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INTRODUCTION

The PreK-12 School Food: Making It Healthier, Making It Regional project investigated highly successful meal pr
operations in six school districts (see Table 1) to understand the practical details of bringing healthier and more r
foods into the cafeteria. We asked school food authdstaft@fEM)e district and school level about how they make
the operational changes necessary to support their multifaceted goals: to serve foods that meet the nutrition regt
of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) and to offer more fresh and made-fronhteaatuidiitgnosytain
undesirable ingredients (such as preservatives and other additives) and supporting local food producers. We als
students and staff about their attitudes toward healthy and regional foods in the school meals program. In this ex
report, which summarizes our ndings, we aim to offer a nuanced understanding of the strategies at play to ensul
students can not only access healthy foods but also enjoy eating them, and at the same time ensure the well-bei
school district community.

We conducted this research in six school food authorities (SFAS) in school years (SY) 2016-17 and 2017-18. Se
details of the participating SFAs. (For more details on how the research was conducted, see Appendix Il.)

TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPATING SFAS

i

Des Moines Public Schopls

0,
Food and Nutrition (DMPS) lowa 32,979 74% 66%

Gwinnett County Public
Schools School Nutritior] Georgia 180,000 52% 68%
Program (GCPS)

Jefferson County Public
Schools Food and Nutritign  Kentucky 100,063 68% 68%
Program (JCPS)

District 5 of Lexington

and Richland Counties C%?gltirr]]a 17,301 35% 68%
Student Nutrition (D5)
Orange County Public Schools
Food and Nutrition Servides Florida 186,332 68% 60%
(OCPS)
Prince William County
Public Schools Food o 40% 620
and Nutrition Services Virginia 89,901 0 0

(PWCS)

1 “School food authority” is the of cial terminology for the entity that runs a school or schools’ meal programs. Usually SFAs align with school districts and oversee the me
in all schools in that district. Most decisions about the program are made by the SFA district of ce (e.g., about menus, staf ng, vendors, and communications), with school
responsible for execution.



SFA LEADERSHIP VISION

School staff, community advocates, funders, and businesses are increasingly coming together to serve students fi
that are both healthier and produced closer to where they are consumed. By providing more healthful and regiona
sourced meals, SFAs can generate positive bene ts for a range of stakeholders. Students already participating in 1
program eat foods that are better for them. As the quality of meals improves, more students may choose to eat at
improving both students’ health and the school cafeteria’s bottom line. Preparing more fresh foods may boost mor
among cafeteria staff and create more opportunities for job training and advancement. Lastly, purchasing more re
and healthful foods could affect the food system more broadly, encouraging greater regional production and suppt
local businesses.

SFA staff interviewed for this project consistently demonstrated a forward-thinking and health-driven mission for tt
meal programs. All participating SFAs are in compliance with federal nutrition regulations for school meals. While
acknowledged challenges with these rules, especially related to acceptance of whole-grain pasta and meeting sot
restrictions, their commitment to student health both pre-dates and exceeds the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (I
A major priority, often due to parent and community concern, is reducing or removing unwanted ingredients, such
or arti cial food dyes. Providing more fresh produce and scratch-made items is seen as a way of controlling these
ed ingredients as well as improving the quality of the foods. “Instead of buying cans with sodium, we're buying mc
produce which is healthy for our kids,” noted the D5 director.

TABLE 2: SFA REGIONAL PURCHASING DEFINITIONS & ITEMS

SCHOOL FOOD AUTHORITY DEFINITION OF REGIONAL PR
D5 Within South Carolina Chicken let, blueberries, sweet potatoes, colldrd greens
DMPS Within lowa Chicken drumsticks, apples, corn
GCPS Within Georgia and neighboring state Wheat, pumpkins, green beans, broccoli, carrots
JCPS Within 150 miles of the JCPS Nultrition Center Chicken drumsticks, winter squash, zucchini, peppers
OCPS Within Florida Corn, green beans, oranges, cucumbers
pwcs winin Vg g e sones o

Serving fresher foods aligns with purchasing regionally-sourced items. Many stakeholders who were interviewed,
SFA senior staff to front-line kitchen workers, characterized regional food as both healthier and of higher quality. |
one senior staff member noted that they source produce regionally because it offers “higher quality food from the
point of taste and nutrition, as well as supporting our local farmers and our local economy.” This sentiment was e
across many of the interviewed SFAs, which are making signi cant efforts to serve regional produce as much as p
In many cases regional purchasing reaches beyond produce to include proteins, most often chicken, as well as s
like wheat and manufactured products such as tortilla chips. (See JCPS and D5 case studies for two approaches
regional chicken.)

