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School Food in Lakeview

The town of Lakeview used to have two separate school districts. However, when spotted-owls were discovered in the neighboring forest and were declared an endangered species, many lumber mills had to shut down, effectively killing an entire local industry. Because of this, many loggers had to move away in search of career elsewhere. In a period of about four to five years, the population of Lakeview dropped from about 5,000 to barely 2,500 today.

It does not take a large leap of understanding to see that when these people moved away, they took their children with. When this happened, the student body size of Lakeview was rapidly depleted. Since then, all the schools have been incorporated into one district. Today, there are a total of five cooks in Lakeview who work at the two elementary schools and the high school/junior high. It is funny to think how the discovery of a few endangered animals can transform an area so rapidly.
Since ranching has moved up to become the primary industry of the area, most children’s parents are constantly busy working on the field. And even though it’s a labor-intensive job, it does not provide the family with a large income. Because of that, many of the kids in the area qualify for free lunches at school. And because of that, each year, the schools get a “large amount of commodity foods from the Oregon Department of Education,” said Samantha Brown, a former superintendent of the Lakeview school district. Gayle Godric, a former cook at the Nover School, mentioned that there were “a lot more of the free lunch and reduced students,” but “there wasn’t very many at all out there [when she worked].”

Commodity food is food that the government provides to schools at little to no charge. Most of it comes from whatever have been producing well that year and have become surplus. The government buys them up and distributes to the various schools that need them. This is good news for both the producer of the commodity – as they won’t flood the market with their goods and thereby, keep the prices up – as well as for the school – because they don’t have to spend the little money that they make on trying to keep its students well fed.


Ingrid Idleman, who works at the Nover School, explains about the history of commodity foods:

That all started back in… I think… ’46 when… when they were shipping men over… to the war you know and they… they find that a lot of men were malnutritioned… and so the government decided that if they would start at a younger age… and raise them up to be healthy, you know… that’s how…

The commodity food gets ordered about once every quarter. The rest is purchased through various vendors. Samantha Brown believed that they get their bread from Safeway, milk from K&K in Klamath Falls, and produce comes from either Klamath Falls or Alturas, California. The food is trucked in and unloaded at the school district office. They, then, have to be the ones to transport them from school to school. And since most of the food is frozen on delivery, they have to start their distributions on the same day. Cooks, however, also have a choice, if they ever visit a large wholesale supermarket such as Costco, to buy food there with their own money and then get reimbursed. The cooks rarely buy anything from Lakeview since they often cannot get it at a discounted price even if they buy in bulk. Ingrid Idleman jokes by saying that one of the only good local things they could possibly serve was Stringer’s wine from south of Lakeview.


The commodity foods come on a listed on a piece of paper and the cooks can choose what they want to receive. They have to be careful though, because even though it is on that list, the food is not at all guaranteed to be available in the quantity requested. Jessica Jameson, a cook at the Whitman School, explains:

But we’re not guaranteed anything… we… we… we are given a paper, we pick out what we want, how much, we’re not guaranteed we get anything. We know about a week later, so... See… our order goes in in August and we won’t know ‘til September what we’re gonna get.

The one common trend that looks to be rather alarming, however, is that things are leaning towards fast-food style meals, hidden under the pretext of “convenience” and “efficiency.” Ingrid Idleman used to get fifty-pound bricks of cheese, now they come shredded in five-pound bags to save the school time on doing the grating. Holly Hema, a retired school cook, says that a cousin of hers who works in a school in Roseburg had received “frozen peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” And even though that is the extreme of convenience, and unlikely to happen again soon, the students still prefer food that is fast. Their favorite by far, in every school, was still hamburgers. At the Nover School, hamburgers are served every Friday. At the Whitman School, hamburgers are served every day. Hamburgers, nowadays, though, even come pre-cooked as a commodity, mentions Ingrid.

Cooks now have to worry less about cooking and more about paperwork. Even though they still have to make up their own menus, the things on there seem to be pretty common everywhere. Since the nutritional guide is so strict nowadays, no longer are the meals the products of creative cooks, now they are simply items of consumption designed to maximize nutrition (or so in theory).


