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• Part 1: The “Why” Behind Menu 
Planning Burnout

• The Business of School Nutrition

• Pulse Check: Climate of our Industry

• Food Industry Trends 

• Menu Planning Burnout & Coping 
Strategies 

• Part 2: Interactive Menu Planning Panel 
Discussion

• Expert panel reviewing success stories & 
implementation strategy



The Business 

of 

School Nutrition



Menu Decisions Impact Financial 
Budget

2 Separate Money Sources in K12 Schools

Planned Assistance Level 
a.k.a. Entitlement

• Planned Assistance Level
– Based on meal participation for lunch
– “Replenishes” every year
– Intended to go to $0.00

• USDA Food Purchases
– Brown Box (Donated Goods or USDA Foods)

• Minimally processed goods

– DOD (FFAVORS)
– Diverted/Processing

• Sends your materials to manufacturers to produce end products

• Monitored by Food Service Dept or Business Director

Fund Account

• Funds from Reimbursements, Revenue from Meal Sales, A 
La Carte Sales (non program funds), Grants, etc.
– Intended to “rollover”

– Goal is to be >$0.00

• Used for purchasing goods or services for all nutrition 
program activities
– Equipment/Utilities

– Labor/Benefits

– Food and Supplies

• Monitored by the district treasurer and Board of 
Education



● ICN Operator Budget KPI Tool
○ 40% food cost
○ 40% labor
○ 20% equipment & other 

● How is Entitlement calculated?
○ SFA’s prior year’s total reimbursable 

NSLP meals served multiplied by the 
federal Assistance Rate

○ Federal Assistance Rate:
● SY 23-24 = $0.365
● SY 24-25 = $0.45
● SY 25-26 = $0.45 

Menu Decisions Impact Financial 
Budget

Budget-Menu Relationship and impact on variable costs and commodities 



Example: Impact of Entitlement on Food Budget

• Represents significant impact (and risk/opportunity)
•

Example:
• $3,000,000 Revenue (-)
• $1,500,000 Food Expenses & $1,400,000 Labor/Overhead
• ~$100,000 Profit (3.3% margin)

Impact of fluctuation in food cost:
• Increase of 5% food cost = $25,000 Profit (0.8% margin)
• Increase of 10% food cost = ($50,000) Loss (-1.7% margin)
•

Commodity entitlement value represents ~ 10-20% of total food expenses
• Dependent upon district. How is entitlement calculated?

• SFA’s prior year’s total reimbursable NSLP meals served multiplied by the federal Assistance Rate
• Federal Assistance Rate:

• SY 23-24 = $0.365
• SY 24-25 = $0.45

Low margin, high volume business model with the added 

challenge of ever-evolving regulatory guidelines. 



Ways to Spend USDA Planned Assistance Level
a.k.a. Entitlement 

Direct Delivery 

A.K.A. Brown Box

DOD Fresh Processing



Ways to Use Entitlement
Direct Delivery

(Brown Box)

DOD Fresh Processing

PRO CON PRO CON PRO CON

Typically product is in 

its original state 

allowing for scratch 

cooking

Little say in when 

product will be 

purchased or 

delivered;

Local, Buy-American 

Compliant; USDA 

handles procurement 

Availability varies by 

season

Multiple products 

available by commodity 

code

Procurement is 

responsibility of the RA

USDA handles 

procurement

Broad product specs 

can result in 

differences between 

products as awards 

switch vendors 

Unique produce not 

always available 

commercially 

Warehousing fees, 

cost effectiveness

More control over end 

items - which 

product/spec, delivery 

times & locations

Limited to what 

distributor carries

Least Expensive; no 

processing fee & only 

delivery charge

Freezer Space 

Requirement,  15 cs 

minimum per drop 

Use it or lose it Many CN labeled items 

that are fully cooked & 

ready to serve

True cost calculations 

can be complicated 

with PTV & raw 

material costs

Peach cups & 

strawberry cups aren’t 

available commercially 

Operational challenges 

when handling raw 

items

Still need to purchase 

produce commercially

Divert to your menu

Don’t leave money on the table – use 100% of PAL given annually. 

