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Sodexo serves a variety 
of healthy options in its 

foodservice program 
at Liberty University in 

Lynchburg, Va.

From K-12 to college, foodservice 
providers are fi nding fresh approaches 
to making cafeteria food healthier
BY DEANNE MOSKOWITZwith statistics verifying the skyrocketing rates of 

childhood obesity; controversy raging over the 
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (see 

sidebar); and Michelle Obama championing the anti-obesity 
cause, upgrading the quality of school cafeteria food has 
become a national obsession. Not surprisingly, it is a top priority 
for foodservice providers, too—from full-service caterers, to 
entrepreneurial start-ups, to global corporations—serving 
campuses from elementary schools with low-income popula-
tions to private universities with hefty tuitions.

Though the school budgets and student demographics may 
vary dramatically, the challenges facing food providers often 
are the same: among them, how to make healthier ingredients 
like whole grains and vegetables appealing to carb-crazy young 
people, how to cope with dietary restrictions and rising rates of 
veganism, and how to teach students to eat more healthfully 
even after school and throughout their lives.

In many places, allowing students to customize their meals is 
one answer. But the most consistent and far-reaching change 
is the move away from processed, frozen, and heat-and-serve 
food to fresh ingredients and freshly prepared dishes.

The CulinArt service at The Cambridge School 
of Weston in Weston, Mass., includes a deli bar, a 

salad bar, and a rice and noodle bar.

Photo by Cali lowdermlik/liberty University
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High-Class Venues
A recognized leader in educational food-

service management nationwide, Chartwells 
has been the foodservice partner to Boston’s 
Northeastern University since 1974. Through 
nearly four decades, Chartwells’ managers have 
witnessed an evolution in what students want 
from their dining venues.

“Sustainably-sourced products are at the 
forefront, and food-savvy students today want 
an extensive selection of customizable meals 
that are healthier, robust and flavorful,” accord-
ing to Tim Cooney, Chartwells’ resident district 
manager. Chartwells at Northeastern Dining is 
earning high marks for meeting the challenge 
in multiple ways, among them by offering 

38 Catering Magazine >> www.cateringmagazine.com

sustainable and local food sources, allergy alternatives, seasonal 
menus, and eco-friendly, digitally-enhanced dining facilities.

At Northeastern’s International Village, built to showcase a green 
dining experience through ecological architecture and food from 
sustainable sources, popular entrees are paired with a variety of 
healthy sides, allowing students to customize personally appealing 
complete meals. From tandoor to brick ovens to sushi and sliders, 
the facility satisfies diverse desires, with international cuisine and 
modernized versions of comfort foods as signature dishes.

Menu options highlight sustainably sourced natural foods at 
more than a dozen culinary platforms. The all-day breakfast station 
uses cage-free shell eggs, milk without artificial growth hormones, 
and Fair Trade Certified coffee and tea. The dedicated vegetarian 
and vegan platform employs locally purchased produce. Pork and 
poultry produced without the use of routine antibiotics is the choice 
throughout dining destinations. And seafood is purchased in accor-
dance with Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Watch guidelines.

In the university’s 26,900-square-foot Curry Student Center, 
which recently emerged from an impressive facelift, visitors find a 

From tandoor to brick 
ovens to sushi and sliders, 

International Village at 
Northeastern University in 

Boston offers something 
special for every student.
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variety of student-requested dining favorites: Asian cuisine, pizza, 
burgers and chicken dishes among them. The mix of national and 
local brands housed in the center (including some not noted for their 
nutritional superiority, such as Popeyes Louisiana Kitchen and Taco 
Bell Express) is balanced by lighter, vegetable-rich possibilities. At 
Kigo Kitchen, chefs concentrate solely on fresh vegetables, combin-
ing them with starches, proteins and sauces to produce fast, fresh 
and healthy stir-fry dishes. At The West End, famous for its classic, 
home-style meals, the “warm salad” concept has been a hit. Guests 
get a choice of greens, proteins and other produce, and watch as 
ingredients are tossed, seasoned and sautéed before their eyes.

