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There Is an epidemic of









food for thought: figuring out what works

On the heels of “Tipping the Scales In Favor of Our Children,” a landmark report that influenced key policy changes
around childhood obesity in New England, the Harvard Pilgrim Health Care Foundation (HPHCF) chose to focus on
school food as the next step in combating the obesity epidemic. Continuing the partnership with the Friedman School
of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University, HPHCF commissioned a study to identify and profile school food

service practices in Maine, Massachusetts and New Hampshire.

The Recipe for Success

This report focuses on the work of three school districts that have made signifcant
improvements in their ability to provide kids with healthy, appealing meals. They are:

 Massachusetts: Chicopee Public Schools
 New Hampshire: Laconia School District

« Maine: Maine School Administrative District 3 (MSAD3)based in Unity

These districts differ in size and locale, ranging from rural to urban. In each
community 45 to 65% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals. The
food service programs in these districts differ in their approaches to introducing
healthier foods at school, and in the way they engage with other school districts
and community partners to advance their programs. Although they each make
some compromises that they could remedy if they had unlimited budgets,
what they have in common is creativity, innovation and strong leadership,
particularly from the school nutrition directors. They generally stay ahead of
local wellness policy mandates, and they stay frmly focused on the ultimate goal:
doing what is best for kids.



Keeping in mind that all improvements must be revenue-neutral, these school
districts employed the following five strategies to increase students’ access
to healthier meals.

Pre-packaged foods are so convenient, and — just as they are at home — so tempting
to rely on. Cooking more from scratch is a signifcant undertaking. Homemade food
may be healthier — with fresher ingredients and fewer added sugars, fats and
preservatives — but this addresses only one of the three goals in the “trilemma.”
Two questions remain: Will kids choose it? Will the additional labor and equipment
required make it more expensive?

Based on its National School Lunch Program (NSLP) participation rates, a school

food service department is eligible to purchase commodity foods through the federal




serve fresh fruits and vegetables

When was the last time you tried a new food? It can be hard to take that frst bite,
especially for kids. Many fruits and vegetables often fall into the “new food” category
for Kids, and it’s important to give them multiple opportunities to try them. Our
three school districts have learned to be patient with the introduction of fresh fruits
and vegetables. In Chicopee, new foods are often “taste tested” outside of the regular
school meals to see how kids like them. In MSAD3, new foods are always introduced
with something the students already like. For example, the head cook introduced
brussels sprouts incrementally along with other roasted root vegetables before serving
them on their own. Now, the food service can tout using 50 pounds in one day.

The presence of salad bars also encourages healthy eating, and schools can take
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shepherd’s pie differently, and I say, if it works at

your school, don’t change it.”

Students might be offered samples of dishes the
cooks are working on. “We’re always testing things
with the kids,” says Lennon. “Stromboli, egg rolls,
butternut squash . . . we add a little cinnamon and
a little brown sugar, and it’s still not a big seller, but
they’re taking it more than they used to.” That’s
progress she’s happy about.

The staff knows it’s important to offer new
foods with tried-and-true favorites, so their
version of a rice bowl — which is gaining



a passion for teaching
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Classic vending machines — with candy and chips — and a la carte offerings typically
don’t provide healthy choices for students. Reducing access to these foods improves
nutrition, but the budget can suffer from the reduced income. Offsetting this takes
planning.

Chicopee High School replaced its old vending machines with new ones that offer
healthier options such as baked chips, peanuts, and granola bars. The a la carte options
at the middle and high schools in Chicopee are limited to water, juice, chips and cookies,
and in MSAD3, to Sun Chips and homemade baked goods. Those baked goods are
intentionally priced high; students can buy a brownie for $1.50, but for only 50 cents
more they can get a whole meal. MSAD3 also boasts the state’s frst vending machine
that offers reimbursable meals, with items such as yogurt, fruit, and cheese. Almost
universally, sports drinks and soda have been replaced with 100% fruit juice and water.

