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Direction from the Board 
 

Review Westlake School District’s health program components as they 
relate to nutrition education.  Also, review the role of the schools and 
home, as they relate to providing proper nutrition to children, including a 
review of our current lunch program offerings, and our other on-site food 
choices such as vending machines. 
 

Approach 
 
The Project Team determined early in the process that there was a very limited 
amount of nutritional subject matter included in the Westlake School’s 
instructional programs, as described below.  Consequently, we chose to focus on 
the nutrition and health aspects of food offerings in the schools.  We undertook 
the following data collection steps: 
 

• Review of published materials pertaining to this topic, including 
o Federal and State regulatory requirements 
o Research reports 
o News articles 

• Interviews with administrative, instructional and food service personnel: 
o Mary Kay Auger, Head Cook at Westlake High School 
o Gary Slocum (Director of Business Affairs) 
o Ray Conti (Director of Curriculum and Instruction) 
o Judi Higgins, Nutritionist for Bay Village Schools 
o Head Cooks from all schools in a team meeting context 

• Review of menus and information made available to parents and students 
• Visit to Westlake High School cafeteria, including lunch 
• Survey of students at Westlake High School, conducted for us by students 

associated with the Green & White 



 
Study Results 
 
Nutritional Concerns 
 
Concern about children’s nutrition and the role schools play in it is widespread.   
 
According to the Ohio State University Extension Service 1 “Childhood obesity 
has reached epidemic proportions with 4.7 million children and teens (from ages 
6 to 17) overweight or obese. This substantially raises their risk of illness from 
high blood pressure, high cholesterol, Type 2 diabetes, heart disease and stroke, 
breast, prostate and colon cancers, and a number of other illnesses. In addition:  
 

• Only 2 percent of youths meet all the recommendations of the Food Guide 
Pyramid; 16 percent do not meet any of the recommendations.  

• Less than 15 percent of school children eat the recommended servings of 
fruit, less than 20 percent eat the recommended servings of vegetables, 
less than 25 percent eat the recommended servings of grains, and only 30 
percent consume the recommended milk group servings on any given 
day.  

• Teen-agers today drink twice as much carbonated soda as milk and only 
19 percent of girls ages 9 to 19 meet the recommended intakes for 
calcium.”  

 
In a 2003 report to Congress, the US General Accounting Office (GAO) found 
that “schools have made significant progress in meeting USDA nutrition 
guidelines since the mid-1990s but need to make improvements both in meeting 
the nutrition requirements and in promoting students’ healthy eating choices.” 2 
This is a very useful and informative document that contains many specific 
suggestions for improvements and examples of schools that have made such 
changes and achieved positive results. 
 
A number of state legislatures and boards of education have taken or are 
considering actions to address this problem, whether in the form of guidelines for 
healthy eating or outright bans of “junk food” or vending machines in schools. 
According to the National Conference of State Legislatures web site at 
http://www.ncsl.org/programs/health/vending.htm six states have enacted bans 
or restrictions on vending machine sales in elementary, middle and junior high 
schools and an additional 27 states are considering some kind of controls in their 
2005 legislative sessions. One of these states (Arizona) recently passed such a 
law, banning the sale of junk food in elementary, middle and junior high schools, 
effective in 2006. It targets soft drinks, candy, and other fatty and sugary snacks.  
 
States are also taking administrative action by establishing policies and 
standards regarding nutritional standards (regulating portion sizes as well as 
nutritional content) and the availability of competitive foods.  For example, the 



State of Texas established the following policies for High Schools. 3 This is a 
small sample taken from a comprehensive document addressing all grade levels. 
 

• Competing foods may not be served in cafeterias during the hours when 
meals are served. 

• Schools must eliminate frying for on-site food preparation by 2009. 
• Sugared, carbonated soft drinks are limited to 12 ounce containers. 
• French fries are limited to 3 ounces per serving and a student may only 

purchase one serving at a time. 
 
At this time there are no initiatives underway in Ohio in any of these areas. 
  
Healthy School Menu Ideas 
 
Our review of the literature identified many suggestions for improving the 
nutritional quality of school meals and the nutritional content of the schools’ 
educational programs.  A few are listed below but there are many resources that 
dig more deeply into this topic. 
 
Nutritional suggestions include the following: 
 

• Bake rather than fry. 
• Reduce salt. 
• Substitute low-fat ingredients in current menu items. 
• Expand number and variety of healthier foods offered. 
• Taste test proposed new or changed menu items. 
• Use packaging to increase appeal of food. 
• Install a salad bar or garden bar so that students can self-select their own 

vegetables. 
• Decrease price of healthier foods. 
• Dedicate service lines specific to healthier foods. 
• Include nutritional information on printed school menus and web sites. A 

good example of this from the Santa Clarita Valley (California) schools is 
included in the Appendix. 