Ultimately, all of these efforts serve the goal of providing healthy meals that will appeal to students. “If they’re goir
eat a salad we’re going to make sure they like it. You can’t get too far ahead of the kids,” noted the OCPS director
ing the way that SFAs thoughtfully and deliberately work to transform their menus in order to make them more he:s
and appealing, while staying on top of guidelines, trends, and community concerns.
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INTEGRATING HEALTHY & REGIONAL FOODS

The SFAs in this project have been and continue to be dedicated to maximizing health, quality, and student partic
So, while some nutrition regulations and the farm-to-school movement may be relatively new, procuring and servi
healthy and regional foods ts in to the already existing processes these SFAs have for constantly updating and re
their meal program.

In our exploration of the operational changes that SFAs make to support successful service of healthy and region:
we found ve critical areas of attention: facilities and equipment, staf ng, menuing and meal preparation, student p
pation, and program promotion. Each SFA engages in a variety of activities in each of these areas, and the steps
to integrate healthy and regional foods are a part of broader ongoing efforts as SFAs update their physical space,
hire staff, decide menus, and encourage students to eat at school.

THE RIGHT TOOLS FOR THE dOBtrict-level SFA staff and most cafeteria managers feel that the

FACI LITI ES and equipment are adequate for their tasks.
& EQUIPMENT

» Serving more produce can require more fresh storage and prepa
space, as well as additional equipment such as sectionizers and

» Maintaining kitchen equipment and facilities allows for different t
food preparation, which often facilitates healthier and regional off
and enhances food quality overall.

District-level SFA staff and most cafeteria managers interviewed feel that their facilities and equipment are adequi
to their tasks; however, some cafeteria workers disagreed. SFAs have had to adjust to serving more produce, anc
acknowledged that this can require more fresh storage and preparation space, as well as additional equipment.

Kitchens in GCPS, D5, and PWCS have acquired a variety of small equipment to support fresh produce preparati
A cafeteria manager in PWCS observed that sectionizers, tools that cut up fruit, “are excellent to increase your sp
preparing things.” In addition, new equipment can help meet regulations and add avor. The chef at GCPS found t
the sodium regulations, it was important to get every school some microplanes, so they could zest their own oran
some fresh vegetables to give it avor. That was not something that we maybe would've done in the past.”

Some schools have experienced challenges in terms of the space

needed to store and prepare produce. A PWCS cafeteria man gerU H a S O ’ 3 G
remembered, “The rst time | got watermelon in | didn’t even cpnsider

where | was going to put it all. It was a challenge, but | gured t out! M L G N Q 1/4 a ¢ 3 Y

Cantaloupe is one of the hardest days. If you've cut 75 cantalgupes,

where do you put 75 cut-up cantaloupes?” In JCPS and DMP$, — W R F N [E P N

increasing numbers of students served and types of meals offgred

(i.e. afterschool snacks or supper) also contribute to this problem. 1 3 ] 7 1
“We’'re all feeding more kids—we need bigger stock rooms, wé ne; L 5 G 1 U N /4

bi f : d bi lk-ins,” said JCPS cafgteri
n:g?](;:lrgerﬁezers we need bigger walk-ins,” said one ca erlaz L _,, G 1/4 D O i— Q

Overall, maintaining kitchen equipment and facilities is a regu|ar
concern of district-level SFA staff, not only to allow for differenf - JCPS CAFETERIA MANAGER
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types of food preparation but also to improve the quality of what is produced. “We’re trying to update our equipme
when we get in more fruits and vegetables we can cook them better,” said the director in D5. This SFA and PWCE
prioritized adding combi-ovens to their kitchens, which kitchen staff agreed helped with properly cooking menu ite

DMPS, OCPS, and JCPS use a centralized production model to allow for more ef cient, in-house preparation of e
as well as regional produce. (See the JCPS case study for more details on a central kitthen model.) Bulk producti
remove the need for some pieces of equipment in individual schools while maintaining SFA control over a menu i
ingredients and freshness.

