
INTRODUCTION

OHIO - Smarter Lunchrooms, a statewide dissemination 
project, began in January 2013. The project is funded 
by the United States Department of Agriculture - Team 
Nutrition and coordinated by the Ohio Department of 
Education - Office of Child Nutrition.  

Smart strategies prime students to make a healthy 
choice, place healthier items in strategic locations and 
use taste and presentation to make foods appealing. 

Our work is organized around two goals:

• Disseminate evidence-informed strategies that 
 increase the consumption of fruits, vegetables, 
 low-fat milks and whole grains.

• Build evidence of strategy effectiveness that will 
 assist in future statewide dissemination. 

ACTIVITIES

Our activities build local partnerships between schools 
and public health and extension agents; implement 
low-cost, sustainable cafeteria-based interventions; 
and improve awareness of school meal success stories 
across the state.

Schools create tailored interventions that enhance 
the food environment and improve school meal 
participation. Grant funds provide signage, baskets, 
posters and other materials. Measuring the reach 
and impact of our work is an important part of the 
project. We believe stories that create interest and 
action by others include a data point. Data collection, 
aggregation and reports are the responsibility of the 
local partner, yet both partners share the commitment 
to program evaluation. 

At the building level, interventions are evaluated in 
a pre test/post test design. The behavioral outcome 
measures are reported through a combination of the 
following indicators:

• Food item selection: directly through observation.

• Food item selection: indirectly through  
 production records.

• Food item consumption: directly through tray waste.

• Meal participation: directly through sales.

NUDGING FRUITS AND VEGETABLES ONTO EVERY TRAY



2013-2014 ACADEMIC YEAR

School nutrition staff from 51 buildings, responsible 
for feeding over 28,000 children, enrolled in the project 
and completed pre data collection. Schools used a 
$2,500 grant to purchase signage, baskets, trays and 
small equipment; conduct taste tests; and provide staff 
training. Faculty and graduate students from three 
universities, a county health department educator and 
an industry consultant signed on to assist up to 10 
local schools. 

The 13 milestones in the process of project completion 
are depicted in chronological order in Figure 1. Slightly 
more than half (55%) of building cafeterias completed 
planned strategies. Another 35% of the cohort reached 
a stage of preparation. Process measures of progress 
include: 

• Outputs were measured in every participating school. 

• Tray waste data was collected in 37 cafeterias. 

• Pre and post tray waste was collected in 13 cafeterias.

Success stories were written for 28 schools that 
implemented cafeteria strategies and had some post 
data collection. A few key outcomes include: 

• Salad bar usage increased from 10 to 75 students
 (650%) in one high school by moving the bar from
 last to the first place in line and prompting students.

• Salad bar usage increased from 3 to 60 (1900%) in 
 one high school by updating the salad bar, offering
 creative dips, and conducting tasting events.

• Broccoli waste decreased by 13% in two elementary
 schools after students renamed broccoli with kid-
 friendly names.

• Bean waste decreased by 20% in one elementary 
 school after students renamed beans to Super Beans.

• Whole fruit selection increased by 21% when placed
 in wire baskets in prime locations.

2014-2015 ACADEMIC YEAR

Three intermediate schools, responsible for feeding 
over 1,200 students in southwest and central Ohio, 
explored the use of vegetable-based toppings as a 
means to increase vegetable consumption. Toppings 
were paired with the most popular entrées: pizza, hot 
dogs and chicken sandwiches. Suggested pairings 
were given appealing names, like Chicago Dogs, 
Fenway Franks and Double Pepper Power Pizza.  

Preliminary data indicates that vegetable toppings 
appeal to students. The popularity of the items varied 
across the three buildings. Analysis is still under 
review, but in two of three schools:

• Approximately half of the hot dogs also included
 a vegetable topping.

• One-third of pizzas also included a vegetable topping.

• Consumption of the toppings was similar to that 
 of other vegetables.

• The overall consumption of vegetables increased 
 in one of the schools.
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2015-2016 ACADEMIC YEAR

Smarter lunchroom strategies will be integrated 
into three program areas. First, 40 schools will work 
with 20 local public health and extension agents to 
implement Smarter Lunchrooms strategies, along 
with other complementary programs like nutrition 
education and cooking classes.  

A second cohort of 90 schools will participate in a 
self-directed model. Schools complete the Smarter 
Lunchrooms Scorecard, participate in two educational 
webinars and receive $600 to purchase materials and 
pay for staff training. Childcare centers are the third 
group of participants.

BUILDING COLLECTIVE IMPACT

Collective impact occurs when people from different 
sectors come together for a common agenda. The 
combination of multiagency perspectives, skills and 
resources amplify the reach of a single organization. 
Our strategies for enhancing child nutrition are  
the following:

• Enroll additional schools to the project and expand 
 the type and reach of staff training.

• Recruit public health and extension professionals 
 as school nutrition partners.

• Build evaluation capacity that allows for aggregation
 of outcome data.

• Use technology and professional organizations 
 to highlight successes and build networks.

SOUTHWEST
Little Miami Schools  |  Marysville Schools
Northridge Local Schools 
Sycamore Community Schools   |   Talawanda Schools

NORTHEAST
Charles F. Brush High School 
Chestnut Elementary School
Mayfield Middle School  |  Indian Creek High School
Sebring Local Schools  |  Akron Public Schools: Leggett, Mason, STEM High School

CENTRAL
Marion Local Schools  |  Meigs Local Schools 
Trimble Local Schools

NORTHWEST
Benton- Carroll – Salem Local Schools 
Perrysburg Schools  |  Rossford Exempt Village Schools
Trinity Lutheran School

THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY EXTENSION

To stay up-to-date and 
download project resources, 

follow us on
OHIOSmarterLunchrooms.com

To learn more about 
the Smarter Lunchrooms 

Movement, visit  
smarterlunchrooms.org
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