Extremely conscious about the prevalence of food allergies, 
Chartwells at Northeastern Dining adapts menus and recipes 
to address the needs of students affected by food sensitivities. 
Residential dining kitchens are peanut-free and tree nut-free. 
Milk alternatives include soy, rice and Lactaid brand, along with 
traditional milk. Gluten-intolerant students are accommodated by a 
special station at International Village, as well as with commercially 
manufactured gluten-free baked goods, and packaged frozen meals 
that can be heated in dedicated toaster ovens and microwaves. 
Kosher and halal meals also are available.

Continually working to make food selections more healthful 
and instill in students a lifelong habit of eating right, Chartwells at 
Northeastern Dining follows such healthy cooking protocols as 
avoiding deep-frying in favor of baking, roasting or steaming; cook-
ing in small batches to ensure freshness and quality; and searching 
for ways to reduce the amount of oil used. Nutritionist Christine 
Clark is available on campus to answer questions, and she publishes 
a weekly blog filled with wellness and weight-loss tips.

Individual Attention
A few months after CulinArt, Inc. took over responsibilities at The 

Cambridge School of Weston (CSW), an independent arts and science 
high school in Weston, Mass., students gathered for an assembly were 
asked how they felt about the new food service. The response was a 
standing ovation, recalls Jeff Powell, assistant vice president, education 

division for CulinArt, which began serving 
the school market 15 years ago and now is 
operating in that capacity in seven states.

The company prides itself on identifying 
each institution’s vision for its program 
and then providing innovative solutions to 
enable them to achieve their goals. One 

such innovation at CSW was a rice and noodle 
bar, implemented to address the school’s large 
international and vegan population, represent-
ing one-third of the 450 students and faculty 
members who eat there. In addition, the lunch 
room’s fresh salad bar features two fresh grains 
daily, and the deli bar incorporates hummus, 
flavored tofus and many grilled vegetables.

One of CulinArt’s greatest assets, according 
to Powell, is its ability to customize programs 
to the school’s geographic region. Buying on a 
more personal scale than some of its competi-
tors, the company works with local suppliers, 
usually staying within a 60-mile radius and 
striving to adapt its program to the culture of the 
community. For instance, breads served in the 
dining room at CSW come from a local bakery 
and are preservative-free.

A major improvement from the previous pro-
vider at the school was the transition to freshly 
cooked meals made from fresh ingredients. 
For example, visible in the CSW kitchen these 
days are stock pots used to make broth the 
old-fashioned way, not from dehydrated bases. 
Additional refrigeration was needed to accom-
modate the greater quantity of freshly-made 
versus frozen and processed foods.

Since one of the biggest culprits in causing 
obesity is fried food, which most often is processed 
and frozen, CulinArt has left behind the fryer in 
favor of roasted or grilled meats and poultry, and 
roasted vegetables. But there are plenty of comfort 
foods on the menu, including a daily pasta, and 
such make-it-your-own dishes as chicken fajitas.

Although schools ordinarily dictate overall 
policy concerning allergies (there’s a nut ban in 

One such innovation at CSW 

was a rice and noodle bar, 

implemented to address the 

school’s large international  

and vegan population

In the CSW kitchen, CulinArt prepares broth 
from scratch rather than from dehydrated bases.
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effect at CSW, for example), CulinArt reaches out 
individually to assist students who have special 
dietary needs. At the start of every school year, 
CulinArt confers with the nurse’s office to iden-
tify students with restrictions, and the kitchen 
posts photographs of those children with a list of 
ingredients they must avoid. Their meals may be 
prepared separately in an allergen-free area, for 
instance, or an allergen-free salad dressing may 
be stocked for them and set apart.

Food for Thought
When Father Steve Shafran, founder of the 

Don Bosco Cristo Rey High School in Takoma 
Park, Md., went shopping for a caterer, he brought 
a tall order. Not only did the winning candidate 
need to meet the state’s National School Lunch 
Program guidelines by providing good nutrition 
and healthy value, but it had to participate as a 
partner in the actual education process.

“We wanted this to be an instructional moment 
to these kids,” says Shafran of the dining experi-
ence. “Not only receiving something that they 
will consume that will be helpful and nutritious for 
them, but letting them see how a meal should look, 
how it’s supposed to be prepared, how it’s sup-
posed to be balanced, and what are the portions.”