A BALANCING ACT » SFA staff constantly adjust menus, often involving taste testing b

MENU CHANGES " __
& FOOD PREP I\ Rgtmmﬁl?nce many concerns, including student acceptandg

ariety, and kitchen logistics, when creating menu

SFA staff constantly tweak their menus, trying to gure out healthier and more appealing items to t current studen
tastes. Each SFA follows its own process to develop and introduce new foods to the menu. In some SFAs, such a
DMPS, and GCPS, chefs play a large role in developing new recipes, testing them, and guring out how to presen
on the lunch line. OCPS and PWCS both use “food shows” to get feedback from students and parents on items th
considering for the menu (see more on food shows in Appendix 1). Despite testing in advance, some items require
of adjustment by the student body and/or tweaking by the SFA, while others (for example, a similar item with lowe
um) may be introduced with no reaction from the students. (See the DMPS case study for more on menu develop

Cafeteria staff must also adjust as new foods and preparation styles are added to the menu. Menu planners must
careful to balance the number and type of items available on a given day, so as not to overtax the kitchen staff. E'
if desirable in terms of health and quality, preparing more than one scratch or fresh item on the same day may no
logistically feasible. In the context of increasing numbers of meals served and chronic understaf ng (see below), a
with too many or too complicated offerings may mean the attention and time for execution for each goes down, ar
thus the overall meal quality may suffer. (See the PWCS case study for more details on scratch cooking.)

Menu planners must also negotiate providing enough variety for the students, while making sure familiar foods are
available. Cafeteria staff reported student reluctance to try new things unless prompted, noting that many gravitate
towards the familiar although they respond positively to new foods once they taste them. As such, many cafeteria
managers stressed the responsibility they feel to expose students to foods they might not otherwise have access
especially when it comes to fruits and vegetables.




THE HANDS THAT FEED  Everyday kitchen work is demanding, and menu changes create

CAF ETERIA S A{EEEME;;?feteria environment. Chronic understaf ng compg

* Although “change is hard,” cafeteria staff pride themselves on the
to serve hundreds of meals every day.

* SFAs use a variety of strategies to hire, retain, and train cafeteria

Changes to make menus more healthful and regional take place in the context of a very busy work environment. |
en staff, especially managers, have many responsibilities, and introducing new food items and preparation styles .
the workload, especially those that require more in-house food preparation. District staff and managers often said
“change is hard,” but they are motivated by their commitment to the students.

As noted by the GCPS procurement coordinator, the cafeteria staff are the ones executing the meal program’s as
Those working in the kitchens feel this responsibility, both in terms of what they are expected to do and in their co
for the students. Many managers noted the dif culty of their job, such as this cafeteria manager in D5: “Kitchen wc
hard. You don'’t just cook food. You have to clean it, you have to prep it, you have to cook it, you have to serve it, \
have to break it down. It's a lot of work.” And this work increas-

es when staff are asked to prepare more fresh foods, especiall 1

if these recipes diverge signi cantly from the common prmctic- U . L W F K H + /4 E
es and skills of the team—"it's more work than opening g|box A

to make a kale salad,” acknowledged the director in D5. Not < h } [ M X V U | ICE
only do such tasks take longer, but guring out new processes

requires a period of adjustment, as a cafeteria manager flom < h T D Y a ‘ 6 | O H

PWCS commented: “When there’s a change you have tg| gure it

out, there’s no book or help, you learn over time.” (Sget e GCF15 D Y a 2 6 : 0 H @ _'_I
case study for more on rolling out changes to cafeteria staff.)

2 | [F 3
However, almost all of the staff we spoke to were motivated to 6 :t U /4 h T
incorporate changes that they see as bene cial to studenfis due 3 ~ 2
to their feelings of responsibility to promote students’ wel|tbe- :I: U /4 h T D Y a 6
ing. In general, most cafeteria managers considered it pdsitive 7 | -
that the food is healthier and noted that the students havg } I + ’ W T E > R U
adjusted to the HHFKA regulations. That said, some did [nention

increased amounts of food waste as a negative consequgnce of
the changes to the menu initially, and in some cases, continuirfgf:FETERIA MANAGER IN D5

In many of the kitchens we visited, kitchen dif culties are exacerbated by understaf ng. Nearly all of the SFAs repc
dif culties in keeping cafeterias fully staffed, for a range of reasons: inability to offer competitive wages and adequ
hours; lag time between hiring and starting work due to background checks; lack of local transit to bring workers t
understaffed schools; retention issues; and short- and long-term absences. DMPS and OCPS also noted the chal
responding to the variety of languages present in their communities, especially among those in the relevant labor
Retention and short-term absences are themselves exacerbated by understaf ng, as overworked staff look for oth
opportunities, or get sick or injured.



