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Area Schools Offering Smarter, Snazzier Food Choices 
Healthy Options Replace Junk Food in Cafeterias 
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Taking cues from her fast-food competitors, Penny McConnell is introducing a southwestern chicken salad to her "Energy Zone" menus this year.

"We have to be on the competitive edge," McConnell said. "We've been doing a lot of business with salad."

When customers stop into an EZ, they are greeted by the official EZ colors -- fuchsia, teal and black -- and images of the EZ bear mascot. Hot sandwiches come in EZ wrappers, chicken nuggets sit in EZ boats and customers drink from bottles of EZ water.

So where can you find this tantalizing line of EZ eats? Try a Fairfax County public school.

The theory behind the EZ concept is that students will be attracted to well-displayed food, even if it happens to be good for them. During the program's decade-long life, the menu has expanded to offer a wider variety of salads and healthful fare, such as fruit trays featuring orange quarters, dried cranberries and blueberry applesauce.

"Kids really are much better vegetable eaters now than they were 10 years ago. They love baby carrots with jicama [a root vegetable] dip," said McConnell, director of the county's school food services.

In a nation plagued by obesity, those are magic words. Fifteen percent of children ages 6 to 19 are overweight, three times the percentage 20 years ago, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Parents are leading campaigns against the junk food juggernaut, legislators are drafting bills to expel candy and soda from schools and even some tweens and teens themselves are avoiding the lure of bacon cheeseburgers and milkshakes.

But perhaps no one is more worried than school food service directors, who must please thousands of finicky palates every lunch period.

"You have to make sure the foods offered are things students will want to eat and like, but you have to make sure nutrition is there as well," said Erik Peterson, a spokesman for the Virginia-based American School Food Service Association, a nonprofit group advocating quality, low-cost meals for students. Throw in the need to stay financially viable, and that adds up to one supersize order.

Although, according to Peterson, school systems in the Washington area are leading the pack. Fairfax's elaborate EZ plan won an award for best practices from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in March. In Montgomery County, doughnuts have gotten the ax from the à la carte line along with other junk food in an overhaul of guidelines for the 2003-04 school year. And Alexandria's creative team figured how to keep some students from heading to a local McDonald's last year by inventing a version of the McSalad Shaker with low-fat cheese.

Such techniques are popping up in cafeterias across the region as lunch programs continue to evolve from the days of artery-clogging meats slopped onto trays. In 1994, the USDA established guidelines stipulating that school lunches get no more than 30 percent of their calories from fat and less than 10 percent from saturated fat. Lunches also must provide one-third of the recommended dietary allowances of several vitamins.

All local school districts have followed the standards, but they are far from Weight Watchers-friendly, and à la carte items are exempt, which is why more change is brewing.

Prince William County public schools have just unveiled new nutrition standards that administrators drafted last year. In the à la carte department, reduced-fat Pringles are replacing their heavier brethren, and the new ice cream offering gets less than 50 percent of its calories from fat.

"A lot of students would be up in arms if we didn't have these items," said Katrine Rose, an administrative coordinator who is working hard to trim the fat without kicking out students' preferences. Instead of adding a spoonful of sugar to make the changes painless, she said, the administrators are scheduling favorite meals more often so students won't notice the gaps in the à la carte line.

Just as Fairfax and Alexandria have taken inspiration from fast-food fads, Prince William is keeping an eye on restaurant trends.

"Subway is a popular place kids go to, and we thought, 'We can do that,' " Rose said. So the new sub line will include fresh baked rolls and a variety of fillings.

A Chipotle-influenced Mexican grill line will provide a range of toppings for tacos, burritos or salads.

Rose said cafeteria staffers will serve the items to avoid the problems that arose from the schools' now-defunct salad bars. "What was popular was taco salad, but then they [students] would pile up the nachos and not get much salad," she said. "That was not what we had in mind."

Similarly, the all-french-fry diet would be more popular in Loudoun County if students were not required to buy a full lunch before they can get their hands on fried potatoes. "Fries in and of themselves are not horrible, but when they make a meal of just fries, that's not a healthy combination," said Sherry Miller of the Loudoun schools' food services department, which is considering baking fries.

In St. Mary's County, food services director Gary Childress is experimenting with getting rid of the deep fryers in the secondary schools. But he concedes that might be a challenge. "That's one area we're trying to change without having a riot on my hands," he said. At the elementary level, where many children may not realize the difference, everything is baked. 

A broad overhaul is in the works at Arlington County public schools, says food specialist Sandra O'Connor. She sits on an advisory board that has been reviewing goals and testing low-fat versions of kiddie favorites. "We're basically hoping students will take advantage of fruits and vegetables by making the display attractive and offering new things the kids haven't seen," she said. "We'll try to package the changes in an appealing way. It'll happen slowly. The kids might not notice."

Two products joining the Arlington lineup are baked potato chips and a 100 percent juice bar. Recommendations for more modifications will come out in September or October, and O'Connor predicts that vending machines, which are catching a lot of flak for doling out fat and sugar on demand, will be hit, too. "We're currently looking at those offerings and changing them drastically," she said. "We'll make them much healthier, low-fat, with no candy."

Washington's public schools will be trying out vending machines with healthy items in the next few months, said Barbara Adams, a D.C. public school dietitian. "We're going to change the profile and see if that changes what the kids are eating," she said. If Snickers sales translate into Nutrigrain bars, the switch could be permanent.

Principals, however, often rule a school's vending machines and can rely on them as a source of funding. So refilling them with new, potentially less popular items could be tough.

In Prince George's County, food services director Karen Haghighi says she has been working with individual schools simply to follow existing laws prohibiting machines from being turned on before and during lunch. "Students end up eating all day long," she said. "Grazing should be kept to a minimum." 

School stores also have slipped through the cracks and let students buy candy and chips instead of a cafeteria lunch.

To fight the fattening snacks, Haghighi is adding more wholesome à la carte counterparts, such as rice chips and cereal bars.

Trickery is another way to control what students choose. Loudoun cafeterias strategically display the healthiest foods at eye level, and most schools use low-fat mozzarella for pizzas and substitute turkey or textured vegetable protein for beef when possible.

"I know the students don't realize," said Mary Klatko, food service director of Howard County public schools. "Kids don't say, 'You have what in there?' "

Although fries, pizza and hamburgers rule the favored diet of almost every student in the country, most young people realize that grease is not always good for them. "Kids are pretty good at self-moderating their diet for the day, balancing their daily intakes," said Kathy Lazor, director of food and nutrition services in Montgomery County schools.

Hanging out at the food court in the Westfield Shoppingtown in Bethesda, 16-year-old Liz Albershardt proved Lazor's point.

Nibbling on a small chicken wrap, she explained why she won't buy the fries when she returns to Richard Montgomery High School for her junior year. "They're really not very good for you," Albershardt said. "You can see the fat oozing off."

Educated eating is a crucial subject in every child's curriculum, which is why food service programs are teaching as well as serving. Anne Arundel County's lunch mascot, a large pink crab named Snappy, attends local fairs and visits classrooms. 

More information about what is in food can only make kids eat healthier, said Fairfax's McConnell. So EZs feature "Nutrifax," bright posters filled with nutritional analyses of menu items and helpful hints.

In early July, when news broke that food labels would soon include transfats, a nasty source of heart disease, she sent off letters to her suppliers so those numbers could be added to the boards. "Today, to be a food service director," McConnell said, "you need to know everything." 
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