
 

PREFACE 
 

 

 

At the end of 2019, The Culinary Institute of America’s Healthy Kids Collaborative, an 

initiative that includes some of the country’s most innovative school food directors and chefs, 

gathered to envision what the top school food trends would be for 2020 and beyond. 

Working with Datassential, a leading market research firm for the food industry, we added 

background information on the key trends and prepared several case studies. 

Just as we were ready to release the trend report the world was hit with the COVID-19 

pandemic. We knew the school community didn’t have time to absorb this trend report. And 

when we were later preparing to share the report with the school food community, again, 

the tragic killing of George Floyd by a police officer reignited the important Black Lives 

Matter movement, and we felt the time was not right. 

The global pandemic has emphasized the essential roll school food plays in our food system. 

School food nourishes our nations’ children and proudly employs essential food service 

workers, today’s modern-day heroes. The global pandemic has shone a light on the troubling 

inequality facing Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). 

We have a lot to learn. Addressing these issues of inequality are important to the Healthy 

Kids Collaborative. Moving forward, we will strive to focus on issues concerning racial 

injustice. We will also strive to serve foods that represent the diversity and culture of the 

children we are serving. 

While we work on addressing these important issues, we hope this trends report prepared 

prior to the global pandemic will be useful information. In many ways we have hit the pause 

button on important initiatives that are driving our collective efforts to serve healthier, more 

appealing foods to the nation’s children. Soon, we will pick up the mantle of preparing more 

meals from scratch and incorporating ideals of food justice into the work we do, so we can 

best serve our communities and children.  
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THE KIDS CORNER
K-12 INNOVATION

Discover how schools across the U.S. are 
taking cafeteria food to the next level.

EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEWS
Learn how to implement trends with 

real examples from school operators.
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School lunches have evolved far beyond meatloaf and mashed
potatoes. Today’s children are growing up in a world where global
dishes are more common and accessible, and ongoing food trends
are easily visible thanks to social media. As a result, schools across
the country are stepping up their game when it comes to their food
offerings, not only incorporating on-trend ingredients but also
implementing initiatives to get their students excited about – and
even involved in – what they’re eating. While nutrition is of course
still top-of-mind, particularly for K-12 foodservice operations, it’s also
possible to offer foods that are both healthy and exciting, as
innovative school districts across the country are demonstrating.

In this newsletter, produced by The Culinary Institute of America’s
Healthy Kids Collaborative along with leading food industry market
research firm Datassential, we’ll take a look at the leading K-12
trends with a spotlight on two trends that are making waves at
schools throughout the country: indigenous cuisine and planetary
sustainability. Discover what these trends are, find out how you can
use them, and read insights from cutting-edge K-12 operators who
have already successfully implemented these trends in their schools.
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INDIGENOUS CUISINE
Indigenous cuisine, also known as First Americans cuisine, refers to the cuisines and food practices of the
tribes of people indigenous to America, also known as Native Americans. Some traditional indigenous
ingredients have become ubiquitous throughout the United States, such as corn, beans, squash, and wild
rice. Certain well-known dishes such as succotash (pictured below) or cornbread also have roots in
indigenous cuisine. In addition to both cultivated and foraged vegetables and beans, indigenous cuisine
often features wild game such as bison and moose, as well as salmon or shellfish. Traditional recipes and
processing methods are part of the whole cuisine approach. The indigenous cuisine trend also speaks to
the greater interest in authentic foods.

WHAT
IT IS

O N  T R E N D

Many foods that are widely known across the country are staples of indigenous cuisine, so it’s possible
that K-12 operators may already be menuing indigenous ingredients without even realizing it. For
example, the “three sisters,” or three staples, of Native American cuisine are corns, squash, and beans,
which most students are already likely to be familiar with. Menuing a dish like a three sisters salad, for
example, could be an accessible way to highlight indigenous cuisine on school menus. Game meats like
bison could also be used in place of typical meats on the menu – a frybread taco with ground bison, for
instance, could pique interest among students and put a spin on a dish they already know and love.

HOW TO
USE IT
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R A C H E L  S P E N C E R

FOODSERVICE SPECIALIST,
YUKON-KOYUKUK SCHOOL
DISTRICT, ALASKA

Q: Why did you decide to add 
indigenous cuisines to your menu?

A: We wanted to encourage positive 
native traditions (our student 
population is primarily Alaska-native 
peoples) and also serve foods that 
would be familiar to students.

Q: What are some challenges you’ve 
faced when trying to introduce 
indigenous cuisine to students?

A: Securing native foods. The wild 
game we use can’t be purchased, only 
donated, and salmon is expensive even 
when purchased locally.

Q: What flavors or ingredients from 
indigenous cuisine have really 
resonated with your students?

A: Our native foods aren’t sweet or 
spicy. The students love salmon patties, 
caribou/moose stew, and smoked 
meat. Indigenous cuisine generally 
doesn’t involve cheese or dairy.
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Planetary sustainability encompasses a number of
different goals, but in general its aim is to reduce the
rate of pollution and resource consumption so as to
continue supporting life on earth indefinitely.
Planetary sustainability initiatives in school nutrition
focus on reducing waste and packaging, increasing
plant-forward foods served, and increasing
operational efficiencies.