As a result of changes such as these, revenue from competitive foods often drops.
Indeed, in Laconia the high school’s earnings from these foods have fallen in recent years
for a number of reasons, including changes in the snacks available. But fortunately, this
decrease coincided with an increase in revenue from the comparatively healthy reimburs-
able meals, because more students chose that option ... which is, after all, the whole point.

Entrepreneurial food service departments can also earn additional revenues by
expanding their business outside the school cafeteria. The MSAD3 food service
department now manages the winter sports concessions, gaining not only another
revenue stream but also the opportunity to offer snacks that are consistent with the

same healthy standards used during the school day. The department also caters
special events in the district, as does Laconia’s school food department.

The three food service departments in our study optimize the use of available foods,
particularly those that are produced locally, and show tremendous Fexibility in both
purchasing and preparing food.

Large districts such as Chicopee use their purchasing leverage to get good prices
on healthy food. Smaller districts can aggregate with nearby districts to do the same.
Laconia partners with about 20 nearby school districts that serve a total of 60,000
students, and MSAD3 collaborates with six adjoining school districts to increase its
leverage.

Working with local farms can beneft both farms and schools. The Laconia food
service has worked with individual farms to supply specifc foods like apples; it has
engaged other nearby farms to participate in educational activities. In Chicopee, the
food service operation acquires about 10 percent of its foods from local sources,
working with a single, large vegetable farm that also amasses produce from other
nearby farms for distribution to the schools. The farm also provides some of the
initial processing of these foods and delivers them to the schools in Chicopee.

The delivery of fresh, local produce peaks during the summer months, when the
Chicopee school district serves nearly 3,000 meals per day in the community through its
summer meals program, and processes and freezes berries for use during the school year.

MSAD3 works with more than a dozen farms within the district to purchase fruit,
vegetables, bread and meat, and has conducted pilot projects to blanch and freeze
local produce for use in fall and winter. They also periodically prepare a “Harvest
Lunch,” a Maine initiative that features local foods. Remarkably, this northern rural
school district obtains more than 40% of its annual food from local sources. This

H helps to cement the relationship between the school district and the

community, and is a boost to the local economy.
12



So...how do school meal programs make their dough?
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connect food to the
environment and good health

Connecting nutritious foods with a safe, clean, sustainable environment and good
health is increasingly important to many districts. In Chicopee, the schools and the
food service team partner with the state’s extension service to promote different local
fruits and vegetables each month and to provide related academic lessons. In addition,
the school food service offers occasional cooking classes for students in an effort to
increase nutrition education in their district.

In Laconia, individual teachers and schools have created initiatives to promote
healthy eating in their own classes. For example, a second grade class that talked exten-

sively about healthy eating took a feld trip to a local supermarket as part of the lesson.

When healthy eating and a healthy environment are seen as interconnected, a
robust recycling program is often one result. To reduce food waste and meal-related
trash, sometimes students in Laconia and MSAD3 can serve themselves fruits,
vegetables, and some hot meal items. Elementary students sit at tables with a teacher,
who helps to manage “family style” dining in which students serve themselves from
large serving dishes.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 18







On at_pical da_ at Laconia
Middle School,«t dent_ can

choo, e feom:
Chicken Lo Mein
Geeek Salad y, ith Pita Beead
Italian S by,ith S n Chip,
T ke { on Whole Wheat
Roa, t Beef on Whole Wheat

PB&]

Side, of fee, h fe it,
pineapple and milk




Superintendent Robert Champlin, who has
worked in the school district for 28 years, the last
10 as superintendent, shares this sentiment.
Champlin says the district feels responsible not
only for kids’ academic growth, but also for their
personal, social and physical well-being. “In the
past it was all about the bottom line,” he says.
“But then we began to see the connections
between nutrition and educational performance.
Continuous improvement is our academic goal
and our nutritional goal.”

The district has been willing to back that goal
with funding. Goossens says that making the com-
mitment to serve healthier meals meant that, for

a few years, the program didn’t break even.“The
district helped us out,” he says. ““It can be a
struggle, but it's a good struggle.” He ended last
year in the black.