Shafran’s school is part of a unique partner-
ship between the Archdiocese of Washington, 
the Salesians of Don Bosco and the Cristo Rey 
Network of Schools, whose mission is to work 
with at-risk young people and prepare them to 
go to college. Students participate in a corporate 
work-study program, gaining professional work 
experience and earning money to pay for a 
portion of their educations by working one day a 
week at an entry-level clerical position.

Coming from families with limited financial 
resources, the students are challenged nutrition-

ally on a number of levels. With their parents working two or three 
jobs, most can only count on eating a few meals a week at home, 
filling in with unhealthy high-fat and high-carb snacks. For many, 
lunch at school is the only meal they will eat that day.

When Shafran found La Prima Food Group, based in College 
Park, Md., he says he was “blown away” by the company’s prepara-
tion, ingredients and philosophy. “It just was such a good match for 
what I wanted to do for these kids,” he says.

La Prima, whose primary business is corporate drop-off and 
high-end social catering, was inspired to move into the school 
market five years ago after visiting CIR food (Cooperativa Italiana 
Di Ristorazione), an Italian food management firm that feeds a few 
hundred thousand children in Italy from its central kitchen every day. 
CIR food’s philosophy, which specifies fresh, organic ingredients 
and upscale food brands, resonated with La Prima’s president, Dave 
Evans, whose own ethos favors fresh, sustainable, local ingredients. 
Now working with 11 schools in Maryland, Virginia and Washington, 
D.C., La Prima doesn’t aspire to “serve 100 schools,” claims Evans. 
“We want to do it right and make a difference.”

Since there is no kitchen at Don Bosco, La Prima brings in 
breakfast and treats lunch service almost like an off-premise catered 
event, delivering freshly prepared food made in its nearby kitchen 
shortly before service and transforming the building’s gymnasium 
into a lunch room on a daily basis.

Meeting the state’s nutritional standards, while still appealing to 
teenage culinary preferences, has been a learning curve. But there 
are tricks for “sneaking in” the healthy requirements, according to 
Melissa Watson, school lunch administrator for La Prima. Among 
them she mentions disguising vegetables by pureeing them in soups 
or serving them in sauces on pasta, and making baked items seem 
fried. Chicken nuggets are cut from fresh breasts and coated with 
whole grain crumbs, for example. With its fresh-only food policy, La 
Prima is staying ahead of federal sodium standards, too, she says.

“You can’t make people  

eat healthfully, if they don’t  

want to…which is why  

variety is so important.”
–Robin Quay, the registered dietician assigned 

to Liberty University in Lynchberg, Va.

A La Prima lunch at Don Bosco Cristo Rey High School 
in Takoma Park, Md.
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How can Shafran be sure that the program is satisfying his 
students as well as the government? Servers complete feedback 
cards every day, and Shafran organizes groups of students and 
teachers regularly to ask their opinions and suggestions. But most 
telling are the comments of the young guides who sometimes tour 
prospective students through the school and, though untutored, 
have been overheard to say: “The food is the best!”

Multiple Choices
“You can’t make people eat healthfully, if they don’t want 

to…which is why variety is so important,” says Robin Quay, the 
registered dietician assigned to Liberty University in Lynchberg, Va., 
where Sodexo has been the foodservice partner for many years.

The college offers a mind-boggling number of food choices 
across its 6,800-acre residential campus, not all of them notably 
healthy—from well-known fast food names like Chick-fil-A, to 
proprietary brands like SubConnection, to a newly installed Dunkin’ 
Donuts. At the same time, it is striving to make positive dining deci-
sions more likely by introducing some innovative healthy initiatives.

With 4 percent of the university’s population reportedly suf-
fering from allergies, one of the most exciting new ideas is Simple 
Servings, a station concept developed by Quay and Executive Chef 
Peter Jerominek, which showcases minimally processed, tasty 
foods, prepared without gluten or seven of the eight most common 
food allergens: milk, eggs, soy, tree nuts, peanuts, shellfish and 
wheat. (Fish, the least common of the allergens and a good protein 
source, was not omitted.) Located in Reber-Thomas, the main dining 
hall on campus, and offering lunch and dinner menus daily, the 
station eliminates the guesswork for those following special diets, 
but also makes healthful eating easier for everyone.