SFAs have implemented various strategies in order to nd and hire workers. OCPS and PWCS hold regular job fal
especially at schools that need staff. DMPS is working with immigrant and refugee organizations to help place ne\
community members in supportive kitchen environments. D5 and GCPS have turned to a third-party staf ng servic
which, in the case of GCPS, also helps minimize health care costs for the worker. And OCPS and JCPS have rec
increased their starting wage, making cafeteria jobs more competitive in the local market.

Training is also seen as a way to address staf ng issues, both to improve the skills of those hired and to encourag
retention. SFAs offer training at the beginning of the year and throughout (per professional development requirem
covering topics from hygiene to customer service to recordkeeping. In the past few years, several SFAs have inclt
training speci cally related to skills needed to serve fresh produce and other foods, such as sanitation, using a kni
measuring, and reading a recipe. For example, JCPS developed a new model for its annual training, in which “hal
was classroom stuff we had to cover, and the other half was in the kitchen, doing hands-on cooking, working with
ment, scaling recipes.” DMPS and OCPS both use short videos to help workers better understand how to prepare
new items. D5 partners with a nearby university hospitality program, bringing in professional chef-trainers to work
staff on preparing whole foods. (See the D5 case study for more on this training partnership.)

But many district-level staff as well as managers noted that it can be a challenge to nd enough time for training, €
cially to formally teach new skills and to communicate the rationale for introducing new types of foods and prepare
Managers acknowledged that they do a lot of on-the-job training with their workers, providing oversight especially
they follow recipes and cut produce. In some SFAs, workers are incentivized to attend extra trainings by the oppol
increase their pay and move to higher levels. (See the OCPS case study for more details on one such program.)

SCHOOL LUNCH STIGMA » SFAs don’t face problems only or speci cally with getting students

CHALLENGES [T @atvier foods but aleo with student partipation in he mea) pro
STUDENT PAR F&Tﬁi\“‘ﬁfﬂ‘i\i

» Most student criticism of school food offerings focused on variety
quality, as well as the notion of “fake” food. In every district, stude
wanted higher quality and “real” food, with the texture and at the
temperature they expect for that type of item.

» The concept of “healthy” is replaced by students with the concept
“freshness” and is a critical quality that they look for in school fooq

Students across grade levels have varying opinions about their schools’ meal programs, reporting liking or even Ic
certain foods, while other foods or aspects of the meal program cause more concern. Most student criticism of me
focused on variety and quality, as well as the notion of “fake” food. In every district, students wanted higher quality
“real” food, with the texture and at the temperature they expect for that type of item.

When asked their opinions on the meal program, students reported not only their own direct experiences but also
anecdotes based on the experiences of others. These stories resembled “urban legends”: incidents such as mold
item, an expired date on a carton of milk, or a seemingly undercooked chicken patty spread not only from student
student but also over social media. These stories mix with enduring negative representations of school food in po
culture to present a challenge outside of the control of SFAs but critical to understanding how students perceive tr
program in general. As one cafeteria manager eloquently explained: “I hate that [pop culture] stereotype of what a
lady is, slopping the food on the tray. That's not who | am, that doesn’t represent me, that doesn’t represent my st
and it de nitely doesn’t represent what I'm doing to feed these kids.”
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These representations of school food and food service staff build up over time and shape the experience of schoc
for students. As one SFA staff member explained, “I'll talk to the kids in the cafeteria and say ‘What do you think c
lunch?’ and sometimes you hear ‘It's not good,’ ‘It's gross.” And | say ‘What’s gross?’ and they can’t tell me becau
true. That's how they feel they’re supposed to respond because that's how the nation is responding to it, with all tl
negative publicity that school meals get in general.” Students expressed these contradictions in interviews, enthus
about favorite foods and cafeteria staff while also skeptical of the program overall. Similarly, observation by the re
team and interviews with school food service staff indicated that students do consume much of what is available t
and have been receptive to new offerings. Overall, students are eating, and often enjoying foods, but remain critic
the meal program in ways that seem in part tied to an enduring stigma of school meals.