Goossens points to a few key initiatives that
help his program stay afoat fnancially as they
serve healthier — and often more expensive —
food.

Electronic direct certification: in 2004,
Congress mandated that a system of direct
certifcation be implemented for children eligible
for free meals. This means that instead of sending




Catering: Dianne Ouellette and her kitchen
staff cater district meetings and school board
events, bringing in about $50,000 in revenue.“They
prepare restaurant-quality food,” says Goossens,
“and they have a great reputation as chefs. People
try not to miss the meetings they cater.”

making stone soup

The school system’s efforts to serve healthier

food are part of a community-wide focus on
health. In May 2010, Phase 1 of a multi-use
recreational trail opened in Laconia, the result

of public and private efforts. Called the WOW Trail
— for Lakes Winnipesaukee, Opechee, and

Winnisquam — it is lined with murals about
healthy choices, painted by students.

For Superintendent Bob Champlin, the trail
represents the value of community partners
working together, which helps the community
and the schools.“To school districts that want to
bring healthier eating to their students, I'd say
put together a task force that o




In MSAD3, trays were eliminated in favor of portion-controlling plates. “Real”
silverware is used. Led by the school’s chapter of PeaceJam — an international
organization focused on service learning — the school’s recycling and composting
work have resulted in a dramatic 77% reduction in waste in just one year. The
PeaceJam group has also created and maintained organic vegetable gardens on
school grounds that contribute to the school lunch program, giving students direct
responsibility for farm-to-table eating. Chicopee’s “green” effort, also led by students,

has reduced waste through the recycling of milk bottles. Reducing waste is not only

good for the environment, but reduces disposal costs as well.




Take Advantage of Federal Commodity Program Dollars
Making wise use of federal commodity program dollars can help hold costs down,
even when savings are partly offset by the labor needed to prepare them. Food service
departments beneft by purchasing unprocessed commodity foods, focusing on
commodities that are protein sources and purchasing commodities that other

districts are not using.

Look For Grant Opportunities

Taking time to secure grants and other funding opportunities pays off. School food
service budgets can be augmented with funding from community-level to federal-
level grants. For example, the federal Fresh Fruit and Vegetable grant program allows
many schools to offer their students more fresh produce than they otherwise might be
able to afford. Grants can provide funding for equipment, professional development,
fresh food and other valuable improvements.

Reduce Waste

Reducing food waste and trash saves money and is good for the environment.

The food service department should recycle food packaging and participate with the
community in a composting operation. Lengthening meal times, enabling students
to Fnish meals, would also reduce food waste.

Build Strong Alliances

Building relationships within and outside of the food service department is critical

to making progress. Connections with school administration are key for building
support for school food improvement, as are relationships with the community. These
are often built through collaboration on the development of school wellness policies.
Supporting professional development for members of the food service team improves
both the quality of the work and the relationships within the organization.

Engage The Community

Involving the community makes the school food service stronger and more integral.
Partnering with local farms and vendors, for example, fosters positive relationships
and allows for easier local purchasing.

Buy Cooperatively

Partnering with neighboring school districts to purchase cooperatively makes
each dollar go farther. The food service department can capitalize on this strategy
to increase the purchasing power in price negotiations.
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starting small, and growing

An accountant by training, Merrill knew how
to run a business, but had to take a crash course in
nutrition and food management. She says the 2007
Institute of Medicine report, Nutrition Standards for
Foods in Schools: Leading the Way toward Healthier
Youth, really helped to energize her. “l went to
every meeting | could around the state, talked
with everyone who would talk with me, brought
back all the best ideas of my colleagues in other
schools,” she says.

The program Merrill has built since then —
still a work in progress — provides healthier meals
for students and pours money back into the local
economy.

“We started small, working with three or four
farmers,” says Merrill. “We bought simple things
like cucumbers and salad greens.” Then, with Tess
Woods’ help, the schools began buying whole
wheat bread baked by a local restaurant, using
grain that was grown and processed right

in the community.

