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Testimony on Food Service Contracting in the D.C. Public School System 
 
Chairman Mendelson and the Committee of the Whole, thank you for calling this hearing 
today on Food Service Contracting in the D.C. Public School System. 
 
My name is Jody Tick and I am testifying today as the parent of two DCPS students, a 7 year 
old at Maury Elementary and a 4 year old at Maime D. Lee.  I am also here as a 
representative of the D.C. School Food Project1.  The D.C. School Food Project is an 
outgrowth of an advisory committee originally convened DCPS Office of Food and Nutrition 
Services (OFNS).  We are comprised of parents, school-based staff, activists and concerned 
citizens.  We seek to recognize and expand upon the tremendous progress made in DCPS 
school food both in quality and access want to inspire students to eat healthy school food. 
 
The passage and implementation of the Healthy Schools Act, through the leadership of 
Councilmember, Mary Cheh, combined with the vision and dedicated efforts of Jeff Mills, 
the Director of DCPS Office of Food and Nutrition Services, has created an environment for 
tremendous progress on school food quality and access to healthy food for all students in 
Washington, D.C.  In the last two years DCPS’s food program has been hailed as a national 
model.   

 
Some notable improvements in access and quality of school food include: 
• Increasing the diversity of the daily offerings of fruits and vegetables and mandating 

that all grain products must be 50% whole grain2;  
• Increasing the use of local produce from than less than 5% in SY 09-10 to over 38% in SY 

10-11; 
• Increasing breakfast participation from 47% to 71% in high need schools; 
• Becoming one of the largest school district in the country to remove flavored milk; and 
• Initiating the Supper Program providing an essential meal to many students that rely on 

school food for the majority of their daily nutrition. 
 
Nonetheless, the progress that had been achieved in the last three years is being reversed 
and is at risk of additional decline due to budget overruns, reduction in quality of school 
food, and the lack of faith in the system.  The D.C. School Food Project believes that the 
District needs a cost effective and sustainable solution to the current school food model.  As 
a community we need to ensure that we continue to move forward so that DCPS can 
continue to lead the country as a model on school food.   
 
Specifically, we strongly encourage the Council to seek answers and solutions to the 
following concerns and issues: 

 

                                                      
1 More on the DC School Food Project at http://dcschoolfoodproject.org 
2 DCPS.  DCPS Nutritional Standards. 
http://dc.gov/DCPS/Beyond+the+Classroom/Food+Services/DCPS+Nutritional+Standards (accessed 12/18/12). 

http://dc.gov/DCPS/Beyond+the+Classroom/Food+Services/DCPS+Nutritional+Standards
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Budget Deficit 
Our group was initially concerned with the immense school food budget deficit last year 
realized at around $14 million by the end of the fiscal year3.  This triggered the reissue of an 
RFP with the dual goal for a vendor or vendors to maintain the high food standards of the 
District while controlling costs.  It is not clear what the school food budget and deficit will 
look like this year, but findings from a recent audit summary on DCPS school food are 
disconcerting4.  So, from an observer’s perspective, one has to ask:  

• How is it that a budget deficit can grow so out of proportion before it’s noticed and 
dealt with? 

• What were the goals of reissuing the RFP and contract last school year? and  
• How were those goals to be measured and accounted for this school year?   

 
What is so confounding about this situation is that it doesn’t have to be this way.  Many 
large, urban school districts, including many of our neighbors, such as Alexandria City, Anne 
Arundel, Montgomery, Fairfax and Arlington Counties break even on school food.  Others, 
such as St. Paul, MN, also have a budget-neutral operation and still maintain high quality 
standards with comparable free and reduced population and participation rates.  What are 
the best practices and lessons learned from these school districts and how can they be 
applied to the District in a way that accounts for our uniqueness of our situation? 
 
Members of this group met with Chancellor Henderson and COO, Anthony DeGuzman in 
May of 2012 when information about the magnitude of the school food deficit surfaced.  
We expressed our concerns over the school food deficit and efforts to address this financial 
potentially decreasing the quality of the food and gains made.  We were assured by the 
Chancellor that quality would not suffer in the quest to remedy the financial situation and 
that there was a strategic plan in place for school food.  We were also told that components 
of the plan would be shared, but have yet to see anything. 