Samantha Brown revealed that the schools are currently working with The Oregon Department of Nutrition to develop their menu, trying to figure out how much is a good amount of fats, proteins, and carbs. The schools do pretty much “what the USDA tells [them] to do,” said Samantha. Vin Vink is currently the business manager in the district office and is basically a cafeteria director. He does much of the paperwork that deals with ordering and distribution, as well as reporting all the lunches provided by the schools to be approved by the government. Vin also works with nutritional requirements, hires the cooks, and pretty much always staying up-to-date.


It didn’t used to be so structure, mentioned Gayle Godric. In fact, when she worked there, she was able to bring in vegetables and other goodies from her own garden to cook for the kids. Gayle had only retired in 1995, yet, the way she described her work, it seemed like it was a whole different era. Holly Hema, another retired cook, says, “they had talked about… before I retired that we were gonna have to keep track of salts, fat and sugars. But I left before they actually did that, and so now they do have to…”


The district also subscribes to an emergency broadcast system. In case anything such as the recent spinach disaster happens, they are ready to pull it off the shelf and keep the kids safe. This information is also directly relayed to the cooks. Because of the spinach scare, Donna Defoe, who is a cook at the Olson School, is no longer allowed to use prepackaged salads. Everything now has to be bought locally and prepared by hand.


Another problem arises in school when cooks try to introduce a new item in the menu. Not only is the paperwork daunting, there is no guarantee that the kids will like it. Because of Lakeview’s geographical limitations, kids in this area often get used to whatever food is available, more often than not, meat and potatoes at home. This means that when cooks try to introduce healthy vegetables or equally nutritious seafood into the menu, the students often reject them, wasting everyone’s time and efforts. Jessica James, the head-cook from the Whitman School, mentions that her kids did not like to eat grapes or tuna sandwiches. But the problem is also cyclical. Because as time goes on, the cooks become discouraged, and so they stop serving food that can be considered exotic, and the younger generations won’t have a chance to learn to like them at all. 

Many cooks are oblivious as to how their kitchen gets the money from the district. Often times, they are left out of the decision making process. Other times, they are invited but simply don’t go due to lack of interest. As Gayle Godric said, “We just figured out what we needed and… I’m not really sure!”


Samantha Brown explains that the budgeting process is basically just giving what “the food service ladies want.” To make things easy, they have developed an inventory that carries over from year to year as well as a list of prior consumption so they always know approximately how much money they should put away. The process is fairly painless, explains Samantha, except, she mentioned in passing, that the student population has dropped from about 465 to about 250 over the last 16 years.


Samantha revealed that the elementary school cafeteria has stayed relatively consistent over the years, the high school and middle school cafeterias, however, have changed a lot, mainly putting in a salad bar and trying to cut back on the amount of burgers and fries. When Gayle Godric was still cooking, she often made hamburgers, pizzas, meatloaf, and roasts once in awhile, “just about like you’d feed a family,” says Gayle. Still, even today, it seems like the menu hasn’t changed much.


There’s never been any foods that the all the kids disliked collectively. But then again, none of the cooks believed in forcing the kids to eat what they don’t want. The kids are required to have three out of the five food groups on their trays when they get their meals, but as soon as they walk out the door, they can throw that in the garbage, says Jessica Jameson, from the Whitman School.


All the schools now serve breakfast and the high school also has what’s called a “mid-morning nutrition snack,” Samantha Brown said. Breakfast hasn’t always been served, however. During interviews with Gayle Godric and Holly Hema, both had said that they only had to serve breakfast later in their careers. Before that, it was just lunch. “It was a lot less structured when I was there,” said Gayle.

District-wide, they schools qualify for about 63% free and reduced lunches. And even though Samantha is not sure what the state average is, she knows that it is nevertheless a high percentage. That doesn’t mean, however, that all qualified kids do take advantage and eat the food they’re allowed to. The problem used to be pretty bad when the schools worked with a manual ticket system. Students used to sell, trade, or even steal others’ tickets for a profit. But ever since they moved to having it on computers, a student’s status has become confidential. No one can know unless a student reveals his or her position. Samantha gave the number of the amount of kids that do eat at “60% or less.” The rest of the students eat, then, either their own foods that they bring from home, or go into town.

