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On December 13, 2006, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the status of the federally mandated local wellness policy in New York City public schools.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Department of Education (“DOE”), the United Federation of Teachers, the Council of Supervisors and Administrators, and District Council 37, as well as interested advocates and parent groups.

Background


Pursuant to §204 of the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004, each local educational agency (“LEA”)
 participating in a program authorized by the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act or the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 is required to establish a local wellness policy by the 2006 school year, that at a minimum:  

· Includes goals for nutrition education, physical activity and other school-based activities that are designed to promote student wellness; 

· Includes nutrition guidelines, to be established by the LEA, for all foods available at schools during the school day that are designed to promote student health and reduce childhood obesity; 

·  Ensures that guidelines for reimbursable school meals provide that such guidelines may not be less restrictive than regulations set by the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 and the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act; 

· Establishes a plan to measure implementation of the local wellness policy, including the designation of at least one individual within the LEA or at each school, as appropriate, who is given the responsibility of ensuring that each school is meeting the local wellness policy; and  

· Involves parents, students and representatives of the school food authority, the school board, school administrators, and the public in the development of such policy.

The legislation ensures that technical assistance and best practices are made available to LEAs (as well as school food authorities and state educational agencies) by requiring the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to make available, upon request, information and technical assistance for use in establishing healthy school nutrition environments, reducing childhood obesity and preventing diet related chronic diseases.
  In addition, approximately $4 million was allocated (made available through September 30, 2009) to the USDA to implement this legislation.


The USDA has developed guidelines as well as sample policy language (posted on its website) to assist LEAs in developing each major component of their local wellness policies.  With regard to sample policy language, LEAs are invited to expand on these suggestions and make them more specific, quantifiable, and/or stringent.
  What follows is a brief overview of this guidance.  

Nutrition Education and Setting Nutrition Guidelines


According to the USDA, the principal goal of nutrition education should be to “influence students’ eating behaviors.”
  As such, the USDA guidelines suggest that nutrition education be designed in a way that reflects the culture of the student body, and that such education be integrated into core subjects such as math and reading.
  Examples of sample policy language include the following:

· Students in grades pre-K-12 receive nutrition education that is interactive and teaches the skills they need to adopt healthy eating behaviors;

· Nutrition education is offered in the school dining room as well as in the classroom with coordination between the foodservice staff and teachers; 

· Staff who provide nutrition education receive appropriate training.

In addition to creating a program for nutrition education, LEAs are required to set nutritional guidelines for food served or sold at schools and during any extracurricular activities.
   Accordingly, nutrition guidelines should extend to food and beverages sold in vending machines, concession stands and as part of school fundraising activities.

Physical Activity 

Physical activity is an important component of the wellness policy.  According to the USDA guidelines, the physical activity component of the local wellness policy should be designed with the goals of providing all students the opportunity to develop the knowledge and skills for specific physical activities, maintaining students’ physical fitness, ensuring students’ regular participation in physical activities and teaching students about the benefits of living an active life.
  Sample policy language includes the following:

· Students are given opportunities for physical activity during the school day through physical education classes, daily recess periods for elementary school students, and the integration of physical activity into the academic curriculum;
· Students are given opportunities for physical activity through a range of before and after-school programs including, but not limited to, intramurals, interscholastic athletics, and physical activity clubs;
· Schools work with the community to create ways for students to walk, bike, rollerblade or skateboard safely to and from school.

Other School-Based Activities


The primary goal of developing other school-based activities to promote wellness is to create a “total school environment that is conducive to healthy eating and being physically active.”
  Examples of other school-based activities that can positively influence student wellness include creating a pleasant dining environment, ensuring students are eating at a proper time, ensuring that food or physical activity is not used as a reward or punishment, maintaining consistency with healthy messages about nutrition and physical activity throughout the schools and ensuring that all school activities meet wellness standards.
  Sample policy language for setting goals under this component includes the following:
· The school district provides a clean, safe, enjoyable meal environment for students;
· The school district will schedule lunchtime as near the middle of the school day as possible;
· The school district will schedule recess for elementary schools before lunch so that children will come to lunch less distracted and ready to eat;
· The school district will ensure that all schools' fundraising efforts are supportive of healthy eating.

Measuring Implementation  


Another important component of the local wellness policy is measuring implementation and evaluating programs developed by LEAs.  According to the USDA, such measurements are necessary to ensure that new policies are being enforced at the school level, and to prepare LEAs to update or amend policies as implementation moves forward.
 In addition, the USDA guidelines encourage LEAs to solicit the opinions of the entire school community (including teachers, parents, students and administrators) in evaluating wellness policies.
  

New York City Department of Education’s Wellness Policy

Based on the levels of obesity found among City students, it is clear that the federal mandated local wellness policy can enhance DOE’s current programs in the areas of nutrition education and nutritional guidelines, physical activity and other school-based activities.  According to a survey of 3,000 public elementary school children conducted jointly by the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) and the DOE in 2003, New York City’s childhood obesity problem far exceeds national levels. Specifically, the study found that 43% of Kindergarten through fifth grade students were overweight or obese.
  

