Build wellness policy on foundation your district has already established

Many school districts across Colorado are already working on ways to improve their school nutrition and physical activity environments. These can e starting points for wellness policy development. Following are examples of what some districts in Colorado have done or are working on.

Cherry Creek, Arapahoe County, 47,000 students

          The Cherry Creek School District has received the prestigious 2005 regional USDA Best Practices Award for nutrition education and creating a healthy school environment. Katie Warren, a dietitian with the Food and Nutrition Services Department, says when other schools were involved with healthful vending, Cherry Creek focused on making meals healthier instead of healthful vending because “that’s what affects us. The district has so few vending machines.” Two major goals were increasing meal participation and increasing healthy choices. Both were achieved.

          The innovative Smart Meals allow middle and high school students to choose any entrée plus a fresh fruit cup and a 10-ounce plastic bottle of milk. This year Cherry Creek students will enjoy low fat milk in a variety of flavors from new 8-ounce plastic bottles which are replacing cartons on main meal lines. The new containers will be attractively displayed in new got milk? merchandiser coolers.
          Addressing portion control and fat content of meals, the department removed all fryers from middle schools, immediately reducing fat content of fries by 50 percent. In elementary schools, cookies are available only twice a week, with fresh fruit replacing them as a dessert. Power drinks, no longer available every day, have shrunk from 20 to 12 ounces. Potato chips are now packaged only in single-serving bags. Packaged cakes, which came two to three servings to a package, were eliminated. Students who order pizza will no longer be able to meet the vegetable requirement with an order of fries because the district has instituted a “no pizza/fries combination” policy. 

        Warren’s hands-on nutrition classes, piloted in one middle school last year, include teaching kids to read labels by such strategies as measuring out 40 grams of sugar.
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Schools Making a Difference – 

Cheyenne County RE-5, Cheyenne Wells, 250 students


Cheyenne County RE-5 School District is one of few districts to mandate physical education from kindergarten through graduation. Elementary students get 30 minutes a day, middle school students take one quarter of daily classes with an optional sports hour available, and high school students need two physical education credits to graduate. 


At the start of the 2003 school year, a large percent of the student body was either overweight or obese. Many could not do two pushups. 


Physical education teacher Stacy Noe and school nurse Cindy Legg instituted weekly Walk to School Days, posted a “Walk Across America” map for K-8 physical education classes to map progress from California to Virginia Beach, and asked parents to send notes to verify such activities as bike rides. A bowling outing was promised to every student who improved his or her physical fitness between fall and spring. It worked – no child was left behind when the bowling trip materialized.


Two grants have helped the small district. The BOCES area in which the district is located received a Carol M. White grant for rural opportunities for physical education. A second grant of $1,000 from COPAN provided up-to-date equipment - new generation balls, steps and pedometers for classes and for overnight checkout.


The head coach and nurse collaborated on nutrition education and sent nutrition information home to parents. A healthy snack was demonstrated.

Harrison Two, 10,800 students, Academy District 20, 19,000 students, Colorado Springs Dist. 11, 31, 800 students     


          El Paso County’s three largest school districts have joined forces with the El Paso County Department of Health and Environment to push for improved school health practices. The School Health Initiative Group, facilitated by Marilyn Bosenbecker of the Department of Health, includes Air Academy District 20, Colorado Springs District 11 and Harrison District Two. Undeterred by two unsuccessful grant applications, the group forged ahead without funding to develop a web site, and to make a case for healthy school environments to superintendents and other administrators in the participating districts. Other El Paso County districts and those in neighboring counties will be invited to join the School Health Initiative Group this fall. The four areas of emphasis are nutrition services, nutrition education, physical education and physical activity. The web site, which went live in the fall of 2005, was designed to help the smaller El Paso districts, and includes links to other web sites with ideas for grants, success stories and other resources. “Because no two school districts are organized the same way, the web site is designed to be of use in a variety of situations,” Bosenbecker points out. “Each district has to approach the issue differently.” 

           Within the Harrison District, another group is looking into innovative health practices. Facilitated by Linda Tremblay, grant writer/grant management specialist, the group includes school nurses, counseling specialists, and nutrition service providers. Using the eight-point School Health Index from the Centers for Disease Control, they assessed the district’s policies and practices, determining that all eight were in place, but could stand improvement. They used the assessment to demonstrate the need to district administrators. Among the higher ranked areas are health services for students and physical education. A year ago the district physical education program moved from the athletic model, adopting a contemporary healthy lifestyle curriculum. The lowest ranking areas were health promotion for staff and parent and community involvement.     
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Schools Making a Difference – 