At the Nover School, there is approximately 45 to 57 kids every year and their free and reduced lunch rate is “very high” and those kids eat there almost every day, said Samantha. She estimates that Ingrid Idleman, the cook there, feeds approximately 40 to 45 kids a day. Fran Francis, a teacher at the Nover School, estimates that about 80% of the kids eat the lunch at school. And of the students, about 60% are on the free or reduced program.


During an Interview with E., the problem of kids not eating in the middle school and high school could be partially explained by ethnic influence, especially among Hispanics. Since these families often eat their big meals of the day at a time (4 in the afternoon) that is only a couple of hours after when lunch at school is served (11:30 and 12:30 in the afternoon, for the middle school and high school, respectively), many kids opt to skip that and eat at home instead. A short conversation with Angela Ramirez also reveals an interesting aspect within the minority population:

Interviewer: So they take their lunch to school instead of eating? 

Angela: They prepare their own lunch and then take it to school, like sandwich or yogurt or fruit. They always prepare their own lunch. 

I: Can you buy lunches in school or not? 

A: Well, but they always have the same thing – hot dogs and hamburgers. What kind of lunch is that?! So I prefer to not spend my money on that one. In elementary school they have better food than the high school. The high school is horrific. French fries, hot dogs, and hamburgers. That is it. No salads no desert or yogurt or fruit. Nothing like that. And they might hate me, but I don’t care. I say is for your future because the more healthy you feel in your childhood, the more healthy you will be when you older.
As for trying to accommodate ethnic diversity, there is a minimal effort. But then again, one has to define what it means to accommodate diversity. A lot of people mention spaghetti as if that they were catering to the Italian-American community, or tacos as if they were catering especially to the recent Mexican immigrants (the schools have been getting about 40 to 65 Hispanic students a year, but this number hasn’t increased greatly). The different amounts of food are probably only there to satisfy people’s palates more than anything else.

Samantha Brown speculated that the reason why there are so many kids on the free and reduced lunch program is because rural communities like Lakeview has a lot of seasonal work. Many ranch hands are very busy during the spring and summer but are practically unemployed during the winter. One can see this by visiting the local Food Pantry, where there is an influx of people that need food during the winter months.


Samantha revealed that of the three schools that operate in the district, two of them almost always operate “in the red,” while the third operates “in the black.” I can only take that to mean that they are losing money, and neither losing nor gaining money, respectively. In any case, the overall trend is that they are losing money every year. Fortunately for the children, the board has decided, at least in the eight years that Samantha has served as superintendent, that they would not cut out the lunch program. Samantha explained:

It is really necessary for the kids to have a hot lunch at noon and to have a good breakfast, because we feel that that enhances their educational opportunity. And so we transfer money from our general fund into our food service funs in order to keep it up and running. We’ve separated out into a special revenue fund just for the reason of seeing what it’s doing rather than incorporating it into the general fund. So from any year we transfer 40 to 45 thousand dollars into the cafeteria fund to keep it going.
Samantha also made a good point about not being able to charge too much for the food served at school (the Whitman School currently charges $3.25 for lunch): 

There is a real fine line about what you can charge for a lunch in a school cafeteria, versus what the community is willing to pay before the kids actually what to go downtown and spend their $2.50 on junk or whether or not they want to pay for it.

None of the schools now have vending machines anymore. But that used to bring in a lot of money for them. They now only serve water and juice, which is bringing in about four to five thousand dollars a year. However, lack of vending machines doesn’t mean that there is lack in soft-drinks, since students can still walk off campus and get anything they want in town.


 The move has slowly also been to get rid of help in the kitchen in order to avoid labor costs. In fact, disposable paper trays are now being used at the Whitman School instead of plastic ones because they don’t want to spend money on washing them. Since Gayle Godric worked at the Nover School, it’s always been one cook for the entire place.

Everyone I’ve talked to have expressed, or at least hinted, that the schools are losing money. It is incredibly disheartening to hear that where we should be investing in: our children, our and their common future, are not being subsidized more. If a school can’t afford to wash its own dirty dishes, what else would they have to cut next? I cannot bear to think, nor do I have the imagination to try and predict where the course of the American education system will end up in another twenty years. There may be several different political view points that exist in Lakeview, but I think everyone will agree when I say that if they want America to stay on top, the situation here has to change for the better.
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