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Office of the Superintendent of Schools
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
Rockville, Maryland

October 12, 2010

MEMORANDUM

To: Members of the Board of Education

From: Jerry D. Weast, Superintendent of Schools
Subject: Wellness in Montgomery County Public Schools

The purpose of this memorandum is to provide the Board of Education with an update about
activities within Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) that promote the good health and
well-being of MCPS students and staff. These activities support strategies and initiatives in Our
Call to Action: Pursuit of Excellence, the strategic plan for MCPS. In particular, Goal 1: Ensure
Success for Every Student; Goal 2: Provide an effective Instructional Program; and Goal 3:
Strengthen Productive Partnership for Education, provide the foundation for MCPS’ wellness
activities.  MCPS is committed to creating and maintaining a school system that
comprehensively supports the well-being of our students and staff.

Background

Our commitment to the health and wellness of our staff and students is not a new endeavor. In
fact, over the past several years, the Board of Education has received information and engaged in
discussions regarding public health issues related to childhood obesity in Montgomery County
and the nation. In the last two decades, the number of overweight children and teens has more
than tripled. Nationally, one in three children is either overweight or obese and has an increased
risk of developing hypertension, elevated cholesterol levels, and Type Il diabetes. The obesity
epidemic is not limited to children; obesity in the adult population and the attendant health issues
are a growing concern. Two out of every three adults in the U.S. struggle with issues related to
weight. Causes for obesity can be attributed to a decrease in physical activity, changes in the
food supply, food portion size, and the types of foods each of us chooses to eat.

MCPS continues to focus efforts on supporting a healthier population by providing nutrition
education to students, staff, and parents. There is little question that dietary habits contribute to
students’ learning, achievement, and lifelong health and those habits are significantly influenced
by what happens in school. Nutrition education, provided in the classroom and lunchroom,
empowers students with the knowledge, skills, and foundation for developing healthy eating
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habits. The meals provided in our schools and the nutrition education and physical education
programs that are an integral part of the school day have been recognized nationally.

The Board of Education adopted Policy JPG Wellness: Physical and Nutritional Health in April
2006; and in July of that year, MCPS Regulation JPG-RA Wellness: Physical and Nutritional
Health was implemented. These documents outline the systemwide commitment to healthy
school meals and collaboration among the Division of Food and Nutrition Services (DFNS);
physical education, curriculum, other classroom instruction; and the community to support
healthy eating and physical activity.

Additionally, there is recognition at the national level that wellness in the workplace is important
to productivity and to the national economy. In 2008, Congress passed a resolution declaring the
first week in April as “National Workplace Wellness Week.” The resolution is intended to
encourage employers to invest in the health and wellness of their employees.

Promoting a Healthy Workforce

Efforts focused on improving lifestyle choices and health habits consider both MCPS students
and staff. According to research studies outlined in the March 10, 2004, edition of the Journal of
the American Medical Association, poor diet and physical inactivity comprise the second leading
cause of diseases in adults. It has been determined that being overweight can increase greatly an
individual’s risk of suffering from heart disease, stroke, many forms of cancer, and other
ailments. In the workforce, poor health impacts human resources and employee productivity.
With the continuing increase in health care costs, it is essential to keep employees healthy.

Less than 15 percent of Americans include in their diet the daily recommended servings of
healthy foods; and less than 25 percent of Americans engage in recommended daily exercise..
This is one of the main reasons that MCPS and Kaiser Permanente have partnered to develop a
12-week health and fitness competition called MCPS on the Move. We want to create a
supportive environment for staff to make and model healthy decisions. The goal of the MCPS on
the Move program is to provide a friendly competition that emphasizes physical activity and
healthy eating and results in long-term changes in lifestyle. This approach fosters a community
committed to health and wellness. When individuals attempt to make changes in how they eat
and the amount of physical activity in which they engage, they are more likely to be successful if
others around them are engaged in making similar changes. We hope that this initiative will have
long-term benefits for our employees and the school system.

On September 29, 2010, Richard Montgomery High School hosted the kickoff summit for the
MCPS on the Move fitness challenge. The primary purpose of the competition is to encourage
habits of lifelong exercise and healthy eating among MCPS employees, beginning with
employees in our 135 elementary schools and special schools, including the bus drivers who
serve each school, with a goal of 50 percent participation. The competition officially began on
October 4, 2010, and will run through December 22, 2010.