Park County Re-2, Fairplay, 652 students
          Foundational to the Park County School District Re-2 Wellness Policy will be its Health Resolution regarding nutritious foods and beverages, adopted by the Park County School Board in January, 2005. It was written by the district’s Health Action Committee, formed after attendance at the statewide Healthy Schools Summit in 2003 and including staff and parents. “We started out with, ‘let’s just do it, don’t wait to see if the kids are going to like it,’” says Debbie Olguin, school food service director. A la carte sales dropped for two to three months, then climbed to last year’s levels. Soon the kids were buying a bagel for every previous doughnut. Doughnuts are still available – once every five weeks. An assortment of fresh fruit is available on both the main lunch and a la carte lines. “The kids are really jumping at the fresh fruit,” says Marjukka Gordon, school nurse and a leader in addressing health concerns.
          Foods available for purchase in school facilities during the school day are strictly regulated. Waters and beverages of at least 50 percent juice have replaced soft drinks in vending machines. School superintendent Chuck Soper, who strongly supports the health initiatives, encourages his staff to take time during the day for exercise, using the school weight room or such off-campus sites as Fairplay’s new recreation center. 
          Gordon says the district has just completed its sixth year of comprehensive health education funded by $25,000/year grants from the Colorado Department of Education. They used consultants from the Rocky Mountain Center for Health Promotion and Education to help them select and implement a nutrition curriculum, currently taught from preschool through 9th grade. When kids who wanted to eat healthfully said they didn’t know how to choose or prepare healthy foods, Olguin instituted cooking classes. When athletes complained that food was not available after games, healthy selections were made available in cold vending machines.
         Last year physical education teachers gave out pedometers and heart monitors and sponsored step competitions, a program that will be expanded this year. Mandating physical education at every grade level is a goal. Gordon said the district is building on eight components of a comprehensive health program. They are health services, nutrition education, physical education, comprehensive school health education, family and community involvement, school site health for staff, healthy school environment, and counseling, psychological and social services. Park County Re-2 was also a 2005 recipient of an award from the Colorado Department of Education for improvement in their CSAP scores.  
Poudre R-1, Ft. Collins, 24,000 students

        A path is being cleared for the Wellness Policy committee for the Poudre School District. The recently formed community-wide Coalition for Activity and Nutrition to Defeat Obesity (CanDo) is already at work on its vision of creating a culture supportive of healthy eating and active living, with rewards to encourage participation and success. Under coordinator Virginia Englert, CanDo’s 60 members are from all facets of community leadership and are assigned to one of three committees – youth, adults and media. The committee on youth is aligning itself with schools and youth-serving agencies and programs. It is creating a Healthy School Designation, with rewards for schools that meet such criteria as filling vending machines with 75-100 percent healthy foods, participating in health-promoting programs and providing the recommended 150 minutes of physical education per week. Schools on the Move rewards schools with physical education equipment when kids and teachers achieve weekly goals of physical activity. Last year 17 of the district’s 30 elementary schools participated. CanDo will support activities of the Healthy Kids Club.
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Schools Making a Difference – 

          Poudre District schools have had fresh fruit and salad bars for 10 years, says Chris Rock, school food service director. The district has its own bakery, allowing production of less sweet, more nutritious, baked goods. The district controls entrée nutritional content by cooking from scratch, and excludes desserts from the main lunch line – cookies must be purchased a la carte and commercial packages of little cakes were removed last year. Poudre was one of the first Colorado districts to adopt a healthy vending policy, defining healthful foods and allowing for termination of contracts and removal of vending machines for noncompliance.

St Vrain Valley, Boulder County, 21,335 students

St. Vrain Valley students came back to school this fall to an Xtreme lunch makeover.


The community determined nobody is going to “super-size” their kids, at least not in school. 


The kids found milk in new trendy plastic bottles appealingly displayed in glass-front got milk? merchandisers to keep it icy cold. There are deli sandwiches; a new burrito, baked French fries. A pizza slice comes with fruit and a yogurt dip or a vegetable and milk. 


Kids punch in numbers when they go through the line instead of showing cards. Brent Craig, the district’s school food service director, says this erases any visible line between kids who pay full price and those eligible for free and reduced-pay lunches.

Last year Craig formed a School Nutrition Advisory Committee (SNAC), a coalition of parents, community representatives, health professionals, principals, teachers, food service staff and students, who reviewed current food service practices, developed a vision and drew up a nutrition policy. 


SNAC went beyond U.S.D.A.’s requirements for both main meal and the a la carte line. Added sugars are limited. Snacks are available only in single-portion packages. Craig has deep-sixed all deep-fat fryers. No caffeine-containing foods are permitted. Beverages are either 100 percent fruit juice, milk (1 or 2 percent milk fat, white or flavored) or water. Elementary students get 8-ounce plastic bottles of milk and secondary students get 10-ounce bottles. 



The district cut a la carte selections by 80 percent, and at the start of the 2005 school year, twice as many kids were eating on the main lunch line. 


By the fall of 2006, Craig hopes to extend the nutrition policy to foods in vending machines. “A committee of principals and administrators will address ways to provide better nutrition in vending machines while maintaining profits from vending to support school functions,” he says. “They will look to established models which have excellent ideas to better manage vending.”


One of the district schools, Longmont High, made waves a year ago with a bond-funded cafeteria makeover. The new food court style, with five stations – Tex-Mex, Deli, Pizza, On-the-go-counter and Daily Feature – plus inviting areas for students to hang out and hot water units for mixing hot chocolate, is wildly popular with students. Revenues increased by 250 per cent. “Where we saw success was in the a la carte meals, where we tried things like grab-and-go deli sandwiches, salads, and burritos,” Craig said.  However, the makeover cost more than $100,000 and is unlikely to be repeated soon in the fast-growing district. The district has 37 schools and expects to grow to 39 by midyear.       