You’ve run out? Congratulations! You’ve optimized this federal program.



Carry-Over Pounds in Processing
ABC School District 
SY 23-24 Report Card

Ran on June 20, 2024

USDA Pound Considerations

Divert to your menu Carry-over pounds have no 

entitlement value

Use pounds the year 

diverted to avoid surplus

Pounds belong to the state, not 

the individual School District 

Evaluate pound 

utilization monthly

When switching products, 

make a plan for carry-over



Processing Cost Considerations 
Average Material Price Index issued in November Each Year 

Market prices change annually! Entitlement will NOT 

stretch as far as it did last year with Beef diversions; plan 

accordingly, especially for All Beef products.

Material Code 

Considerations:

Cost-Effectiveness

Participation Drivers

Student Acceptability

Religious Preference

Food Allergies

Nutritional Analysis



Value Pass Thru Method:
NOI vs. CNOI

Value Pass Thru Method: Net Off 
Invoice (NOI)

Ability to purchase product with 
or without USDA pounds with 
the Processor.

Value Pass Thru Method: Closed 
SKU NOI (CNOI)

Recipient Agencies MUST have pounds with the 
Processor to purchase products with 
containing USDA Foods.

There is NOT unlimited entitlement. It is important to know you are 
receiving the full value of your entitlement dollars.

EGG

TOMATOCHICKEN

TURKEY CHEESE

PEANUTS BEEF

PORK

POTATOES



Inventory and Supply



Sales & Menu Cycle in the Academic Year

JULY

OCT

DEC

First delivery of USDA 
raw material for 

processing

K12 industry 
New item launch 

New product 
review, cuttings & 

student testing

Commodity Bid 
Season

Manufacturers finalize bid season 
pricing & release SEPDS and 
Commodity CalculatorDeadline for State 

Agency to place 
USDA Truck orders

November USDA 
File Price Release

Back to School

USDA Foods 
Diversion Season

State sends USDA 
allocations to 

Processors & Order 
Placement

Recipe testing & 
forecasting for 

industry

Distributors place 
back to school 

orders

Bids awarded & 
menus finalized for 

next school year

Commodity Food 
Shows

Commodity Pound 
Review & Outreach 

for Utilization

MAR

One 
Year in 

the 
Making



Go-To-Market Timeline for New Products

Real Talk: Back to School Season is TOUGH! Especially for new items…
New Item Initiation: 

• 2-3 years for new product development
• 1-2 years to launch a new product
• 6+ Months for CN Label approval
• 6+ months generate customer interest & place on bids 

– No historical data with NEW items → Forecasting is key
• Distributor buy-in and new item code creation 

Supply Chain for New Items:
• USDA Raw Material for SY 24-25 delivered to processors in July
• Back to School orders are due end of June
• 21-day lead time for orders to distributors 
• Supply chain bottleneck with K12 & C&U resuming operations simultaneously
• Open PO’s are the true sign of demand 

Plan for flexibility in your menus; avoid menuing “new” items in the first 1-
2 weeks of menu cycle.



How to Forecast 

● Review Past usage 
○ Commodity tracking websites
○ Velocity Reports 

● What changes are happening? 
○ Bid awards 
○ Distributor stocking and product availability

● Divert to your menus 
○ Consider menus and frequency at each level

● Communicate your plans 
○ Share forecast to distributor, broker, manufacturer 
○ Utilize management staff to aggregate usage data

● Implement, evaluate, communicate 
Your forecasting each diversion season for processing; share this 
information with your industry partners!

300 cases 

per year

36.92 LBS

DF/Case

Divert 

11,076 
LBS of Beef 

to Processor

Forecasting Best Practices:

Create customized calculator for Coop/district

Complete calculator by grade level menu

Forecasting is NOT binding  

Forecast on weekly usage 

No such thing as too much communication!



Menu Checklist for USDA Foods & Processing
Done Month Task

July/Aug Make sure your contact & distributor information is updated in commodity tracking websites. 

