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Before, between and after classes, the public
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I h��� mo��l� �on� �em���e� of eating during my eight years in the public school system. I’m especially 
sentimental about the saimin and oven-roasted chicken I ate during lunches at Niu Valley Middle School. 
In fact, I ate more than 400 meals at three cafeterias, but students who eat two meals each school day from 

By aaron k. yoshino
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Me��� � Ye��Me��� � Ye��
schools are a huge statewide restaurant chain

By Nicole Tam

kindergarten through grade 12 would consume almost 5,000 meals during their school years. The steps 
leading to those meals is quite a process and it all starts with planning the menus and deciding what kids 
will be scarfi ng down every school day.

school lunch
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T�e ��n�� o��g��a�� w��� t�e �t����id� ���u c����t�e�� 
which consists of one school food service manager from each of 
the three Neighbor Island counties – Kauai, Maui and Hawaii 
Island – and one each from the four Oahu school districts: Ho-
nolulu, Central, Leeward and Windward.

Rayburn Awaa Lincoln, Kaimuki High School’s cafeteria man-
ager, is serving his fi rst year on the menu committee team. He 
says the committee starts each year by looking at the previous 
year’s menu and at sales. Yes, it’s true, the menu planners do care 
about whether students like the meals or not, so they study sales 
from previous years to see what students bought or didn’t buy.

In addition to student and sta�  feedback, the menu commit-
tee also considers nutrition, vendor bidding and product avail-
ability. And food shows are sometimes held at schools to collect 
feedback, with a member of the menu committee there to hear 
student comments after a taste test. 

“We try as much as possible to get the best product as possible 
at a very reasonable cost to serve to the students,” Lincoln says.

While I was in school, just about everyone complained about 
school lunches. And, from conversations I have had since, times 
have not changed. But there are some who like the food. From 
kindergarten to fi fth grade, Antonio Omphroy attended Mililani 
Ike and Mililani Mauka elementary schools, where he says the 
tastiest meals were the fi sh nuggets with tartar sauce served at 
Mililani Mauka. 

After three years at Mid-Pacifi c Institute, he is back in pub-
lic school for high school, and is a junior at Kaiser High School, 
where he says some school lunches are enjoyable. 

“It’s a good portion and I’m satisfi ed with the entree and 
fruits. I like that you also get snacks,” Omphroy says, who adds 
that he’s a baseball player with a big appetite. However, he does 
wish there were more vegetable options to choose from. 

school lunch

Me�� �la���n�

Antonio Omphroy, now a junior 
at Kaiser High School, says that 

when he was younger, his favorite 
lunch was the fi sh nuggets with 

tartar sauce served at Mililani 
Mauka Elementary School.
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b�e��f���s af���-s��o�l 
s�a�k�

lu��h��

WHAT KIDS (AND 
THEIR PARENTS) PAY

Parents can visit 
their children’s 
school to deposit 
money into their meal 
account or use a new 
online system. See 
more about the online 
system on page 108.

BREAKFAST

Pre-K -to- eighth 
grade $1.10

High school $1.20

For students whose 
families qualify 
for reduced-price 
meals  $0.30

LUNCH

Pre-K - to- eighth 
grade $2.50 

High school $2.75

For students whose 
families qualify 
for reduced-price 
meals $0.40
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The average cost to produce a public 
school meal is $5.50, which includes 
labor but not utilities such as electric-
ity and gas, says the DOE. The state 
charges half of that cost to students 
who pay the top price for meals. So 
even students who pay the top price 
still get a bargain.

Gregg Fraser, executive director at 
the Hawaii Restaurant Association, 
says the two business models – DOE 
and private restaurants – di� er too 
much for an accurate comparison 
between them. However, he says, the 
restaurant industry standard is that 
food costs about 28 to 32 percent of a 
restaurant’s sales.