Cherie Merril (right) and her staff use creativity and ingenuity to
create appetizing and nutritious meals that students really like.

It wasn't long before Merrill started buying live-
stock. “We have our fourth cow at the butcher’s now,
and we’re only about four weeks into the school year.
We buy local potatoes and corn, beets, carrots, what-
ever is fresh,” she says. Milk comes from Maine-based
Oakhurst Dairy, with several farms right up the road.
Last year 40 percent of the food budget was spent
locally; this year, Merrill thinks it will be higher still.

Rachel Katz co-owns a local vegetable farm, and
sells Merrill a variety of produce. She says that selling
food wholesale is not always cost-effective for small
farmers, but she feels a philosophical commitment to
feed her community. “Selling food to the schools is
very important to me ideologically, especially because
so many of the kids are on free or reduced lunch and
this could be the only good food they get each day.”

Although some of the outlying elementary
schools have older kitchens and cafeterias, Merrill is
fortunate to be running her food program in state-of-
the-art facilities that serve multiple schools. Opened
in 2009, the brand new school complex houses an
elementary school as well as Mount View High School
and Middle School.

-‘ MountView Elementary
School — and all the
elementary schools in
MSAD3 — keep fresh

fruits and vegetables

within easy reach for
students to snack on
throughout the day.

| =

Fresh salads and sandwiches
on whole wheat and whole
grain breads are available
every day.
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The spacious kitchen serves all three schools.
The basement offers ample dry storage space,
as well as two huge walk-in cold storage rooms:
one refrigerator and one freezer.

These storage units are one of the reasons
Merrill can buy so much local produce. “I just
bought a feld of corn from the Amish farmers,”
she says. Much of that corn is in the walk-in
freezer; it will be served all winter.

The head chef in the cafeteria is Madeleine
Cameron, and she is a creative cook who is skilled
at devising recipes the students like with ingredients
they may not.



applying for grants. “I read every trade publication
there is, and | apply for every grant,” says Merrill.
In addition to a USDA grant that enables the
elementary schools to offer fresh fruit and veg-
etable snacks all day long, Merrill also obtained

a similar grant for high schools, until the funding
was cut. She has also received grants from The
Maine Dairy and Nutrition Council to expand
breakfast offerings. MASD3 offers universal break-
fast: free breakfast to every student, every day.

Maximize revenues: meriti is proud

to say that she has the frst reimbursable meal
vending machine in the state, thanks to additional
money available during the school’s construction.
It is Flled with healthy options like yogurt, fruit,
and cheese.“Kids who are on a modifed schedule
and come in late can get breakfast after we’ve
stopped serving,” she says. Lunch options are also
available. In the 2009 school year the machine
averaged about $300/week in sales.

Merrill’s adVICe for other communities that




the vital role of food service directors
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These three school districts are the first to admit they are not perfect.

Their communities continue to face considerable challenges, and they work every
day to improve. They are not affluent. They struggle to stay out of the red.

The progress they have made did not come overnight; some changes took place
over years, or even over a decade or more. But the pace of progress doesn't stop
them from continuing to pursue improvement.

What these school districts have in common is the trust and support of their
administrations and communities, as well as strong food service leaders and
engaged and empowvered staff who routinely display patience, persistence
and ingenuity.

While it's clear that school nutrition directors need more financial support
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web resources:



Healthy Schools Campaign — A non-proft organization advocating for policies and practices that provide a
healthy school environment addressing areas such as food and ftness, environmental justice, environmental

27
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Glossary

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) — Issued in March 2009, ARRA is a federal economic
stimulus package. For school food service equipment under Public Law 111-5, ARRA provides a one-time
appropriation of $100,000,000 to School Food Authorities (SFAs) participating in the National School Lunch
Program. Priority for the grant is given for schools that have at least 50 percent free and reduced-price eligibility
for school meals. The grant is distributed to schools over the span of two years.