The cafeteria environment and structure of lunch in the school di§
do not support a positive eating experience for students, further
ing their overall sense of the meal program and adding to the buls
school food stigma. Lunch periods are often short, and if the lun S5
is long, students are left with little time to eat. Given that lunch / '3
their only break during the school day, students often prioritize g ;
over eating. Furthermore, cafeterias are almost universally descEEg —/
loud and often as unpleasant and unfair in terms of the experien
chaotic, when you rst get in here [...]. Everybody's trying to get S
in line,” said one high school student. A student in another distrig
bered, “I was waiting [in the lunch line], and the bell rang. And |
‘Can | get a pass to class?’ They didn't give me a pass, they did
lunch. I didn't eat that day. And it was like | want to eat and | carg
Another student put it more succinctly: “Lunch kind of scares me
don't go in line.” The setting and timing for lunch are crucial to ursz =
standing students’ lived and felt experiences of the meal progra
thus their disposition toward eating at school at all, let alone eati;
the healthy foods offered.

We found that students, in general, were not against the idea of healthy foods but were more concerned with the t
the food, and emphasized qualities such as “freshness” and “realness.” Most students did not have a conception ¢
foods similar to that of the SFA (i.e., produced within a certain area) and even after learning that de nition did not |
that the cafeteria served those types of foods. However, students liked the idea of local for its relationship to fresh
for example, one student, when asked the top thing she’d like to see changed in the program, said, “I think it'd be
locally grown food [...]. Fresh grown food that's brought in, that'd be nice.”

School food stigma can be compounded by student unfamiliarity
with certain foods, further impacting participation. SFA staff across
districts expressed the importance of what students eat at home in
how their attitudes toward school food are shaped. As one senior
SFA staff identi ed, “If it doesn’t look like something they’re familiar
with then it's a huge challenge for us to get them to come around.”
A cafeteria manager similarly observed, “If they're not used to eating
fresh fruits and vegetables at home, it makes it harder when we're
trying to serve it here.”

However, many staff reported that they observe acclimation to these new items over time, particularly as students
regularly exposed to them. Time is viewed as having helped in adjusting to HHFKA guidelines in particular. Many



theorize that students forget about foods they used to have (and younger students never come to expect them), a
have also become used to eating produce. As one cafeteria manager pointed out, “First couple of years when it w
requirement it was hard to get them to take [fruits and vegetables]. But now it's becoming more normal [...]. Don’t
complaints like | used to. Even the crust on the chicken, it's [whole] wheat, even the cookies — low fat. Over time,
still buy them.” However, one common exception and continuing challenge to this process of acclimation over time
whole-grain pasta, which seems to cause issues with student acceptance across districts.

SPREADING
THE MESSAGE ABOUT » SFA staff see marketing of their program and outreach to key aud

G O O D F O O D crucial activities and thus invest resources to advertise_the overal
of the program, educate on and encourage healthy eating, and tr
students excited about lunch at school.
(See Appendix | for examples of marketing strategies.)

» School food marketing initiatives are an important contribution to
ing the image of school food, but more investment is required to br
gap between the good food served at school and media messages
factors that shape students’ experiences of the meal program.

Addressing the enduring stigmas of school food and creating a welcoming cafeteria environment are an important
of encouraging meal program participation in general and promoting worthwhile program changes like increasing
and regionally sourced foods. As demonstrated, students’ attitudes about the meal program shape their experienc
eating and willingness to try foods that support their health and well-being. SFA staff see marketing of their progre
outreach to key audiences as crucial activities, leading to various efforts to advertise the overall quality of the proc
to educate on and encourage healthy eating, and to try to get kids excited about lunch at school.

Much of SFA advertising highlights where foods came from. Staff put up posters and
hang signs to show they purchase regionally and to promote speci c items. SFAs also
often indicate regional items on electronic and paper menus. These marketing and
outreach activities are intended to increase awareness and encourage positive per-
ceptions of the quality of school foods among parents and school community as well
as the students. Some of these efforts combine nutrition education with marketing of
regional purchasing, such as bulletin boards featuring nutrition trivia about local items.
SFAs also utilize social media and other electronic communication to promote the pro-
gram and raise awareness of their activities around healthy and regional foods, through
Facebook, Twitter, cell phone apps, and email newsletters.

