BEFORE YOU THROW STONES AT SCHOOL LUNCH…

Currently, due to concerns about childhood obesity, a concern that I, a representative from school food service share, with many states and advocacy groups have devised plans on how to “solve the problem”.  This problem solving usually involves what seems to be the inevitable demise of the National School Lunch Program.
Laws are being proposed from Maine to California which effect school meals.  Before you pass judgment about school meals, you need to be more aware of how our programs operate.

There is much in the media lately about the prevalence of soda and candy in our nation’s schools.  I would like to remind you that in 1987 the State of NY adopted legislation that prohibited the sale of candy and soda in all public schools until after the last lunch period. This policy is firmly established.  New York is 23 years ahead of the rest of the nation.

School meals are designed to meet the existing dietary guidelines.  The programs are strictly operated under Federal, USDA Regulations and are reviewed by the NY State Education Department. Our food selections and products are chosen with this goal in mind, and indeed, meet the dictated criteria or face discipline and/or financial action.
The School Nutrition Dietary Assessment published in 2000 by the USDA indicated that  more than 80% of school meal programs nation wide offered meals that met the dietary guideline for fat (less than 30% of calories) and saturated fat (10% or less).  This percentage is even higher now.  School lunches are one of the last places left in the country where food is provided in age-appropriate serving sizes. We do not super-size.  Children who eat our school lunches consume more fruits, vegetables, whole grains and calcium than those who do not.  Schools participating in the National School Lunch Program are providing healthy balanced meals with no room left to play with cost. 

While we make every attempt to continue to keep school meals affordably priced, at the same time we operate under the constraints of an unwritten policy which demands school food service programs operate as PROFIT CENTERS in a school district rather than as part of the education day.  The food service program is the only department in a school which is expected to be self-supporting. The price of our school lunch, $2.25, must pay for food costs, labor, health insurance, NY State Retirement, Workers Comp, utilities, and the repair and purchase of replacement equipment.  We operate as a business.

It must be realized that all business is customer driven and School Food Service is NO EXCEPTION.  We must sell what the customer wants to buy.  Now the fun part – providing foods customers will purchase but keeping better nutrition first and foremost when providing those choices.  Decreased participation due to customer dissatisfaction with foods offered can cause programs to fail.  Schools are not mandated to participate in the National School Lunch Program.  When schools drop out, then everyone looses, especially those students who benefit from receiving lunch at a free or reduced price.  

Early in the history of school meals, the state and federal governments subsidized school meals in order to make meal choices affordable for students and provide good nutritional options.  Today, the Federal subsidy of 26 cents has increased 7.5 cents in 34 years and the state subsidy of .065 cents has not increased one penny while the price for lunch has quadrupled to an average of $2.75.  Clearly the state and federal support has not kept pace with rising costs. 
Education must have practical applications in order to become a permanent part of a child’s life.  It is imperative appropriate education about healthy eating/lifestyles must be included in today’s curriculum.  All foods are not appropriate choices for all of the time.  An occasional “snack” – preferably a “sensible” snack is OK.  Reading nutrition labels to make sensible choices is a skill which students need to develop and practice.  Learning to make sensible choices will provide children with the ability to use their knowledge of nutrition throughout their lives.

To instill a “healthy” environment for our students can only be done through a collaborated effort.  This effort, with sensible guidelines, can only be implemented when there is full cooperation from district administrators, principals, board members, faculty, staff, department heads, and most importantly, parents.

Our district is already following State and Federal Meal Guidelines and has voluntarily (there are no current government guidelines for snacks) worked very hard to keep 95% of snacks (and some beverages) sold to a “sensible” criteria – 7 grams or less of total fat; 2 grams or less of saturated fat; 360 mg or less of sodium; 15 grams or less of sugar; all being offered in single serving size.  
But, in the heat of feeling the need to do something, anything to address this problem, we do what we do best as a society, lay blame, hold industry financially accountable and punish the majority.   For our School Food Service Program, it means to ban the sale of snacks, crippling us financially.  Remember, the profits from the sale of snacks provide the much needed revenue to offset the ever rising costs spoke of earlier.  
This is a much easier solution than to spearhead the development of new curriculum to incorporate into a student’s education.  Bad habits are always miserable to change or undo.  Our eating habits are no exception.  But following a Choose Sensibly Program such as this allows school food service programs to:

*Recognize the role of the customer in the School Food Service Business


*Recognize the value of education and information to help the customer make informed choices


*Follow the dietary guidelines to choose foods which support good health

*Recognize there are not good foods and bad foods, but that some foods are better nutritional choices


*Have easy implementation and have multiple foods which qualify as sensible choices


*Have a message which is more relevant to children - a sensible choice is easy to understand

“Choose Sensibly” are words that identify a snack item that fits within the guidelines set by the New York State School Food Service Association’s “Choose Sensibly” campaign.  This is an organization that is endlessly working with School Nutrition Programs and our government representatives in Albany to ensure we represent and bring the best possible nutritional options to our programs. 
Most schools have just begun to implement the government mandated healthier meal guidelines.  At present, there are no government standards for snacks.  Our district, however, has been introducing better quality meals since 2000 and voluntarily offering sensible snacks since 2003. Where we are today is not the final destination.   As a responsible School Lunch Manager, I am always looking for “new” items meeting government criteria or our own chosen criteria, keeping cost and taste in mind.  
School Lunch Programs are just the beginning of the implementation of change in promoting healthier eating.  However, by eliminating smart snacks or ala carte choices from a student’s choice, we are eliminating the opportunity to incorporate making smart choice decisions on a daily basis.  The distinction of being a “healthier school” doesn’t mean our choosing for its population, it means incorporating the necessary education to develop healthier life styles.  This includes the message we send by the poor choices available for sale through school fund raising, booster clubs, sporting events and even the candy cart patrolling the halls at the end of each day. 

We have neglected our obligation to hold individuals responsible and accountable in life.  Poor food choices are not illegal (yet), but the health consequences hold the same ramifications of that of drug, alcohol and tobacco use.  Let’s change how food choices are made…or at least lets put full effort forward to make sure people are conscious of their choices, good and bad.

Marilyn Serino, School Lunch Manager, Dover Union Free School District 11/29/2007
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