Also integrating healthy options into the mix is a concept created 
and developed by Jerominek called the Wellness Zone, which has 
been instituted at two venues. In the Tilley Center (where signs provide 
nutritional information and note common allergens used in prepara-
tions), it takes the form of some enticing upscale additions to Fresh 
Market Buffet, where the fare is hot entrees, soups and a salad bar. 
Additions include atypical lettuces, like arugula and Boston butter; 

interesting roasted vegetables, such as cauliflower 
and eggplant; such specialty cheeses as goat and 
feta; and various nuts, seeds and whole grains. 
At Flames Zone, specializing in grilled cheese 
sandwiches, whole-grain breads and lower-fat 
fillings now are available.

Students can find good options among other 
less health-oriented venues, too. In Reber-
Thomas, a number of dining venues offer a 
selection of vegetables and many other healthy 
possibilities, among them: three ethnic stations, 
a made-to-order sandwich bar and a grill. Sushi 
and smoothies are among healthy staples at 
Freshens, located in a food court known as The 
Hangar. And Lavash, a food truck, dispenses 
healthy flatbread sandwiches, serving them with 
a side of seasoned chickpeas and a drink.

Although Sodexo is a foodservice giant 
(serving about 4 million meals per day in 
K-through-college locations), Quay and 
Jerominek make nutrition a personal mission 
at Liberty. Aside from conducting private 
nutritional consultations and acting as a guest 
speaker at the fitness center, Quay meets many 
students by spending time in the dining hall and 

The Simple Servings 
station concept at 
Liberty University, 
where Sodexo is the 
foodservice partner, 
showcases minimally 
processed, tasty foods.
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by serving as the leader of the student board 
of directors, a Sodexo program that involves 
students in special events and dining programs 
on campus. To educate youngsters about good 
eating and encourage them to eat better, she 
and Jerominek also teach wellness and cooking 
classes on a monthly basis.

Lessons in Freshness
Plagued by quality concerns with its previous 

provider, St. James Catholic, an Orlando-based 
elementary school serving 475 youngsters, was 
one of the first to join the pilot program when 
Wholesome Tummies, an entrepreneurial start-
up located in Orlando, added on-site preparation 
to its successful online ordering and delivery sys-
tem. Making the transition from heat-and-serve to 
Wholesome Tummies’ freshly-made approach is 
not always easy for schools, since often it requires 
the addition of refrigerator space and cooking 
equipment. But the effort to restore freshness and 
fun to its dining program was worthwhile for St. 
James, which remains a satisfied customer.

Wholesome Tummies’ CEO, Debbie Blacher, 
launched the company in 2007, because she was 
so dissatisfied with the abysmal quality of food 
at the schools her own children attended. Today 
she heads a rapidly expanding network of 10 
franchises that serve 100 schools. The company’s 
success is evident in testimonials from parents, 
some of whom decide which schools their chil-
dren will attend based on whether Wholesome 
Tummies is the foodservice provider.

For More  
Information
Chartwells 
www.eatlearnlive.com

CulinArt, Inc. 
www.culinartinc.com

La Prima Food Group 
www.laprimafoodgroup.com

Sodexo 
www.sodexousa.com

Wholesome Tummies 
www.wholesometummies.com

“A sea of brown” is the way Blacher describes the unhealthy, 
unappetizing processed and frozen foods served in many of the 
lunchrooms she visits. By contrast, Wholesome Tummies’ meals are 
rainbows of nutritious dishes, made from scratch and containing only 
fresh ingredients without MSG, high-fructose corn syrup, artificial 
colors and flavors, nitrates, or partially hydrogenated oils. Even 
so-called kids’ food, such as cheeseburgers, is healthfully made, 
and students can choose two colorful sides, among them fresh fruit, 
roasted vegetables, salads and soups.