Oct/Nov Evaluate current menus. What is the participation per entree? What needs to change?

Oct/Nov/Dec Evaluate new products to drive participation. Attend shows, conduct cuttings, network, etc.

Nov/Dec Sample products with students & document preferences for procurement.

Dec Mid-year point: Where are you at with USDA pound utilization? What menu changes can you 

make it increase drawdown? Communicate those plans with your distributor.

Dec Communicate product interest and forecast for new products. Aggregate usage within Coop.

Dec/Jan/Feb Finalize product availability with distributors. 

Jan/Feb Finalize your menu & procure products based on menu plans. 

Feb/March Calculate USDA pounds needed for menu decisions to maximize entitlement spend. Always 

divert to your menu! Communicate plans with broker, manufacturer, distributor, state agency.

February Complete USDA Commodity Surveys diverting pounds to your survey and considering carry-

over pounds.

March Mark your calendar with IDOE’s due dates for all commodity codes for diversions.

April/May/June Update back-of-the-house tools for new products per bid awards. Finalize recipes and 

communicate forecast to industry partners. Place back to school orders.



Where Do We Go From Here?
• Evaluate food costs and utilization of PAL 

– Conduct Cost Analysis of all goods in your operation
• Is DOD Fresh the best bang for your buck vs. commercially purchased produce? 
• Are you utilizing your Direct Delivery (a.k.a. Brown Box) items?
• Do you have the correct Processed items on your bid? 
• Is your inventory working for you to increase program participation?

• School Nutrition is one facet of the entire food service industry
– Our pain is felt throughout every industry

• Agriculture 
• Food Manufacturing 
• Food Service Management Programs

– Healthcare
– College & University
– Retail & National Chain Accounts
– K12 Foodservice 

• Utilize every penny – don’t leave PAL on the table 
• Understand our 18-month business cycle and don’t get caught off guard



Regulatory Factors



USDA Nutrition Standards Final Rule

Published April 25, 2024

No changes until 2025

FNS Requests: This is the final frontier

These regulations are do-able, industry is on-board, products are 
acceptable to students. 

2025-
2027

No 
Change

80% 
WGR

2027



Regulatory Updates Impacting School Nutrition 
• Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) Strategy issued 9/9/25

– Emphasis on whole foods, reduced ultra-processing, and ingredient transparency
• Specific food additives of concern:

– Food Colorings 
– Titanium Dioxide
– Propylparaben
– BHT
– Artificial Sweeteners 

» Generally Recognized as Safe Ingredients (GRAS) / Foods to be under review 
• Ultra-Processed Foods 

– Formal definition under development, FDA & USDA comment period open until October 23, 2025 at 
Regulations.gov

– Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2025-2030 anticipated by end of 2025
• focal point of MAHA strategy and key influence of NSLP & NBP Meal Pattern Guidelines 

– MAHA’s “Real Food First” 
• Minimize ultra-processed ingredients
• Buy-American
• Review of Allergens beyond the current 9 allergens 

What’s the consequence? Between economic uncertainty and evolving regulatory changes, food 

and goods are more expensive and business decisions are more challenging in every sector.

https://www.regulations.gov/document/USDA_FRDOC_0001-3215


“Clean Label” Initiatives Already in the Pipeline 

• FDA sets food labeling and regulatory standards 

• Top 9 Allergens recognized in US
– 14 allergens recognized by EU & UK

• Additions include: celery, mustard, sulphur dioxide, sulphites, lupin, and mollusks 

• Red Dye No. 3 ban in US takes effect January 15, 2027

• What qualifies as “Clean Label” foods?
– General Industry Leaders

• Panera Bread and WaWa

– Ingredient Guide for Better School Food Purchasing (Est. in 2014 & K12 industry 
coalition of contributors)
• A food product should include only whole foods like whole grains, fruits, vegetables, meats or dairy that 

are minimally processed or in their purest form; simply food made from food. A food product should not 
include unnecessary ingredients. 





