With budgets as
tight as regulations I I I r
are abundant, school

foodservice directors
start the year with

s another academic year unfolds, school foodservice directors are bracing for

energy, e nthusias m, what’s in store: calls for more-healthful fare, climbing food costs and requests for
, . more excitement and variety in the cafeteria. None of the challenges is new, but
gOOd Intentions each is more acute this fall. Fortunately, many K-12 operators are now a step ahead
of the game, having crafted strategies to both meet their voung customers’ evolvin
and a desk full of 4 ; b e 5

needs and cut costs without sacrificing nutrition or quality.

innovative ideas.
STrRoNG EmPHASIS oN HEALTH anD NuTRITION

With wellness policies in place and new initiatives under way to hold down fat and calorie
counts, many school foodservice operators already are exceeding local and federal nutri-
tion requirements. Executive Chef Jorge Collazo of the New York City Department of
Education, which serves more than 860,000 meals each dav, reformulates products
constantly to boost their nutritional value. “Right now, sodium and fiber are
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SCHOO LS the two big-ticket issues,” he says. Collazo and the department of education

F| N D V ALU E pushed several vears ago to move to a trans-fat-free menu, and now they're
looking to reduce sedium and increase fiber content in menu items wher-

|N C R EAT| VE ever possible. “New York Citv can leverage its size and buving power to get

'_ companies to step up their [health] efforts,” says Collazo. At the same time,
SUBSTITUTION he concedes, more-healthful food generally costs more, creating a different

set of challenges. “It's a constant balancing act,” he says.
In rural Gainesboro, Tenn., Jackson County Schools’ Brenda Hawkins treads
carefully as she chooses new menu items, especially those that slant fully to the
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Benson Polytechnic High School in Portland,
Ore., will begin serving an all-locally-sourced
“farmers plate” lunch once a month this year,
thanks to a grant from a community fund.

health{ul side. “I'm seeing more inter-
est in fresh salads,” she says, “but the
bean-sprout culture hasn't gotten here
ret.” As the school nutrition program
supervisor, Hawkins has overseen the
relatively easy transition to using whole-
wheat bread and whole-grain rolls and
pizza crusts. She has employed a gradual
bait-and-switch with french fries, mix-
ing in baked with regular [ries over the
course of three vears and slowly increas-
ing the proportion to favor the baked
fries. “I have a philosophy of moving in
small steps to achieve results,” Hawkins
says. She also developed the KISS Off
Fat healthy-living program, one highlight
of which has been the addition outside
of schools' main cafeterias of a cold bar
offering cereal and milk, premade salads,
sandwich trimmings, fruit, vogurt and
cottage cheese. Students can bypass the
main line and opt instead for this lighter,
grab-and-go fare.

Forsyth County Schools siudents in
Cumming, Ga., see a special symbol at
the point of service next to a weekly
“star” fruit or vegetable. Framed displays
on the serving line offer nutrition infor-

teachable moment.”

foodservice can be.”

mation and trivia for the item to highlight
it further. Susan Woods, director of food
and nutrition services, savs this extra
effort—also expressed via newsletters and
an “Eat Healthy" logo on staff aprons and
uniforms—has helped emphasize a com-
mitment to student nutrition. The work
hasn’t gone unnoticed: Forsyth County
Schools received a USDA Best Prac-tices
Award in 2007. For the 2008-2009 school
year, the district is adding more whole-
grain and low-sugar cereals at breakfast
and expanding vegetarian enirée selec-
tions at lunch.

AccoMmoDATING DIVERSE STUDENT BoDIES

Operators are quick to acknowledge
that standbys such as chicken nuggets,
pizza and hamburgers continue to exert
a strong pull over students. But even as
many students cling to the familiar, food-
service operators are branching out to
diversify their menus.

High school students at Wayne
Township Schools in Indianapolis have
been enjoying a made-io-order sandwich
bar for some time, but soon they will also
get a burrito bar with chicken-fajita meat,
taco meat, black and pinto beans, assort-
ed fresh vegetable toppings and salsa.
Food Services Director Sara Gasiorowski
will model the bar after those found at

_'-' Best in Show

Ammed with grant meney and a partnership with the local health department, the Pinellas County
-- ) School District in Large, Fla., has implemented a unique program to get teens interested in the
connections between health, cooking and school food. School nutrition educator Catherine Gerard
and colleagues combined forces with two local chef organizations to produce a teen-focused
cooking show that was shown on the school district’s local cable channel. Gerard and a colleague
provided nitrition analysis for the items that students and chefs prepared on the show and crafted
the Health Tip of the Month, which is displayed in schools’ cafeterias, around the featured foods.

In addition, last spring the district set up weekly farmers-market displays in elementary schools
and stocked the displays with unusual fruits and vegetables to which students might not otherwise
be exposed. They assemble sample cups with sliced kiwi, for example, so students can see the
seed pattemns and become familiar with the vitamin- and fiber-rich fruit. “We're trying to increase
awareness and encowage acceptance,” Gerard explains. “They touch the seeds of a papaya and
smell fresh ginger. We talk to them about how broccali is a flower and a carrot is a root. It's a

School foodservice as an industry tends to be very self-focused, Gerard says. “By parnering
with other disciplines—our teachers, our P.E. department, owr school nurses—we can better mar-
ket our program,” she says. “Besides providing meals, they don't realize what a positive resource

Percent of school feodservice operators
who name french fries and chicken
nuggets as best sellers, placing them
atop the list of best-selling menu items.
(Source: R&( 2007 Menu Census)

popular fast-casual Mexican concepts.
Given the diversity of her customer
base—28% of students are Hispanic,
30% are African American and 30%
are Caucasian (“with 30 different lan-
guages spoken in our district,” she
says|—Gaslorowski wants to offer wide-
ranging options. liems made with pork are
identified with a svmbal so that students
who follow dietary restrictions can avoid
them; vegetarian options always are =48
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