Better cafeteria offerings pushed by middle schoolers
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At Orca@Whitworth school, parents comb farmers markets, harvest neighborhood plum trees and buy bulk almonds for healthy school snacks.

They raise money for a part-time employee to run a garden and environmental education program.

Along with students, they're zeroing in on a nut that's been harder to crack: improving school lunches.

"We've made inroads with the snacks and nutrition education, but crossing that threshold into the cafeteria is like a brick wall," said parent Tiana Colovos, co-chairwoman of the school's nutrition committee.

Budgets, logistics and labor required to process fresh food are all barriers to getting more organic and local foods into school lunches. But groups plan to introduce legislation in Olympia next year to support more farm-to-school efforts.

Tuesday, two dozen Orca middle schoolers weighed in on what they eat.

"You get more servings now, so we're not as hungry, and I think it's just plain better," said sixth-grader Katherine Frein, who said the cafeteria still runs out of some choices by the time she gets to lunch. "I'd like more variety."

While schools are offering healthier menus and working to cook more meals from scratch, they still fall short of some expectations.

Last spring, Orca students spontaneously started papering the halls with fliers protesting school lunches and asking for donations to get better food. This year, a new building in South Seattle allowed Orca to switch from a "prepack" school, where everything is served in shrink-wrapped portions, to one with real kitchen facilities that serves lunches cafeteria-style.

Students said the warmed-up food of the past was often burned and water would condense on the inside of the plastic wrapping making it soggy. This year, the food looks far more appealing and tastes better.

But they still had complaints: watery ranch dressing, weird-looking meats, not enough cantaloupe, sour milk.

They asked for vinaigrette salad dressings, soy milk, organic food, whole local fruit and produce grown in the school's P-patch plots. Only two lobbied for sweets such as strawberry milk.

Because of concerns about food safety, the district generally hasn't allowed harvests from the school garden to be served in the lunchroom, though some is used in the parent-run snack program. But several students said they were concerned about not knowing where the ingredients in their lunches came from. They like being able to trace what they eat back to a garden or farm.

"All I see is it sitting in the pan ... so I'm, like, what is this?" said sixth-grader Maya Roxydarling-Turner.

Students and parents agreed to work on restoring an embellished salad bar that the school was able to offer several years ago. It had meat choices, such as turkey or tuna, kidney beans and a greater selection of fresh fruits and vegetables. It got off the ground with grant funding and parent volunteers. It ended when the money ran out.

Seattle Public Schools' assistant food services director, Tom Ogg, said the number of children eating lunch at Orca didn't increase much after the salad bar was introduced.

The numbers didn't justify the additional labor it required, he said. It's also difficult to sustain a program with parent volunteers who get tired of it.

But, he said, the district wants to know what suggestions students and parents may have. "Certainly we'll be interested in what the kids have to say so we can work with them."

Students came up with their own agenda: appoint student reporters to survey lunchroom eaters about what they want, start a petition, write articles and lobby for science classes on food.

"Usually people ... just say that food tastes wrong and they're complaining to their friends," sixth-grader Melana Stanberry said. "They're not coming up with a plan or action to make it better."

