
4. Review 2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGAs) and 

how they could change our guidelines for school nutrition: 
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Current Priorities
At USDA
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Current USDA Priorities
Current Key Themes with USDA:

• Emphasis on “real food”
Programs are encouraged to prioritize whole, nutrient-dense foods and gradually use 
less highly processed items, particularly those high in added sugars, sodium, and 
refined grains.

• Preparation for future meal pattern updates
No changes to meal pattern requirements YET.
USDA is laying the groundwork for future rulemaking to better align school meals 

with the updated DGAs.
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Current USDA Priorities
Legislative Update: USDA FNS Final Rule on Whole Milk at Breakfast
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) has issued a 
final rule under the Whole Milk for Healthy Kids Act of 2025, restoring the option for 
schools and child nutrition providers to serve whole and reduced-fat (2%) milk in 
federally funded programs, including the School Breakfast and Afterschool Snack 
Programs.

Effective date: June 8, 2026 

Milk options: Whole, 2%, 1%, fat-free, and flavored milks are 
now permitted alongside existing choices.  Menu planners do 
not have to count the saturated fat from fluid milk when 
calculating the weekly average saturated fat requirement at 
lunch and breakfast, but added calories are still counted.
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Current USDA Priorities
• Focus on food quality within existing rules
Schools are encouraged to work within current regulations to improve menu quality, 
ingredient choices, and overall nutritional value.

• Support for American agriculture and local procurement
SFAs are encouraged to look for opportunities to strengthen connections 
with domestic producers, including locally sourced foods where feasible.

• Continued commitment to program integrity and access
Ensuring meals remain accessible, compliant, and fiscally responsible
remains a central priority alongside nutrition improvements.
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Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans 2026
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The MAHA Report

The MAHA Report - The White House

• Poor diet and ultra-processed foods identified as a 
one of four potential drivers behind increasing 
childhood chronic disease 

• Noted that school meal patterns “do not set limits on 
UPF consumption, leading to excessive intake of 
sugar, processed carbohydrates, processed fats, and 
sodium among children

• Critique reformulation and “minor ingredient 
adjustments” to meet Smart Snacks

• Highlight other countries’ approaches, including 
France, Japan, Sweden, and Finland

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/MAHA-Report-The-White-House.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/MAHA-Report-The-White-House.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/MAHA-Report-The-White-House.pdf
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Strategy Report

The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf

• Limit or prohibit the use of petroleum-based food 
dyes; USDA will apply the framework to food served 
through the school lunch program.

• Continue efforts to develop a definition for 
“Ultraprocessed Food”

• Remove restrictions on whole milk sales in schools
• Eliminate mandatory reduced-fat requirements in 

federal nutrition programs

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/The-MAHA-Strategy-WH.pdf
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Ultra-processed Foods
Health Harms associated with UPFs
• Increased risk of metabolic syndrome, diabetes, cancer, obesity, and all-cause 

mortality
• Higher body mass index, blood sugar, and blood pressure
• Poorer cardiometabolic health outcomes, even when accounting for overall diet 

quality
• Greater risk of cognitive impairment and dementia in older adults.
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Ultra-processed Foods
• NOVA Classification System

• Criteria: extent and purpose of processing 

• Developed by Dr. Carlos Monteiro in 2010 in response to 
increasing rates of obesity and chronic disease and 
displacement of traditional diets in Brazil

•  Goal: Describe the foods interfering with and transforming 
traditional Brazilian diets to the detriment of public health
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NOVA Classification
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NOVA Classification
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NOVA Classification
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NOVA Classification
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NOVA Classification
• Nova Category 4 are industrial formulations designed for 

the purpose of competing with the other three Nova 
groups and maximizing industry profits

• Manufacturers do not disclose purpose of processing/ 
formulation, so Nova uses additives as markers for 
manufacturer intent:

• Food substances of no culinary use (e.g., high-
fructose corn syrup, modified starches)

• Cosmetic additives (e.g., flavors, colors)
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UPFs             How do they hurt health?

What the Food Matrix Is
The food matrix is the physical structure in which nutrients exist — including protein networks, fat globules, fiber, 
and water — that influences how nutrients are released, absorbed, and interact with the body. 

The food matrix “Governs the metabolic fate of nutrients”

 It affects:
Chewing/texture
Ability of your body to use the nutrients in the food
Signals that tell your brain “I’m full” or “I’m hungry”
Gut bioflora (good bacteria)
Metabolic hormone responses – best example is Insulin
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UPFs             How do they hurt health?

Health Implications…A degraded matrix can:

Speed up eating by softening texture, reducing chewing, and weakening early satiety signals  
Speed up how fast nutrients are absorbed in your body- impacts appetite regulation
Promote insulin resistance and liver fat production due to rapid nutrient flux  
Disrupt gut microbiota and weaken the intestinal barrier, leading to low-grade inflammation  
Linked by diet studies to higher disease risk: obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, dementia
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UPFs             How Much is Too Much?
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UPFs             NOVA 1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

Apple Applesauce Sweetened/flavored 
applesauce

Apple Frudel

Calories 60 60 95 281

Fiber 4-5g 2g 2g 2g
Added sugar 0 0 6-17g 6g
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How does your school 
measure up?
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Dietary Guidelines
The U.S. Departments of Agriculture (USDA) and 
Health and Human Services (HHS) released the 
new guidelines on January 7, 2026, marking what 
they call a “historic reset” in federal nutrition 
policy, shifting focus back to “real food” and 
nutrient-dense choices. 

The guidelines introduce a new inverted food 
pyramid, prioritizing high-quality protein (animal 
and plant), full-fat dairy, vegetables, fruits, 
healthy fats, and whole grains, while calling
for dramatic reduction in highly processed 
foods.
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Dietary Guidelines
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Current Lunch Meal Pattern
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Dietary Guidelines- What does that 
mean for schools?
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Dietary Guidelines- What does that 
mean for schools?
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Community Support
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Planning for the future
The best preparation right now is intentional progress, not perfection. Programs that 
focus on menu quality, staff training, and operational readiness will be in a strong 
position when USDA releases the next round of meal pattern updates.

1. Strengthen menu foundations
2. Get ahead on product review
3. Build staff knowledge & skills
4. Assess equipment and infrastructure
5. Communicate early with administration
6. Stay informed without becoming overwhelmed



ALABAMA SCHOOL NUTRITION PROGRAMS • 2026  

ALSDE School Program Partners
Chef Ann Foundation
Life Time Foundation/Green Onion
Jones Valley Teaching Farm
Sweet Grown Alabama

https://www.chefannfoundation.org/
https://www.ltfoundation.org/greenonion
https://jvtf.org/
https://www.sweetgrownalabama.org/
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Questions?
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