SFAs use a variety of activities to encourage excitement about and engagement with

the meal program. These include offering promotions such as giveaways and raf es,

bringing students into the cafeteria for tours or cooking clubs, and having focus groups and food shows to get stuc
feedback. Often these marketing efforts overlap with health education and include teaching activities that align wif
classroom curricula. (See Appendix | for more detail on speci ¢ marketing activities.) PWCS and D5 also work to ¢
teachers by targeting them through promotions or recipe cards, recognizing the in uence they hold on students. A:
D5 director described, “If kids see the teachers are eating it then they're more likely to want to eat it.”

In addition, offering samples of new or unfamiliar items on the line is a common practice in many school cafeteria:
It not only draws attention to particular items but is also considered an important part of giving students exposure
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- FORMER PWCS DIRECTOR

new fqo healthy o llJjey‘ll try anything and
D we al yM samples. I at's the best way to get

Y Hed no:(f Ej W 8ana%erm DS5.

roviding opportunities for taste testing may have the added
elet of atlné:’/ﬁp H @t@tween cafeteria staff and
students. As described by the DMPS executive chef, providing

%s “glv staon opportulﬂt i t ratt_}'nore with the

ids—'Hey, you need 1o try thik’ of Sampl his’ or ‘We made

W TFCI&J you_iel{ Ily_ get involved with promoting
Cateteria-staff furt ibute to student health education

ym PT)L Y ttRg up lays in the
TFaW l[te r|ll:lg- illn ucat|§ merla nd activities

E}E ﬁ WE ealth jrs, and through wellness
D teks/ THIYIll the v ion of some SFA staff to

expand the role of the cafeteria in schools, as explained by the
former PWCS director: "Our goal is to get each grade level into
the kitchen once a year. The cafeteria is a big part of the school.
It's a shame if it isn't utilized as a learning laboratory."

(See Appendix | for more examples of these strategies.)

While SFAs work hard to promote the extensive work they are doing to feed students, the impact of their advertisil
seems unclear. Students expressed a general lack of awareness of local foods being served, even when these pr
are on display in the lunchroom. Given the challenges of stigma, stereotypes, and the cafeteria environments des
above, much more work needs to be done to address the disconnect between what the SFA sees itself doing and
students see. However, it requires a great deal of effort for school food service staff to do such marketing, given tf
many responsibilities, and for these messages to get across to students, given how much else goes on at schools
strength of school food stigma. Ultimately, school food marketing initiatives represent an important contribution to
shaping the image of school food, but in many cases more investment will be required to bridge the gap between
food served at school and the other in uences that shape students’ attitudes toward their meal programs.
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CONCLUSION + RECOMMENDATIONS

SFAs across the country are making their meals healthier and sourcing more regional foods. These efforts t into
ongoing SFA efforts to serve high-quality meals that will appeal to students while at the same time presenting son
unique challenges. Based on the ndings of this study, as reported in brief in this report, we offer several recomme
tions for various stakeholders who would like to support the success of SFA efforts to purchase and serve healthie
and more regional foods.

SCHOOL FOOD SERVICE STAFF CAN: FUNDERS, POLICYMAKERS & ADVOCATES CAN:

 Advertise qualities of their meal program that will + Recognize the importance of time and multiple
align with what students are interested in, such as  exposures in the process of encouraging students to
“freshness.” eat healthier foods.

« Encourage open communication and mutual suppoft Support applied nutrition education as part of the
between staff in the district SFA of ce and in the school environment and curriculum.
schools, as well as involving school principals and

faculty in positive relationships to the extent possible.Support efforts to make low-sodium, whole-grain,
produce-forward meals the norm outside of school

» Ease the process of introducing new items and processagell as within.
in the school kitchen by considering the potential impact _ _
on kitchen staff. Pilots offer the opportunity to test cutRecognize the unique nature of each SFA and each
changes and learn about impacts and any unanticipagool. Each has its own strengths, concerns, and idio-
effects on a small scale. syncrasies, so problems and solutions will differ. No ‘best
practices’ will work everywhere, and most will have to be
* Remember that it will take time for students and stafftailored to the context in which they are applied.

to adjust to change. _ _
* Recognize the many constraints that SFAs face: budgets,

» Be aware of the way labor issues are affected by the equipment, staff, stigma, regulations, and more. These
menu and vice versa. Understaf ng and inadequate will vary between districts and between schools, so
training may relate to eerctatlons for food preparatiooutsiders should get to know the program(s‘) they work
and result in subpar cooking execution, food appear-with to understand what changes are most feasible.
ance, and/or customer service. _ , _ _ _

* Build relationships with SFA staff, offering support to

« Remember that, despite any stigma, you do importarhose in the daily process of d0|r_1|%the work to maintain

work and are appreciated by many parents, students,and improve the meal program. ey are both the experts
and other community members! and the implementers, and they hold the keys to what
changes can happen and how.