Subscribing schools are required to follow the kid-friendly, 
nutritionist-approved recipes that Wholesome Tummies develops 
(there currently are 200), but they’re free to adapt the monthly menu 
calendars according to the particular needs of their student popula-
tions. Due to the growing prevalence of allergies, Blacher’s team 
recently introduced so-called “Allergy Profiling,” permitting parents 
who order online to easily create dietary profiles for their children, so 
that thereafter only allergen-free items appear on their screens. 

Blacher hopes to make lunch “an experience” again, in the 
face of the abbreviated, institutionalized lunch periods being 
implemented in many places. Choice is an important value of the 
program (since it encourages kids to eat healthfully), and a best-
selling kid favorite stars on every menu. The all-time winner is pizza, 
made with whole-grain crust and a marinara sauce fortified with 
pureed vegetables. More adventurous possibilities are included as 
well: tikka masala, orange chicken with steamed brown rice, and 
shepherd’s pie, for example.

But Blacher’s goals go beyond improving food quality, as is sug-
gested by the company’s new motto: “It isn’t lunch. It’s a movement.” 
By expanding Wholesome Tummies’ participation to every aspect of 
foodservice in school and beyond, she hopes to shape the lifelong 

eating habits of students. Nutrition education 
(such as having small farmers speak to students 
and bringing a farmer’s market to the school) 
already has begun, and Blacher is planning to 
plant a garden at St. James, in order to help kids 
appreciate the origins of their food. 

feature

Launched in 2007, Wholesome Tummies now consists of 10 
franchises serving 100 schools—and it’s rapidly expanding.
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S ince the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, an exten-

sion of the National School Lunch Program, went 

into effect last year, the media has reported com-

plaints about the program. Some parents complain that 

their kids aren’t getting suffi cient nourishment, either 

because they are accustomed to larger portions or be-

cause they don’t want to consume the foods prescribed 

by the meal plan. Another criticism is the waste gener-

ated by the program—students must take certain healthy 

foods on their plates, which can end up in the trash if the 

students didn’t want those items in the fi rst place.

The plan sets healthy ranges for five categories of 

food (fruit, vegetables, grains, meats and meat alterna-

tives, and fluid milk, and establishes ranges of total 

calories, saturated fats, trans fat and sodium). Dr. Janey 

Thornton, deputy undersecretary for food, nutrition, 

and consumer services, USDA—which sets food policy 

for the 101,000 public, private, independent and charter 

schools that subscribe to the plan in return for reim-

bursement—says it is working.

UPGRADING 
    AMERICAN 
  NUTRITION

PHOTOS BY KIMBERLY HAINES OF LA PRIMA FOOD GROUP, INC. 

A La Prima lunch at Don 
Bosco Cristo Rey High School 
in Takoma Park, Md.
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Directors at most of the participating 

schools she has surveyed aren’t 

experiencing any “push back,” she reports. 

They have recognized that healthier foods 

can still be kid-friendly, she reasons, 

offering such examples as baked sweet 

potato “fries” versus whole baked sweet 

potatoes, or whole-grain crust pizza loaded 

with fresh fruits and vegetables.

In places where complaints have sur-

faced, Thornton believes it was because the 

students were accustomed to consuming 

unrealistic portions (three or four hamburg-

ers, for instance). That might be alright for 

kids who are extremely active physically 

but not for the “majority of kids,” who “are 

not playing football,” she notes.

Where schools are seeing more waste 

than before, Thornton attributes the 

phenomenon not to dissatisfaction with the food but to 

two other factors: It takes longer to consume fruits and 
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vegetables than to eat highly processed foods, and 

lunch periods have been shortened in many places this 

year, leaving children with insufficient time to finish 

everything on their trays.

While states and districts are responsible for actual 

meal planning in accordance with federal guidelines, 

the USDA is helping them source locally, work with 

small farmers in their areas, and increase the use 

of fresh ingredients through a variety of programs. 

One makes local sourcing sim-

pler by permitting the schools to 

buy through the Department of 

Defense, which has a regional 

procurement network.

In its training role, the agency is 

trying to assist teachers in incor-

porating nutrition education into 

the curriculum, making it integral 

to studies in math, history and sci-

ence. It offers classroom literature 

and other materials, and is trying 

to see that more nutrition questions 

are included on the tests by which 

both students and their teachers 

are evaluated.
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