 
Educational suggestions include the following: 
 

• Involve dieticians in nutrition education. 
• Include preparation of healthy foods and menus in nutrition education 

programs. 
• Compliment nutrition education with actual tasting of food. 
• Integrate nutritional content into existing curriculum (science, math, etc.). 
• Use rewards other than food to support positive classroom behavior. 
• Establish an advisory board to implement nutritional policy. 
 



 
Survey of WHS Students 
 
Students at Westlake High School have the most choice with regards to school 
lunches and other foods available to them, including an a la carte menu and 
access to vending machines in addition to the plate lunch offering in the 
cafeteria.  The choices available to elementary and middle school students are 
significantly more limited.  The success of any menu changes at the high school 
depends on the preference of the students themselves.  For this reason we 
undertook a survey of WHS students in conjunction with the WHS Green & White 
newspaper.  While the members of the CAC committee provided the basic 
questions to be asked, the students on the newspaper staff, under the leadership 
of News Editor Charlotte Tsui, conducted the survey and compiled the results as 
an independent project.  We wish to express our appreciation for their efforts in 
support of this endeavor. The complete results and analysis, as published in the 
March 11, 2005 edition of the Green & White, are included as an appendix to this 
report. 
 
A total of 715 students responded to the survey – an outstanding response rate. 
WHS students buy lunch fairly frequently.  Of all students, 42.5% reported that 
they buy 4-5 day a week.  However, probably due to Senior Privileges, 47% of 
seniors never buy lunch.  We can conclude that a majority of the students in 
other classes are WHS cafeteria customers on a regular basis. 
 
The following table summarizes what items are purchased by students.  The total 
exceeds 100% because of multiple responses. Clearly, healthy choices are not 
high on the list, at least for some students.  There are some interesting gender 
differences in the responses.  The top three items for boys were chips (15.8%), 
soft drinks and cookies with salads coming last with 4.1%.  For girls, the top three 
were milk (18.3%), salad and cookies with soft drinks last at 7.4%. 
 
Item Bought Percent 

Cookies 312 43.6% 

Chips 269 37.6% 

Soft drink 264 36.9% 

Other 234 32.7% 

Fries 225 31.5% 

Plate lunch 205 28.7% 

Milk 184 25.7% 

Candy 149 20.8% 

Salad 139 19.4% 

Sandwich 102 14.3% 

 
Another important consideration in menu planning is to understand why students 
make their choices.  The following table shows that taste is clearly the most 
important factor, followed by price.  Here there are only small gender differences.   
 



Reason Response Percent 

Taste 379 53.0% 

Price 200 28.0% 

Available Quickly 83 11.6% 

Nutrition 79 11.0% 

Appearance 76 10.6% 

 
Only 32.3% of respondents wanted more nutritional information about their menu 
choices.  There is a substantial gender difference on this question with 39.9% of 
girls wanting this information as compared to 28.4% of boys. 
 
All things considered these results are not surprising given the population.  We 
conclude based on the responses to survey questions as well as some of the 
suggestions students made concerning the menu that there is some additional 
demand for healthier menu items – as long as the price charged for them is 
reasonable.  
 
Milk Vending Machine at WHS 
 
There is a milk vending machine located in the WHS cafeteria.  The machine is 
managed and stocked by WHS food service staff. There is no supply contract so 
there are no restrictions on what products can or cannot be sold. The PTA 
funded with assumption that it would provide healthy beverage alternatives to the 
soda machines.  Only a minority of students use the machine (29.4%) but over 
60% of those who do are boys. This can be explained by the availability of milk 
products on the lunch line.  The machine only comes into play outside of serving 
hours or for students who only want to purchase milk and bypass the line. 
 
An unintended consequence of the machine is that the largest selling item by far 
is a sweetened coffee-based product, high in sugar, fat and caffeine.  This surely 
is not what the PTA envisioned when they purchased the machine.  The irony of 
this is not lost on the WHS student body and a student-written editorial criticizing 
the machine and its contents also appeared in the issue of the Green & White 
which contained the survey results.  A copy of the editorial is also included in the 
appendix to this report. 
 
Constraints 
 
There are some important practical constraints that restrict the flexibility of the 
Westlake Schools food services operations to take certain actions.  First and 
foremost, as is the case for most districts, the food services operations are run 
on a break-even basis. They receive no subsidy from general funds and must 
assure that revenues cover costs.  The selection of healthy food alternatives 
provided to students must make financial as well as nutritional sense.  It does no 
good to offer a healthy food item if no one will buy it for taste, appearance or 
price reasons. 
 



The financial condition of the Westlake Schools is another important 
consideration.  Many possible enhancements to the quality of food or instruction 
cost money.  If the food services operations cannot self-fund them it will be very 
difficult to obtain any subsidy from the general school budget.  Additional funding, 
if required, will have to come from grant programs such as Team Nutrition. 
 