Members of the Board of Education 3 October 12, 2010

Each elementary school has the opportunity to field teams on which each member can record up
to 60 minutes of activity a day. These cumulative minutes help participants win individual,
school, and team prizes to provide additional motivation for participants. Individuals will record
their activity on Fitness Journal, a web-based program that allows staff members to track their
health, fitness, and weight loss goals easily and efficiently. Every participating school will
receive two in-school visits from a Kaiser Permanente physician who will provide tips about
fitness and nutrition and provide a forum in which staff can receive information about healthy
living.

The MCPS on the Move competition will be supported by health screenings, health
awareness/education workshops, and weight management specialists. Each school has a
volunteer staff member who serves as the school’s coach and coordinates the activities for the
participants. Kaiser Permanente has donated more than $100,000 in prizes and incentives.

To maintain the initial high energy level, accomplishments will be acknowledged along the way.
Mid-competition and end-of-competition ceremonies will take place at Richard Montgomery
High School on Wednesday, November 17, 2010, and Wednesday, January 12, 2011,
respectively. As of today, 5,080 elementary school staff members have signed up to participate
in MCPS on the Move, evidence of the level of excitement in the schools about this program.

This competition represents MCPS on the Move’s first phase. The plan is to expand this program
throughout the school system to create a community truly committed to the wellness of its
members.  The challenges for a successful phase two of the competition include obtaining
donations from sponsors and community partners to sustain the positive impact of this program.
There are discussions underway about how to provide opportunities for staff members at the
middle and high school levels—as well as those in central office—to become involved in this
program. A wellness coordinator has joined the Employee and Retiree Service Center (ERSC)
staff to support health and wellness initiatives.

The benefits of worksite wellness programs have been documented through the return-on-
investment cost. The Cost Benefit Analysis and Report completed by the University of
Michigan Health Management Research Center reported that comprehensive corporate wellness
programs have shown saving-to-cost ratios of more than $3 saved for each $1 invested. Not only
is there a saving in medical costs when organizations create wellness programs, but reductions
have been noted in employees’ absenteeism, workers’ compensation costs, and short-term
disability absences.

The School Meals Program

DFNS provides a wide range of services that support good nutrition and wellness. Samples of
these services include the following:
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e School breakfast and lunch meals must meet the nutritional requirements established by
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Averaged over a week, the
breakfast meal must meet 25 percent and the lunch meal must meet 33 percent of the
Recommended Dietary Allowances for children, based on age ranges. The meals must
provide 30 percent or less of their calories from fat and less than 10 percent of their
calories from saturated fat. The meals also must meet specific requirements for protein,
calcium, iron, Vitamin A, and Vitamin C.

e DFNS continually revises the student menu to ensure that student needs and expectations
are met, and to provide well-balanced, nutritious meals at an affordable price. Menus
reflect ethnic preferences as well as meatless and vegan entrees. Student focus groups
are conducted to determine menu acceptability and inform new menu ideas. Fresh fruit is
available daily, and the secondary school menu features a daily entree salad offering. All
a la carte items meet the guidelines stipulated in the Board of Education’s Wellness
Policy. Specific nutritional and allergen information pertaining to all foods and
beverages available through the meal program is available on the DFNS’ website.

e DFNS has oversight responsibility regarding the foods and beverages sold to students
during the school day. A systemwide vending contract went into effect July 1, 2007.
The contract has very specific language on the process for approving snack foods and
beverages that meet the established nutritional requirements and on the hours of vending
machine operation. DFNS staff members monitor the contents of all vending machines to
ensure compliance.  Systems are in place within DFNS to correct issues of
noncompliance.

e DFNS’ mission is to provide a variety of appealing, quality, nutritious meals for MCPS
students. This is accomplished through many innovative programs. The Maryland Meals
for Achievement Program (MMFA) provides in-class breakfast at no cost for students at
25 elementary schools and 4 middle schools. Studies show that students who eat
breakfast have higher test scores, less absenteeism, and fewer visits to the health room.
This school year, as a means to encourage more students to eat a healthy breakfast at
school, reduced-price-eligible students receive these meals at no cost.