Ha�� P�i��

No��: Does not include utilities or 
other building costs

LA���

of DOE’s costs

FO��

of DOE’s costs

Pa���g �o� t�e ���d

�5� 
MI����N 
is from 
federal funds

$2� 
MI����N 
is from the 
state funds

$2� 
MI����N 
from net sales

�5 
MI����N 
is in USDA 
donated 
commodities

Even parents and children who pay the top price 
for meals in school cafeterias are only paying about 
half of what it costs to produce school meals, says the 
DOE’s Lindsay Chambers. Federal and state funds 
make up the di� erence. 

The annual budget for the DOE’s 
School Food Services Branch is 
�1�� MI����N�

G�A��N� �HE ���L�� �C�O��S 
For an in-depth look at how Hawaii’s public schools measure up, pick up an April issue of our sister magazine HONOLULU. The “Grading the Public Schools” chart ranks the performance 
of Hawaii’s public schools statewide, using official state Department of Education data. You’ll also find a feature that explains what’s really going on with all this talk of education reform. 
Plus, a rare look into Family Court and a pilot project helping more Waianae kids stay in school. honolulumagazine.com. TH
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Pa� 
On����

 Traditionally, parents had to pay for 
their children’s school meals in cash or 
by check at the schools. But, starting 
this year, the DOE is letting parents pay 
online. The catch: There is a 5 percent 
“convenience fee.”
 The smartphone app is called School-
Cafe and the website is www.schoolcafe.
com. Both allow you to make payments 
online, create auto payments and set up 
low balance alerts. 
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Fo��y �e�c��� �f ��u�t�� ve����b�e� �n� �e�t� �� s��o�l 
lunches are procured locally, with the rest coming from the Main-
land and Latin America, says Lindsay Chambers, communications 
specialist at the Hawaii Department of Education. She says the 
DOE is striving to increase those numbers under the National Farm 
to School Network, which is led in Hawaii by Lt. Gov. Shan Tsutsui.

However, Farm to School coordinator Robyn Pfahl with the 
state Department of Agriculture says the actual percentage of lo-
cal products on school lunches is a lot less than 40 percent. She 
works with nonprofi ts and school cafeteria managers to improve 
the FTS pilot project, which began in Hawaii in 2015. 

“It’s my job to get more local food in our school lunches. But, right 
now, it’s nowhere near 40 percent, I can guarantee it,” Pfahl says. 

Another perspective comes from Brandon Lee, policy and 
public-private partnership associate at Ulupono Initiative, an 
investment fi rm founded by Pierre and Pam Omidyar and work-
ing to help produce more locally produced food for Hawaii resi-
dents. He says a Kohala school on Hawaii Island was selected to 
be sampled for baseline data and reported preliminary numbers.

He says only 1.5 percent of food, excluding milk products, 
were procured locally while the number rises to 20 percent with 
milk products because of a dairy farm on the island. 

“It’s probable that numbers will be similar on other is-
lands,” Lee says. 

Aside from procurement, the initiative also encourages school 
gardens, where students learn about fresh vegetables by plant-
ing, caring for and harvesting their own.

Natalie McKinney, executive director of Kokua Hawaii Foun-
dation, a nonprofi t that supports environmental education, says 
two-thirds of the DOE schools – about 170 – have school farms. 
“We wanted to get more local on the plate,” McKinney says. 

One participating school is Waikiki Elementary, where Hoku 
is a fi fth grader who enjoys eating salads at home while learning 
how to compost and garden at school. 

Tara, Hoku’s mother, says she sets a high bar for nutrition and 
hopes vegetables from the garden can one day be used in school 
lunches. “It’ll be tricky, but it would be nice to bring it from the 
garden,” Tara says. 

Frozen and dry products are delivered to schools twice a 
week, while produce and milk are delivered more frequently to 
ensure freshness. 

