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The Child and Adult Care 
Food Program (CACFP) 
is a federal program that 
provides reimbursement to 
childcare centers and homes 
for the nutritious meals and 
snacks they serve children. 
Because the CACFP adheres 
to the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans (DGA), set out by 
the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), 
participating in the CACFP is 
an indicator of quality childcare. 
A recent study published in July 
2025 assessed the diets of children 
nationwide, both while in care and 
at home. The study, Second Study 
of Nutrition and Activity in Child 
Care Settings (SNACS-II), found 
that children had better overall diets 
on days they attended a CACFP 
sponsored childcare, and that the 
meals they were given while in care 
aligned with the Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans. 

MEAL QUALITY IS IMPROVING
In 2017, the USDA updated CACFP 
meal program requirements to 
include a wider variety of fruits and 
vegetables, more whole grains, and 
less added sugar. SNACS-II took 

place over the 2022/2023 program 
year and aimed to assess CACFP after 
the changes had gone into effect. 
The study examined both centers 
and home day cares, referred to as 
early childcare programs (ECC), and 
showed that children who attended 
CACFP sponsored childcare had 
higher Healthy Eating Index scores on 
days they were in care. Additionally, 
when comparing the results of this 
study to the first SNACS study, 
which took place over the 2016/2017 
program year, scores showed that 
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Children Benefit from 
CACFP

•	A recent study found that 
Healthy Eating Index scores 
for children participating in 
CACFP have been improving 
over time.

•	Creating healthy celebrations 
for children will create positive 
associations with healthy food 
and activities, which encourage 
lifelong healthy habits.

•	The standard temperature  
for making the best  
roasted vegetables is 
between 400°F and 425°F.

•	Tossing veggies in oil and 
roasting gives them a 
wonderful, caramelized flavor 
that steaming cannot achieve.

•	When roasting, a neutral oil 
with a high smoking point is 
best. You will get great results 
with avocado oil, safflower oil 
or canola oil.

•	Halloween has ancient roots 
that tie it to both farming and 
astronomy, marking the end 
of the harvest season and the 
beginning of winter.

•	Pumpkins are technically 
considered fruits because they 
begin as flowers and contain 
seeds.
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Children Benefit from CACFP

CACFP meals and snacks were more closely aligned with the 
DGA and have been improving over time.

MORE NUTRITIOUS THAN MEALS AT HOME
Researchers found that the majority of ECC programs 
adhered to meal pattern requirements, and that following the 
meal pattern was providers’ main consideration when creat-
ing their menus, followed by the nutritional quality of food. 
The study also found that there was a wide availability of 
fresh fruits and vegetables in ECC programs. While in care, 
children consumed more nutritious food overall compared 
to the food they received at home. Furthermore, children 
consumed significantly less dietary fat and added sugar while 
in care. Participating in the CACFP not only increases the 
likelihood that children’s nutritional requirements are being 
met, it may also introduce them to new foods and widen 
their existing food preferences. “CACFP meals and snacks 
have the potential to increase children’s access to healthier 
foods while they are in care. Because children’s dietary habits 
can influence their preferences for the rest of their lives, 
CACFP may also help to shape those preferences.”

REIMBURSEMENT VERSUS COST
CACFP reimburses participants for the meals and snacks 
they provide, which is meant to offset the cost of provid-
ing meals and snacks during care. The study examined 
reimbursement rates and compared them to total meal costs 
incurred by ECCs. They found that when analyzing total 
meal costs for providers, labor costs accounted for more than 
food costs. Overall, the reimbursement rate exceeded food 
costs but did not meet total meal costs. The study also found 
that CACFP reimbursements were the primary source of 
revenue for many programs.

Participating in the CACFP takes the guesswork out of 
serving nutritionally balanced meals, providing participants 
with an easy-to-follow model that ensures the health and 
well-being of the children in their care. 

— �Setel Holden-Villars  
Child Health and Nutrition Specialist 
CocoKids

Source: cacfp.org/assets/pdf/SNACS+II+Report

Food Funny Q. What do you get when you drop a pumpkin?    [ Answer on page 4 ]

MAKE EVERY BITE COUNT 
Take a look at your current eating habits. 
Incorporating healthy eating habits can help boost 
your health now and in the years to come. Think 
about how your food choices come together over 
the course of your day or week. Then pick one or 
two ways that you can switch to food choices that 
are rich in nutrients and beneficial to your health. 
It’s important to eat a variety of fruits, vegetables, 
whole grains, protein-rich foods, and dairy or 
fortified soy alternatives. Choose options for meals, 
beverages, and snacks that are low in added sugars, 
saturated fat, and sodium. Lastly, make physical 
activity part of your daily routine, whether it’s 
walking, dancing, or playing with the children in 
your care. 

https://www.cacfp.org/assets/pdf/SNACS+II+Report/
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Healthy Celebrations

KIDS’ HEALTH & SAFETY

With the holiday season upon us it’s time to plan 
ahead for healthy celebrations in child care. Focus on 
fun, engaging activities that promote physical activity, 
creativity, and healthy eating habits, rather than 
relying solely on food-based treats. All children love a 
celebration, and providing healthy, fun food will not 
make a party less enjoyable and memorable than one 
that centers around sweet treats. Shifting the focus to 
activities like extra outdoor play time, dance parties, 
craft stations, and field trips can create memorable 
celebrations that support overall well-being. 