e The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program was piloted in MCPS during the 2008-2009
school year. At that time, students and staff from two schools, Arcola Elementary School
and Newport Mill Middle School, received a snack of fresh fruits and vegetables between
breakfast and lunch twice a week. Since that time, this program has expanded to a total
of seven schools. An educational component of the program provides information related
to the fresh fruits and vegetables offered to the students each week.

e This is the third year of operation of the Jane Lawton Farm-to-School Program, through
which locally grown fruits and vegetables are featured on the student menu for one week
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in September. Students learn where the farms that provide the fruits and vegetables are
located. A classroom component to facilitate the learning experience also is provided.

e After-school snacks are provided at no cost for students who attend eligible programs.
During the 2009-2010 school year, snacks were provided in 69 schools, and the after-
school supper program was piloted in six schools. Sites will be added this year for both
each of these programs.

e Starting in January 2009, DFNS provided breakfast for students attending the George B.
Thomas Learning Center Saturday School at nine of the program’s locations. Plans are in
place to continue this service during the current school year.

e Forty-three MCPS elementary schools received the USDA HealthierUS School
Challenge Award in 2008. At that time, criteria for the award were based on menu and
nutritional content, and on nutrition education and physical activity integrated into the
school day, as well as on the percentage of student lunch participation. Since the award is
given for two years, DFNS currently is in the process of applying once again. This year,
the award criteria have enhanced the standards for menu content and include standards
for a la carte items offered for sale to students. Applications are being submitted for all
MCPS elementary schools.

Outreach

DFNS staff members continue to inform staff, students, and the community about the changes
being made to improve the nutritional value of foods provided in the meals program, vending
machines, school stores, and on schools’ a la carte menus. Menus are provided in English and
Spanish. The elementary school menu, designed as a newsletter, is sent home via backpack
distribution with elementary school students. Both the elementary and the secondary menus are
available on the DFNS website. Principals have received an electronic toolkit for wellness
activities, and many resources also are available on the DFNS website. Staff will continue to
work with our partners and provide classroom teachers with updated information, instructional
strategies, and materials that emphasize good nutrition and healthy lifestyle choices.

MCPS TV supports wellness by producing programs that review the relationship between school
meals, the nutrition education curriculum, and the physical education curriculum offered to our
students. A broad range of programs, publications, and information on the MCPS website
feature the summer meals program, nutrition facts, and other key topics. Additionally, all school
cafeterias have menu signage that displays calorie information for all items served. Attached are
samples that reflect our efforts to support good nutrition and wellness.

In 2007, a Summer Outreach Work Group was created to explore ways to provide meals to more
eligible students during the summer months. The work group comprised DFNS staff; members
of the Board of Education and the Montgomery County Council; and representatives of the
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Montgomery County Department of Recreation, the Montgomery County Council of Parent
Teacher Associations, faith-based organizations, the Housing Opportunities Commission, and
other organizations. Since 2007, participation in the summer meals program has increased
approximately 34 percent.

Next Steps

We anticipate expanding the MCPS on the Move competition and hope to offer phase two of the
program to middle school, high school, and central office staff members. MCPS will continue
working toward creating opportunities for all employees to learn about and embrace healthy
habits.

DFNS recently has employed a wellness specialist whose charge is to promote student health and well-
being and provide information to parents. Additionally, this specialist will work closely with the
Department of Instructional Programs and ERSC staff to promote an environment supportive of good
health and wellness for staff. Clearly, there will be increasing emphasis on providing innovative
programs, educational supports, and engaging activities to promote health and wellness for
MCPS students, staff, and the community.

At the table for today’s discussion are Ms. Sylvia K. Morrison, director, Department of
Instructional Programs; Mr. Eric A. Wilson, principal, Arcola Elementary School;
Mr. William A. Epps, physical education teacher and wellness coach, Forest Knolls Elementary
School; Ms. Claudia Hernandez, parent, Arcola Elementary School; Mrs. Marla R. Caplon,
director, Division of Food and Nutrition Services; and a representative from Kaiser Permanente.
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