Albert Scales, the supervisor at the DOE’s School Food Ser-
vices Branch, has been with the DOE since August 2014. Before 
that, he was in the military for 20 years, where he served in food 
management positions. He has many roles at the DOE: creating 
specifi cations for all procurements, evaluating bids, managing 
equipment and food contracts, and conducting fi scal reviews. 
The procurement and contract branch collects bids from ven-
dors who meet the requirements and the contracts are awarded 
to the lowest bidders, Chambers says.

For example, Y Hata & Co. delivers 31 items such as cinna-
mon buns, vegetable oil and beef stew to schools statewide for 
breakfasts and lunches under a contract from July 1, 2016 to 
June 30, 2017. 

In���d�e��s
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Lanikai School has both a 
greenhouse (below) and an 

outdoor garden and farm (top, 
at right), created with help 

from the Kokua Hawaii Foun-
dation. Below right: Rayburn 

Awaa Lincoln, Kaimuki High 
School’s cafeteria manager, 
and his colleagues prepare 

bread rolls for the next day’s 
meals.
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T�e ��t ���u ��c� �c�o�� y�a� �� � se���� of ��re�-w�e� 
cycles, each consisting of 15 di erent meals. Cafeteria managers 
can change and shu�  e meals throughout the year to create di-
versity, though changes must follow nutrition guidelines. 

Cafeteria managers take care of purchasing, inventory and a 
daily production sheet. Of the 256 schools in the state, 193 are 
supposed to be sta ed with a cafeteria manager, cook and baker, 
though schools are occasionally shorthanded. Some schools pre-
pare food for nearby “satellite schools” and drivers deliver those 
hot meals daily. Temperature checks are done to ensure quality. 

Lincoln says Kaimuki High School is a school for two nearby 
satellite schools, yet is also short sta ed. But, he says, passion goes 
a long way to ensure children have a healthy and warm meal.

“You got to take pride in what you do. My people I have here, 
they do a good job. I’m not bragging. I was just fortunate to have 
that,” he says. 

school lunch

Ca����ri� p���es�

Rayburn Awaa Lincoln, Kaimuki High School’s caf-
eteria manager, says he asks himself this question 

every day: How can I make the food better within 
the nutritional guidelines, cost restraints and 

other parameters I’m locked into?
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Sa��l� ���c� �en� ��� hi�� s��o�l ��ud���s

NACHOS
· 2 oz. ground beef
· Condiments: taco and cheese sauce

GARDEN SALAD
· 1/4 cup diced tomato
· 1/2 cup of head lettuce
· 1/2 cup of romaine lettuce

FRUITS
· 4 oz. of fruit juice 
· 1/2 cup of mixed fruits

GRAINS
· 1.5 oz. nacho chips 
· 1 oz. whole grain roll

CHEESEBURGER
· 2.6 oz. beef patty
· 0.5 oz. sliced American cheese
· Condiments: Ketchup and mustard

VEGETABLES
· 1/2 cup of potato wedges
· 1/4 cup of green leaf lettuce
· 1/4 cup of sliced whole tomato
· 1/4 cup of baby carrots

FRUITS
· 1/2 cup of apple wedges
· 1/2 cup of orange wedges 

GRAINS
· 2 oz. whole grain hamburger bun 

CHICKEN
· 4 oz. chicken thigh 

VEGETABLES
· 1/2 cup of cabbage
· 1/4 cup of sliced carrots
· 1/4 cup of frozen broccoli
· 1/4 cup of canned or frozen corn

FRUITS
· 1/2 cup of can-drained peaches
· 4 oz. of fruit juice

GRAINS
· 1/2 cup of brown rice 
· 1 oz. whole grain roll

CHICKEN TENDERS
· 3.3 oz. breaded chicken strips
· Condiments: BBQ, zesty, orange, 
 or sweet and spicy sauce 

VEGETABLES
· 1/2 cup of cabbage 
· 1/4 cup of frozen broccoli
· 1/4 cup of sliced carrots