WHAT
IT IS

A growing number of school districts are not only
looking to educate their students on how to be more
environmentally conscious, but also seeking ways to
become more eco-friendly themselves. For instance,
the Urban School Food Alliance, a coalition of the
largest school districts in the U.S., has introduced
compostable plates to help schools reduce their
carbon footprints. Meanwhile, the Los Angeles
Unified School District has implemented Meatless
Mondays since 2013, and provides all-vegetarian
breakfast and lunch offerings one day a week.

K-12 operators could also look to promote planetary
sustainability by getting students involved and
excited about the foods they eat. Sewickley Academy
in Pennsylvania, for example, operates a Secret
Garden initiative where students have the
opportunity to learn and participate in all phases of
farming, including soil preparation, cultivating,
harvesting, consuming, and composting.

HOW TO
USE IT
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INTERVIEW:

B R A N D Y  D R E I B E L B I S

DIRECTOR OF NUTRITION SERVICES,
NAPA VALLEY UNIFIED

SCHOOL DISTRICT, CALIFORNIA

Q: Can you tell us a little bit about the sustainability initiatives that have been
implemented in your school district?

A: Over the past two years we’ve switched from an outsourced, processed food
program to a self-operated scratch cooked or speed scratch program. We compost and
recycle, and built a new central kitchen with modern, energy-efficient equipment. When
possible, we buy in bulk and try to support local producers. Currently we’re in the
process of switching to bulk, local, and organic milk. We also have salad bars at all of
our schools that only serve seasonal fresh fruits and vegetables, and have eliminated
most single-serve and pre-packaged items.

Q: Are there any other sustainability initiatives you have in the works currently?

A: As we proceed through our remodeling projects (we’re currently planning to
renovate 15 sites into finishing kitchens) we will continue to add more bulk milk
machines and dishwashers. My plan is to eventually move to real cutlery, cups, and
trays for the students to eliminate plastic cutlery and paper boats.

Q: How have the increased sustainability efforts been received?

A: Parents are very on board with all of our changes. Students are as well. It’s important
to continue to inform and educate them on the actions we are taking to make our
program more sustainable.

PLANETARY SUSTAINABILITYO N  T R E N D
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W K-12 operators are rethinking the salad bar concept, giving students more power of choice and
letting them create not just their own salads but also their own biscuits, oatmeals, and bowls. A toast
bar at a school cafeteria might feature different bread and jam options, for instance, while a ramen
noodle bowl can be customized with different toppings, including a variety of vegetables.

C U S T O M I Z A T I O N

You’ll find more than just milk and orange juice at schools today – schools are expanding their a la
carte beverage offerings to include both hot and cold drinks and also leaning into trend-forward
flavors like maple, chai, citrus, or herbal, such as mint.

I N C R E A S E D  B E V E R A G E  V A R I E T Y

Forget the old stereotypes of kids being notoriously picky when it comes to eating their veggies.
Plant-based eating is trending all throughout the industry, and the K-12 segment is no exception:
schoolchildren these days are noshing on everything from garden burgers to vegan chili to falafel.

P L A N T - F O R W A R D  F O O D

Pop-ups aren’t just for restaurants or retail brands. School food operations can offer pop-ups or
kiosks as a way to introduce or test new menu items or to create some excitement for new concepts.
Try a plant-forward or chili pop-up.

P O P - U P  S T O R E S / S T A N D S

Food trucks are rolling into schools across the nation, bringing a variety of healthy, trend-forward
food to discerning students. At Boulder Valley School District, for instance, the Munchie Machine
food truck connects to the school’s point of sale system (everything sold from the truck during the
school day is a reimbursable meal), and offers three daily options, including a vegetarian meal.

F O O D  T R U C K S  A N D  M O B I L E  F E E D I N G

As general awareness of global cuisines grows, students are more familiar than ever with
international dishes like pad thai, chicken tikka masala, or sushi. In response, schools are
incorporating more global items into their menus, offering different varieties of Asian noodles such
as ramen or pho and leveraging sauces like Indian or Thai curries to add a twist to dishes.

E T H N I C  C O M F O R T  F O O D S

Flavor-forward street foods can add interest to school menus, and also appeal to busy students with
convenient, portable formats: think elotes or kebabs, for example. School operators can also tweak
traditional street foods to fit the ingredients they have on hand, such as menuing a currywurst-
inspired hot dog or on-trend tacos.

S T R E E T  F O O D

While sous vide is a cooking technique often employed by fine dining restaurants, it can be leveraged
in K-12 kitchens, too. In fact, sous vide can help cut down on food shrinkage of protein items
compared to traditional cooking methods, and also make it easier for cafeteria workers to ensure
food doesn’t become overcooked.

S O U S  V I D E
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W H O  W E  A R E

Datassential is a leading market research firm dedicated to the food
industry. Datassential maintains the industry’s most accurate and trusted
menu database, MenuTrends. Through its OPERA panel, Datassential also
maintains the largest online panel of independent, chain, and non-
commercial operators. For more information about Datassential or any of
the content found in this report, contact Mike Kostyo, Datassential’s
resident Trendologist, at mike.kostyo@datassential.com.

To learn more, visit datassential.com.

The Culinary Institute of America’s Healthy Kids Collaborative is a year-
round, invitational initiative designed to both accelerate innovation and
deepen technical and professional expertise in K-12 school food. It is a
unique and focused multi-year collaboration between school nutrition
professionals, school chefs, suppliers, and other stakeholders to create and
promote culinary-driven, healthier foods for kids.

For more information, visit ciahealthykids.com.

And to learn more about The Culinary Institute of America, visit
ciaprochef.com