Having a written healthy celebrations policy for your 
child care will help guide your party decisions and will 
inform parents about how holidays and birthdays will 
be celebrated. By consistently centering a party on 
healthy food and fun activities, children will begin to 
associate these foods and activities with fun occasions. 

CELEBRATION IDEAS
•	 Involve children in planning and preparing for the 

party. Let them make decorations and favors.

•	 Plan creative experiences such as art, music and 
cooking.

•	 Focus on the fun. Refreshments should 
complement activities, not be the “main event.”

•	 Avoid using food as rewards or prizes.

•	 Allow parents who want to bring something to 
bring non-edible treats, such as stickers or crayons.

•	 Provide a special birthday physical activity, such as 
clapping together for the number of years, leading 
a parade, dancing to a special song, etc.

•	 Allow the birthday child to be the special helper 
or leader for the day.

•	 Have the birthday child bring in a picture of 
themself as a baby, to share. 

•	 Plan to celebrate all birthdays for the month on 
one day.

•	 Use a paper crown to acknowledge the birthday 
child/children.

HEALTHY FOOD IDEAS
•	 Fruit smoothies

•	 Fresh fruit assortment

•	 Quesadillas

•	 Bite sized sandwiches

•	 Whole-grain crackers with cheese cubes or hummus

•	 Cut veggies with a yogurt dip

•	 A yogurt and nut butter dip with apple slices 

•	 Graham crackers with applesauce for dipping

•	 Homemade mini muffins

•	 Have parents bring in one type of fruit to combine 
for a friendship fruit salad or a vegetable for a 
friendship soup or salad.

Have a blast celebrating special occasions and holidays 
this season with fun activities and healthy treats!

— �Catherine Stafford  
Child Health and Nutrition Director 
CocoKids
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ROASTING 101
Roasting vegetables and fruit is 
simple and delicious. Start with 
fresh, seasonal produce for a 
perfect roast. 

Vegetables 
This culinary method is perfect 
for brussels sprouts, carrots, pumpkin, winter 
squash, cauliflower, broccoli and stone fruit. 

•	Pre-heat your oven to 425°F, and simply toss 
vegetables in oil, spreading them in a single 
layer on a sheet pan. 

•	Cook until tender, turning the vegetables halfway 
through for even browning. 

•	Roasting root vegetables like carrots or beets will 
take the longest, about 35-40 minutes, so they 
should be put into the oven first. 

•	Pumpkin, acorn and butternut squash need 
about 30 minutes and softer vegetables, like 
broccoli or string beans, can be added last since 
they require only about 20 minutes. 

Fruit 
Apply the same basic technique to oven-roasted 
fruit. Arrange cut fruit in a porcelain dish, sprinkle 
with sugar and a pinch of sea salt and then bake 
in a preheated oven until tender and browned, 
stirring half-way through for even roasting.

— �Adapted from Citarella.com, LauraFuentes.com

Spiderweb Pancakes

All-purpose, enriched flour,  
spooned and leveled........2 cups 

Sugar..................................2 Tbsp
Baking powder...................11/2 tsp
Baking soda.......................11/2 tsp
Salt	.....................................1 tsp 

1.	 Mix all dry ingredients in a bowl. Whisk together buttermilk, eggs, 
and melted butter in a measuring cup. Add wet ingredients to dry 
ingredients and whisk until smooth.

2.	 Transfer 1 cup batter to a separate bowl and add 2 to 3 drops food 
coloring plus a few drops of water and whisk until evenly colored. 
Transfer to a zip-top plastic bag with a small hole cut in one corner or a 
squeeze bottle. 

3.	 Heat a medium nonstick skillet over medium and butter it lightly. Draw 
a spider web in the skillet using the black batter. Cook until set, about 1 
minute. Pour about 1/3 cup of undyed batter over spiderweb. Cook until 
pancake is covered in bubbles, for about 1 to 2 minutes. Flip and cook 
until it’s done. Repeat until all the batter is used. 

Yield: 8 servings
Meets requirement for breads/grains
— Adapted from CountryLiving.com

Kickin’ it 
in the Kitchen

Easy Roasted Fall Vegetables

Butternut squash, cubed...... 1 lb
Brussels sprouts, halved ...... 1 lb 
Beets, peeled and cubed....... 2 
Avocado oil .......................... 2 Tbsp

1.	 Preheat the oven to 400°F. Lightly grease a large baking sheet with olive 
oil or cooking spray. 

2.	 Add the butternut squash, brussels sprouts, and beets to the baking 
sheet, making separate rows of each. Drizzle the veggies with olive oil 
and season with salt, pepper, and garlic powder. Toss the veggies to 
combine, keeping them in separate rows (if you combine all of them the 
beets will change the color of the other veggies). 

3.	 Bake for 30–40 minutes until the veggies are golden brown and tender.
Yield: 12 servings
Meets requirement for vegetables
� — Adapted from LauraFuentes.com

Salt ...................................... 1 tsp
Black pepper ....................... ½ tsp
Garlic powder...................... ½ tsp

Food Funny 		  A. A squash!

Buttermilk..........................21/2 cups 
Eggs, large .........................2
Unsalted butter, melted, plus  

more at room temperature,  
for skillet .........................3 Tbsp

Food coloring gel, black....3 drops