Ingredient Guide 
for

Better School Food 
Purchasing

Science-based tool created by school nutrition 
professionals in partnership with Center for 
Science in Public Interest



Implications of Clean Label Initiative 

• Products reformulated to focus on whole 
foods and minimally processed eliminating 
unnecessary ingredients

• Call to Action: Define what is meaningful to 
you and tell your stakeholders
– Districts are implementing metrics on bids and 

RFP’s to evaluate products on more than just 
pricing. 

– Tool for communicating ingredient label 
considerations to K12 Nutrition Program 
stakeholders, e.g. students, parents, 
administration, community

• Increased emphasis on speed-scratch 
cooking to utilize minimally processed 
goods 

• Ultimately → higher quality, but more $$$



Food Industry Trends



Food Industry Trends for 2025

Consumer Behavior & Preferences 
• Favor smaller, local restaurants

• Increased demand for plant-based, 
vegetarian, vegan dishes

• Seeking experiential dining with 
immersive experiences, e.g. themes

• Tech integration for seamless takeout

Menu & Culinary Innovation
• Increase menu variety

– Streamlined menus
– Limited Time Offers (LTO)

• Bold flavors 

• Nostalgic and playful options 
– “Newstalgia”



Inventory Management 

Multiple applications per 
menu item

Goal: A minimum of 3 menu 
applications per inventory item 

Staff comfort with product

Increase Inventory Turnover

Forecast with confidence



The Versatility of Cheese

Cheddar Cheese 

Sauce

Low Sodium 

Alfredo Sauce

Queso Blanco Sauce

Mac & Cheese

Cheddar Gravy & Meatballs Beef & Cheddar Hoagie
Beef Nachos Speed Scratch Mac & Cheese

Chicken Alfredo Penne Rosa Pasta Tomato Soup

Loaded Nachos Philly Cheesesteak

BBQ Mac & Cheese

Buffalo Chicken Dip

Buffalo Mac & Cheese Junk Yard Dog
Cowboy Quesadilla

Queso Chicken Chili

Spinach DipChicken Bacon Flatbread



Speed-Scratch Cooking

• Lean on industry partners and their resources
– Culinary Teams
– Marketing Teams
– Incorporating industry Metrics 
– Nationally Networked 
– Complimentary Training 

• Speed-Scratch Pro Tips:
– Start small, 1-2 items to build staff confidence
– 4 ingredients or less for ease in execution
– Utilize LTO’s for testing new ideas
– Utilize cycle menus for necessary forecasting



Building Community for Program Acceptance
Innovative Thinking in the Midwest:

- Owensboro Public (KY) Menu 
Madness menu competition

- Northwest Allen Co (IN) “Chopped” 
competition amongst kitchens for 
new menu items

- Taste of Cincinnati Public (OH)

- Sumner Co (TN) Inviting: “nay-sayers” 
to join you for school lunch 

- Dayton Public (OH): Inviting CFO/COO 
to tour industry plants/ warehousing  

- Daviess Co (KY): Focus Group Style 
Testing for objective data collection



Competitive Product Analysis 

Product A vs. Product B. 
State:
Pack Size:
Serving Size: 
Servings per Case by Meal Contribution:
DF Value per Case: 
Case Price: 
Cost per serving: 
Sodium (mg) per meal contribution: 
First Ingredient: 
Shelf Life:

Product ABC



Menu Changes & New Item Consideration

Industry Pro-Tips
– Engage student focus groups for objective 

data collection

– Engage head cooks and site supervisors in 
menu decisions

– Ask industry to cross-merchandise to 
maximize USDA Food Utilization
• This is what the broker does!

– Utilize buying group / coop and distributor 
forecasting tools to share new product 
interest.



Take-Home Messages

There is NOT unlimited PAL (Entitlement); communicate your needs 
and don’t leave money on the table with processors

Increase PAL (entitlement) by increasing participation; optimize your 
money during diversion season  and don’t leave any on the table 

Innovation is happening all around us; you attending this conference 
means you’re already ahead of the curve. Let’s network and learn 
from one another!