Child Nutrition Act (CNA) — The Child Nutrition Act is the major federal legislation that sets rules and
determines funding for school-based nutrition programs. First enacted in 1966, it expanded the National School
Lunch Act of 1946 by establishing the School Breakfast Program (SBP), extending the Special Milk Program
(SMP) and providing funding assistance for school equipment. The 1966 CNA also placed all Child Nutrition



Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVVP) — The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program is a USDA program to
increase fresh fruit and vegetable consumption by providing funding to elementary schools to offer fresh fruits
and vegetables during the school day and outside of school meals. The program was established on July 1,
2008 by the Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-234) within the Farm Bill. All 50 states and the
District of Columbia receive an annual grant of 1% of the allocated funding. The remaining amount is allocated
to each State based on the population proportion of the State to the U.S. population.

School Food Authority (SFA) — The School Food Authority is the governing body responsible for the
administration of one or more schools. It has the legal authority to operate the NSLP. In most cases, the school
district is the School Food Authority.

Menu Planning Styles — Schools must employ one of three menu-planning styles to be eligible for
reimbursement in the NSLP: traditional food-based, enhanced food-based, or nutrient standard. The Traditional
Food-based Menu Planning approach requires specifc food groups (meat/meat alternate, grains/breads,
vegetables/fruits, and milk) to be served in specifc amounts for particular age groups. This is the meal
planning style that has been employed since the establishment of the NSLP in 1946 and the SBP in 1966. The
Enhanced Food-based Menu Planning approach is similar to the traditional approach in that it requires specifc
food groups be served in specifc amount that vary with established age and grade groups and also refects an

29
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Current legislative status

Federal

The current legislation for child nutrition programs, the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004,
expired September 30, 2010. Introduced by Senator Blanche Lincoln, S. 3307 “Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act

of 2010 provides roughly $4.5 billion in new funding for child nutrition programs over the next ten years.
Additionally, the bill introduces new initiatives to streamline access to the child nutrition programs, improve
nutritional quality of school food, and simplify program management. The Senate bill has passed out of the
Senate Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry Committee and is now on the calendar for voting by the Senate. The
House version for child nutrition reauthorization is H.R. 5504, The “Improving Nutrition for America’s Children
Act” and is scheduled for mark-up in the House Education and Labor Committee. This bill provides roughly
$8 billion in new funding over ten years for activities such as nutrition education, establishing nutrition
standards on competitive foods, increasing participation through expanded eligibility, and improving access to
child nutrition programs.

To fnd out the latest on these two bills, visit: www.thomas.gov.

State

The State of Maine’s legislation regarding school food was established through Public Law Ch 435 (2005) and
Education Rule Chapter 51 (2006). Public Law Ch. 435 removed Foods of Minimal Nutrition Value (FMNV)
from schools participating in the NSLP. It also required that all foods and beverages sold on school property
must be a planned part of the food service program. All competitive food and beverage sales would beneft the
school food service. The 2006 Education Rule Ch. 51 prohibited the use of foods and beverages for rewards or
incentives in the school setting; prohibited advertising of unhealthy foods; and set food and beverage vending
standards. These standards included the removal of soft drinks, and adoption of a 12-ounce portion size limit
for beverages other than water. The food vending nutrition standards set maximum amounts for total saturated
fats, sugars, and sodium in all foods sold or distributed on school grounds beyond school meals.

Massachusetts passed a School Nutrition Bill in March 2010 which placed restrictions on the sale of foods of
minimal nutrition value and set nutrition standards based on the Institute of Medicine’s 2007 recommendations.
The bill also encourages the procurement of fruits and vegetables from local farmers and established a state
commission to combat childhood obesity.

In New Hampshire and Massachusetts, bills setting limits on saturated and trans fats in schools participating in
the NSLP and SBP were proposed, but did not make it out of committee.

For more information about legislation in Maine, go to: www.maine.gov/legis/

For more information about legislation in Massachusetts, go to: www.malegislature.gov/

For more information about legislation in New Hampshire, go to: www.gencourt.state.nh.us
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Healthy school meals

are a key ingredient in

improving the health

of the next generation.