FUTURE RESEARCHERS SHOULD CONSIDER: -« Try not to contribute to the stigmatization of the
, . . program by focusing too much negative attention on
« What equipment, facilities, and types of training do what needs to change about school food.
SFAs nd most critical to serving healthier and more

regional foods? » Support initiatives that provide more nancial resources

. , » . for schools, such as increasing the reimbursement rate
* How do the cafeteria staff's conditions and experiencggd providing free meals for all students.

as workers impact their ability to prepare, serve, and
]gncdou?rage students to eat healthier and more regional
00ds”

* How does school lunch stigma develop and endure?

« What kinds of marketing and outreach by the SFA staff
will effectively and ef ciently appeal to students?

» Are there ways to educate students about the meal
Brogram as well as food systems and health more
roadly?

* How do Iparents, teachers, and other school staff perceive

the meal program, especially changes to serve more
healthy and regional foods?
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= K L N ¢ 6 : CI 1/4 O Hgﬁgni nJS():PS can join the Student Nutrition Advisory

Council (SNAC) to test out items that might be added to the

- GCPS ASSISTANT DIRECTOR menu and give feedback on the meal program. These are rur
by the cafeteria manager or other school staff, and students
participate for two years, so that they become practiced
in taste testing. Ultimately, they come to be “ambassadors

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS for the nutrition program,” according to the JCPS Nutrition

Center manager.

We gratefully acknowledge all of the school food serilzor Stations (DMPS)

staff and students who participated in this project. Thatklents in DMPS can help themselves to crushed red pep-
you for your overwhelming generosity in sharing youpémeustard, Italian seasoning, and other low-sodium spic-
knowledge, and perspectives. es and condiments to personalize the avor of their meals.

NEAT (GCPS)
Kitchen staff in GCPS are given an annual stipend for
. participating in the district’s Nutrition Education and Train-
APPENDIX I: TOOLBOX ing Program (NEAT). The procurement coordinator develops
materials, often related to the monthly farm-to-school
item, for the staff to use in cafeteria bulletin board displays,

Try-It Wednesdays (GCPS) , cla%sroPm lessons, and hands-on activities.
Every Wednesday, GCPS serves its monthly farm-to-schoo

product—anything from local wheat to pumpkins to \'Ajgg-d Shows (OCPS & PWCS)

lia onions, often in an item baked or prepared in-hou ery spring, PWCS puts on its annual food show, an
Cafeteria bulletin boards feature the product, and stu eq%ng ever’lt at a school. where students and pa;ents

are offered a taste of the item for free by parent volu rz?rﬁﬁe items the SFA mig;ht add to the menu. They Il out
or cafeteria staff. Multiple Qpportunitigs to try the pro ¢hine-scannable forms with their opinion of each item,
encourage those who are.|n|t|ally hesitant and help Which the district then aggregates to guide its menu devel-
dents get used to something new. opment. OCPS food shows take place in individual schools,
. ) . . during the school day, and a group of students samples
Chopped” Cooking Competition (D5) o . items directly from vendors. The SFA uses iPads to collect
D5 hosts an annual “Chopped” competition, in which

) student feedback.
teams of students and a cafeteria manager compete to

create a healthy lunch using a basket of fresh fOOdS,}%ltE:II"Ien Tours (D5 & PWCS)

as kale and chicken strips. District and local personaﬂ% and PWCS take advantage of opportunities to bring stu-

ties judge the dls.hes, and the winners get prizes frO'HéH& into the cafeteria to see the facilities, learn what the
vendors sponsoring the event. Parents attend the co ria staff do, and even try the job out. For example

I(ipnr,]whichggs begn helld bcl)th outdoors and in a teag I'fﬁ%ry arts students learned how to make pico de gallo
ltchen, and it receives local TV coverage. and then took a shift behind the line for a lunch period.

