South savors vegetables, fruits again: Grant to Baraboo school keeps the menu healthy

By Christie Taylor/ News Republic

Students at South Elementary School will be getting fruit and vegetable snacks again this year, thanks to a renewed grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program.

The district received approximately $16,600 to continue the program started at South last year, in the hopes of fostering better nutrition awareness and healthier choices among students.

District food services director Mary Loveless, who helped write the grant proposal, said money would be used to continue serving fresh produce in the classrooms, generally in the middle of the morning and outside official mealtimes.

Loveless said that while the district offered fruit and vegetable options during hot lunch, students often declined them in favor of less healthy items, and offering snacks in isolation was a more sure way to boost healthy eating.

"We were thrilled to be picked again," she said. "We have things there we couldn’t afford to have in hot lunch ... like fresh pineapple, kiwi, blueberries."

In addition, Loveless said, she worked to include local and in-season produce when she could.

This year, South Elementary is one of 73 schools in Wisconsin to receive the USDA grants, which were distributed by the state Department of Public Instruction.

State superintendent Tony Evers said the program matches healthy snacks with "teachable moments," and that schools participating in the program in the past have observed changes in student behavior.

"Students are bringing healthier foods to school," he said.

Loveless said she had also observed students making healthier choices. The district administered surveys to students before and after the program started last year, and, she said, about 10 percent had a "more favorable outlook" toward fruits and veggies.

She said the surveys had revealed increases in recognition of fruits and vegetables and in the number of servings eaten per day. Also, she said, more students had said they would choose an apple over a bag of chips, if they were presented with both.

Last year, the program served each child approximately three times per week from late September until early May. Loveless said the food service staff did their best to minimize administrative costs, and almost all the money was spent on the food itself.

Keri Olson, director of the St. Clare Health Care Foundation, said St. Clare was continuing its "Eating from the Rainbow" program for third graders this year. The program combines physical activity with messages promoting kids to eat a colorful variety of fresh fruits and vegetables.

Loveless, who has spent more than 20 years in food services, said encouraging healthy eating in school cafeterias was easier now than it used to be. Staff more closely monitored fat and other nutritional values of foods.

"When we first started we had dessert almost every day," she said. "Take the cookie out of the picture and suddenly there’s room for them to eat a little more of the fruits and vegetables because that’s what’s there."

Lastly, she said, recipes had become more transparent, with fewer casseroles designed to "hide" the healthy ingredients, making it easier for kids to understand what foods they liked or disliked.

"If you’re going to feed them broccoli, feed them broccoli," she said. "Show it to them."
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