 
Declining Quality 
Even though we were promised that quality would not be sacrificed with the new contract, 
Chancellor Henderson has made it clear that food is not a core competency and thus not a 
focus of DCPS.  However, there is a growing body of research that suggests a strong link 
between nutrition and learning and behavior in children5.  This is especially important for 
low-income children who are at a greater risk for food insecurity.  In the District of Columbia 
1 in 3 children are at risk for hunger and almost 70% of DCPS’ students qualify for free or 

                                                      
3 Bruske, Ed. Is Kaya Henderson Turning Out the Lights on D.C. School Food? 2012. 
http://dcfoodforall.com/2012/02/is-kaya-henderson-turning-out-the-lights-no-d-c-school-food/ (accessed 
12/19/12) 
4 Federal Management Systems, Inc.  Audit Summary Report. 
5 National Agricultural Library. Food and Nutrition Information Center.  2011.  Role of Nutrition in Learning and 
Behavior:  A Resource List for Professionals. http://www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/pubs/learning.pdf (accessed 
12/19/12) 

http://dcfoodforall.com/2012/02/is-kaya-henderson-turning-out-the-lights-no-d-c-school-food/
http://www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/pubs/learning.pdf
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reduced-price lunch6.  We have a moral imperative to ensure that our children have the 
nourishment they need to realize their full potential.   
 
We are concerned about how the food quality has changed from the past school year.  For 
example, Chartwells has replaced 
• The Murray's all natural antibiotic and hormone free chicken nuggets with highly 

processed Tyson chicken nuggets loaded with hormones and antibiotics, and  
• The organic, GMO free Stonyfield yogurt served has been replaced with Yoplait Trix 

yogurt that is full of hormones and preservatives.  Additionally, it contains kosher 
gelatin, which from online sources is derived from a beef source thus not a vegetarian 
food, which some may assume. 

 
By only reviewing the monthly school food menu, the fact that school food quality is in 
decline might elude the average parent unless they have the time and energy to dig deeper.  
The nutrition information provided by Chartwells on the DCPS OFNS website, lists the 
month’s menu and basic nutrition information for meals, but fails to provide ingredient lists.  
One would only know that this year’s yogurt is Yoplait Trix as opposed to Stonyfield through 
observing first hand during breakfast. In order to find ingredient labels, I had to look online 
at each company’s website.   

 
Lack of Transparency 
This lack of transparency erodes faith in a system that we all want to see succeed.  Parents 
want to trust the system and be seen as contributing partners, but the system and the 
people in the system have to be open to this idea.  It should not be a struggle to find out 
what is in the food our children are eating and how decision are made in allocation of the 
funds that taxpayers provide to the school system.  
 
A lot of work has gone into making the school food in DCPS a model to emulate.  We have 
the opportunity to capitalize on the gains made in school food over the past years, but need 
to do so in a transparent and financially responsible way.  

 
Recommendations 
The DC School Food Project strongly suggests: 

1. Audit - We encourage the council to mandate an annual 3rd party audit of DCPS 
school food to better understand the past and current deficit and the drivers of the 
cost overruns and ineffective management.  Recommendations from the audit must 
be provided to the Council with written plans on how deficiencies will be addressed. 

2. Strategic Plan - We would like to see a thoughtful, long term strategic plan designed 
for DCPS school food that is informed by other urban school district successes and 
lays out a path forward that controls costs while maintaining quality; and  

3. Accountability – We need a higher level of accountability for the implementation of 
the school food strategic plan that is transparent, time defined, and measureable.   

                                                      
6 Feeding America.  Hunger in America.  2010.  Mathematica 
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These recommendations require strong leadership from the top and a commitment from 
everyone in the system to ensure we are making lasting change towards the common goal 
of providing DCPS students with the nourishment they need to succeed. 

 