12



APPENDIX Il: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The PreK-12 School Food: Making It Healthier, Making It Regional project began in November 2015. Participating
were chosen from a pool of 22 districts active with School Food Focus (which has since merged with FoodCorps-
FoodCorps.org). Inclusion criteria were based on the following factors:

 Food procurement changes made to date (i.e., types of changes, how extensive, and future plans)

» Level of engagement with School Food Focus activities (e.g., involvement in other Focus projects, responsi\
of SFA director to requests);

* Free-reduced price meal eligibility rate over 50%;

» Student enrollment (to ensure a range in school district sizes); and

* Variation in school district setting (i.e., a balance between urban and suburban setting)

Ultimately, the SFA participants largely, though not entirely, re ect the selection criteria laid out above. No control
SFAs were recruited, since almost all school food authorities are changing procurement practices to some extent
in compliance with the 2010 Healthy, Hunger Free Kids Act. The SFAs are all in generally sound nancial health, :
contract out operations to a food service management company. It is important to note that these SFAs may not b
representative of those across the country, so these ndings may not be applicable in other contexts.

The research team collected data by phone and over two two-day site visits to each district. (See Table 1 for a sul
of all data collected.) We rst interviewed the director of each SFA (or his or her designated replacement) via phor
two researchers visited each district, observing in the kitchen and cafeteria of three to six schools suggested by tr
director. In each school, the researchers interviewed the cafeteria manager and administered a written survey to t
teria staff. The research team also completed between one and six interviews with district-level SFA staff in each

The observations included at least one school at each level (elementary, middle high) per district. Depending on t
timing and length of the visit, the research team observed meal preparation and/or service for breakfast and/or lur
Each member of the research team completed an observation form detailing the size and quality of the facilities a
equipment in the kitchen as well as the general look and feel of the lunchroom. When possible, we noted the food
preparation activities conducted by the cafeteria staff, the foods available for the meal and how they looked on the
lunch line, and the interactions between staff and students as students took a meal.

The interviewees at the district level included SFA directors, assistant directors, procurement managers, chefs, tre
managers, marketing managers, and others. These 30-75 minute interviews began with their conception of health
and the SFA’s vision for including them in the menu. We then discussed speci ¢ efforts made by the SFA in the la:
years to serve healthy and regional foods and related changes made to SFA operations in areas such as budget,
training, and advertising. We also asked about the reactions of stakeholders to these changes, focusing on cafete
and students. The interviews with cafeteria managers covered similar topics and lasted between 20 and 45 minutg
school districts where it was permitted, interviewees were offered a $25 gift card as an incentive.

The survey of cafeteria staff covered their experience working in the cafeteria in general and with healthy and locz
foods in particular. It asked about their perception of the quality of food served, including the amount of scratch-cc
healthy, and local foods offered; the dif culty of their job; student preferences; and the adequacy of training and ec
ment available to them. The survey took about 10 minutes to complete, and in school districts where it was permi
participants were offered a $10 gift card as an incentive.

On a second site visit, the research team conducted two to four student group interviews in each district, roughly
divided between elementary (5 groups), middle (7 groups), and high school (5 groups). Each group included at le:
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students, and 96 students participated in total. No incentives were provided for participation. During the group ints
students rst completed a drawing activity, responding to three to ve questions related to healthy foods and their
conception of school lunch. Then the facilitator led a conversation covering their understanding of healthy and loc
foods, whether they saw those foods in their cafeteria, and their opinions on the quality and experience of school

In four districts, the research team also conducted follow-up interviews with SFA staff. In two districts, the team

observed taste-testing activities conducted by the SFA with students, and in one district the research team attenc
an after-school cooking competition hosted by the SFA.

TABLE 1. DATA COLLECTION METHODS, SAMPLES, AND TOPICS COVERED

SAMPLE TOPICS COVER

3-6 cafeteria managers per SFA; 21 total SFA mission; de nition of healthy

INTERVIEV foods; procurement changes; operation
2-6 district-level staff per SFA; 26 total changes; reactions of stakeholders

o7

De nition of healthy and local foods;
2-4 per SFA; 17 groups, 96 students total  healthy and local foods in the cafeteria; opihion
on foods served and lunch experience

Quiality of food; dif culty of job; opinions or
SURVEY 17-34 per SFA; 147 total healthy and local foods; student opinions
adequacy of training and equipment

Amount of space; quality of equipment;
3-6 schools per district; 23 total food prep activities; foods available; food
presentation; staff-student interactions

4 auxiliary SFA events Participants; activities occurring
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