In addition, the District signed a 12-year contract with Pepsi.  Pepsi provided 
$275,000 in cash for a re-do of the WHS track and stadium facility and continues 
to provide a percentage of profits from their vending machines, grants 
scholarships to Westlake students and gives Food Service 100 cases of 
beverages to use as they see fit.  In exchange, Pepsi has advertising space at 
the stadium and is the exclusive vendor for soda products.  The vending 
machines covered by this agreement are always turned on, even those located in 
the cafeteria during lunch hours where the products are also available on the a la 
carte lunch line.  The District has a legal obligation offer Pepsi products under the 
terms of this agreement and it would be hard to walk away from the revenue 
sales of these products provides. 
 
It is essential to keep these practical considerations in mind when making 
recommendations for improving the nutritional context of the Westlake Schools. 
 



 
Summary of Findings and Recommendations  
 
Menus at all levels are not determined by staff with nutritional expertise.   
 
Menus are created by cafeteria staff based on general nutritional principles but 
no detailed analysis.  Other factors that are considered in menu planning include 
the need to operate food service as a break-even business (operating costs are 
not subsidized with school department funds) and student preferences (for the a 
la carte offerings at the high School).  There is no regulatory requirement 
pertaining to the qualifications of school menu planners.  However, many 
neighboring school districts do have a qualified dietician on staff. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

• Obtain the services of a trained dietician to supervise menu planning.  
Consider use of a part-time employee or student intern for this role. 

• Alternatively, train current food service personnel in nutritional principles 
and better equip them for healthy menu planning through acquisition of 
menu planning software. 

• Perform nutritional analysis of menu items and provide this information to 
parents and students. 

 
 
There is little, if any, nutrition education content covered in classrooms.   
 
The reasons for this are the reality that state proficiency test requirements drive 
much of the instructional content as well as the fact that the state has delayed 
issuing new health education guidelines.  However, information about nutrition is 
needed for students, particularly at the high school, to make healthy choices 
when presented with alternatives. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

• Introduce some nutritional content, perhaps in conjunction with a college 
student project/intern or through the school nurse or dietician (if one 
becomes available).  Do not wait for the complete state guidelines to be 
published. 

• Encourage students to conduct nutrition-related projects to fulfill 
requirements for science or health courses and publicize what is 
accomplished by them. 

• Investigate the use of federal and state grant funds for nutritional 
programs, with special focus on grades K-8. 



 
The nutritional content of meal choices at the High School is limited. 
 
Based on our review of published research we find the Westlake schools to be 
rather typical in this regard. While there are several healthy alternatives, the 
offerings are heavily weighted toward items with high sugar or fat content (candy 
bars, chips, fries).  Installation of a milk vending machine was initially thought to 
be a positive step, but the top selling product in this machine is loaded with 
caffeine and sugar. Because the school does not participate in the Federal 
School Lunch Program it is not subject to its regulations and requirements.  A 
survey of High School students conducted by the newspaper staff indicates that 
there is a significant interest among some students in having more healthy 
alternatives made available to them. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

• Limit the availability of less healthy a la carte menu items (such as candy, 
chips and sugared soft drinks.  Consider offering smaller serving sizes or 
more healthy similar products such as baked chips or sugar-free drinks. 

• Differentially price menu items towards encouraging better choices. Use 
the increased margins on less healthy items to subsidize the cost of 
preferred alternatives. 

• Substitute more healthy ingredients or preparation techniques for current 
menu items.  Consider reduced-fat products and baking rather than frying. 

• Increase the availability of fresh fruits and vegetables. 
• Remove high sugar and high caffeine selections from the milk vending 

machine and replace them with healthier alternatives such as yogurt and 
fruit. 

• Review the many public resources available for additional suggestions for 
improving the nutritional content of menus at all levels. 

• Provide a mechanism to allow input into menu planning from school 
administrators (building principals) and teachers. 

 
 
Parents and students do not have enough information about the nutritional 
content of school menus. 
 
There is a need to inform and leverage parents as well as students in promoting 
healthy eating; the schools can’t do this alone. At present the printed menu 
information provided to parents and students in published form and on the 
District’s web site contains no information about the nutritional content of plate 
lunches or al la carte alternatives.  Other school districts provide this information. 



 
Recommendations: 
 

• Provide more information available about menu offerings (including a la 
carte selections offered at WHS). 

• Publish ideas for healthy lunches for students who choose to bring their 
own meals. 

• Involve parents and older students in the menu selection process, 
including the tasting of potential new items, for example. 

• Communicate nutritional information through items in general interest 
Board of Education publications such as the Commentary as well as in 
school publications and newspapers. 

 



Notes 
 

1) Chow Line: How healthful are your school's meals? Ohio State University 
Extension and the Ohio Agricultural Research and Development Center, 
8/15/04. 

2) School Lunch Program: Efforts Needed to Improve Nutrition and 
Encourage Healthy Eating.  US General Accounting Office, May 2003. 
Page 3. 

3) Texas Public School Nutrition Policy.  Texas Department of Agriculture, 
revised June 1, 2004. 

 



 
Appendix 
 

• Santa Clarita Valley school menu 
• Survey questions 
• Survey results as published in the Green & White 
• Student editorial comment on the WHS milk vending machine 



 



 



 
 
 



 
 

 





 



 

 

 

 

 