FRUITS
· 1/2 cup of applesauce
· 1/2 cup of canned, drained peaches

GRAINS
· 1/2 cup of brown rice
· 1 oz. whole grain roll

C�i�p� �ac��� 
wi�� be�� ��d ��e�s�� 
Ga���n ���ad� �ru�� 
ju���� W�o�� g��i� r���

C�e���bu���r� �ot��� 
we���, ���tu�� ��af/ 
to���� s�i��/ ba�� 
ca���t�� Ap��� w���e,
Ba��� b�a��

As��� �t��e c���k�� 
on ��re���d ���ba���
S�e���d �i��, 
Ve����b�e ��d���,
Pe����s� �ho�� 
g�a�� r���

Ta��y �o�d�� �hi���n 
te���r� �� s��ed��� 
ca���g�� �te���� 
ri��� W�o�� g��i� r���,
B�o�c��� an� �ar���s� 
Ap��� s�u��

“Un����p�a�l�”
An internal audit by the DOE in 2012 said that school food services were functioning 

at an “unacceptable” level. However, follow-up internal audits in 2013 and 2015 showed 
many of the issues have been “completed” and others were in process. Since then, the 
remaining issues have been resolved, says Albert Scales, the supervisor at the DOE’s 
School Food Services Branch,

The issues were administrative problems – forms not fi led on time, proper oversight 
and other internal issues – rather than food safety issues.
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Source: USDA

Hi���r ���ri����al ��an���d�
The Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 brought changes to the USDA nutrition standards for school meals. 

Nu���t�o��� g�i����ne� ��r ���h ��ho�� �tu���t�

FRUITS AND 
VEGETABLES

MEAT GRAINS/ 
WHOLE GRAINS

MILK

PREVIOUS 
REQUIREMENTS

1/2 - to- 3/4 cups of fruit and 
vegetables combined per day

¾ - 1 cup of vegetables and
1/2 -1 cup of fruit per day

Minimum of 
1.5 - 2 oz. daily

Minimum 2 oz. daily, 
10-12 oz. weekly

8 servings per week 
(minimum 1 serving per day) 

Encouraged whole grain

Minimum 2 oz. daily, 10-12 
oz. weekly. All grains must be 

whole grain starting July 1, 2014

1 cup - variety of fat contents 
allowed, no restriction on flavor

1 cup - must be fat-free 
(unflavored or flavored) or 1 
percent unflavored low fat

CURRENT 
REQUIREMENTS

⟶

⟶

Nu���t�o�
Li���l� �ay� �iz��� k��u� p�� a�d �a�h�� ��e t�� ��s�-
selling lunch items at his school. They might not sound like 
the healthiest meals, but they are served because salt and fats 
are limited. 

Cafeteria manager Darryl Okamura has served up to 320 
meals a day to students at Kaiser High School for the past three 
years. Okamura, who has been working in the food service in-
dustry for 22 years, says fl exibility can sometimes be a chal-
lenge at the school cafeterias. 

“There was more freedom to change the menu in the 1980s. 
Now the state is more conscious about nutrition value,” he says.

Lincoln says he samples food in the kitchen every day before 
it’s served to the students to ensure quality.

“I have to, that’s my job. I have to go out there and taste ‘em, 
check ‘em,” he says. 

When students dislike a product, as shown by poor sales, 
Chambers says, the DOE removes the product. One example: 
She says chickpeas were eliminated as after-school snacks after 
poor sales. 

A cook at one school, speaking out of earshot of the cafeteria 
manager, told me that although state guidelines are good, some 
recipes are hard to follow without ruining the taste. So this cook 
sometimes alters some aspects of the menu to enhance taste, 
even if the resulting food exceeds the nutrition guidelines.

“Gotta taste good, or the kids not gonna eat,” the cook says. 

school lunch

New requirements include additional servings of fruit and vegetables, a 
greater variety of vegetables, and whole grains.

Food and beverages outside the cafeterias, such as at concession 

stands and student stores, also need to comply with the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture smart snack guidelines. 
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