According to the DOE’s website, the DOE has adopted a wellness policy in consultation with students, teachers, food service professionals, health professionals and other interested community members.
  However, the DOE does not seem to have published its local wellness policy.  What follows is an overview of the DOE’s existing programs related to two major components of student wellness - nutrition and physical activity- as well as concerns regarding such programs.  At today’s hearing the Committee plans to explore how the DOE’s wellness policy improves upon its existing programs, and how the DOE, through its wellness policy or otherwise, plans to address the concerns raised below.  
Office of School Food Services


 The DOE Office of School Food Services (OSFS) states on its website that it is the largest school food service provider in the United States, providing over 860,000 total meals each day to students in over 1,450 NYC public schools.
  OSFS serves breakfast and lunch daily, but also offers other programs on an intermittent basis, including snacks and summer meals.
  


In the past few years, the DOE has made several positive changes in the school food and nutrition area, including hiring an Executive Chef, Jorge Collazo, who has endeavored to make school meals more nutritious and appetizing for students.
  In fact, according to OSFS’s website, over the next three to five years, food served in schools will exceed standards set by the USDA for fat and sodium content.
 In addition, there will be an emphasis on serving whole wheat, fish and more fresh and frozen fruits and vegetables.
 OSFS has also embarked on a model of collaboration with private industry.  For the second year in a row, the Institute of Culinary Education hosted training sessions for OSFS cooks and managers to assist them in “offering students delicious, healthy and well-presented meals while simultaneously exposing them to a wider range of flavors.”
  In addition, the office has reformulated many of the popular snack items to meet enhanced nutritional standards.
  According to OSFS’s website, snacks sold at schools must adhere to the following restrictions: maximum levels of fat may not exceed 38% of total calories; sodium content may not exceed 350mg per portion, and artificial coloring, flavoring, sweeteners and MSG are not permitted.
  Further, pursuant to Chancellor’s Regulation A-812 (governing competitive foods), schools can only sell foods in vending machines that are approved by OSFS, and schools may not sell any food (in vending machines, school stores, etc.) that competes with the school meals program from the beginning of the school day until the end of the last lunch period (except 100% fruit juice, water and milk which may be sold throughout the day).

While DOE has made significant progress in arranging for healthy snacks, meals and beverages at public schools, the Committee is concerned about the ability of students to fully benefit from these changes.  The Committee has heard numerous complaints from students and parents regarding school lunch periods throughout the City, especially within high schools.  Examples include students having a lunch period scheduled before 10am, students having no lunch period scheduled at all, as well as cafeterias not having the space to accommodate students comfortably during their scheduled lunch period.  

Physical Activity in City Schools


New York State regulations require participation in a physical education program on a daily basis for pupils in grades K-3, not less than three times a week for at least 120 minutes overall for those in grades 4-6, and not less than three times per week in one semester and two times per week in the other semester for grades 7 through 12. 
  


While the amount of physical education instruction in the City varies widely from school to school, according to a 2004 report by Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum, there seems to be almost universal non-compliance with these State mandates.  Among the report’s findings: 

• Twenty percent of the public elementary schools surveyed lack regular access to physical education classes; 

• All elementary schools surveyed are in violation of New York State regulations requiring daily physical education for students in Kindergarten through third grade; 

• Three-quarters of the schools with students in grades four through six are in violation of New York State regulations mandating at least 120 minutes of physical education for those students; 

• Only four percent of all schools surveyed have an athletic team; 

• Only 10 percent have an after-school athletic program; and

• 14 percent do not have a physical education teacher.

A 2005 survey conducted by Insideschools.org of 100 public elementary schools throughout the City found similar results; most notably, in nearly two-thirds of the schools surveyed, children had physical education once a week or less. 
  The Public Advocate cited a lack of facilities, such as athletic fields and gymnasiums, as well as a lack of qualified physical education teachers, as some of the reasons for non-compliance with State mandates for physical education.
  

According to DOE’s Office of Fitness and Physical Education (OFPE), the DOE has instituted a new “vision” for physical education.  The new program is called C.H.A.M.P.S. for Cooperative, Healthy, Active, Motivated, Positive Students, and consists of a health-related fitness education curriculum and includes the C.H.A.M.P.S. Middle School Sports and Fitness League.

Another innovation introduced by OFPE last year is a physical education assessment program known as NYC FITNESSGRAM, which consists of a series of exercises that measure components of health-related fitness, including body composition, muscular strength, flexibility, muscular endurance, and aerobic capacity.
 The results of these “standards-based fitness assessments” are inputted by physical education teachers into a web-based application generating individualized reports for each student, showing whether the student is in a “Healthy Fitness Zone,” and including recommendations for improving fitness.
  In the first year, more than 235,000 students from 600 elementary schools and 40 middle and high schools participated in the program.

Conclusion   

The purpose of today’s hearing is to clarify whether current DOE programs are part of the DOE’s local wellness policy, and to discuss future initiatives aimed at increasing the health and well-being of New York City students.  In addition, the Committee is interested in learning about the development of the local wellness policy, what role community members played in the development and how DOE plans to measure the implementation and success of its wellness policy.
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