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Miss. moves up to B+ in national school food ranking

Mississippi earned a B+ on the Center for Science in the Public Interest’s (CSPI) 2007 School Food Report Card, moving up more than one letter grade in just one year.

The improved score – up from a C in 2006 – puts Mississippi among the top 10 states in the nation to dish out nutritious food to students in public schools. 
With Mississippi’s high rate of health problems such as obesity, diabetes and heart disease, it is critical that we teach students how to take care of themselves from the very beginning, State Superintendent of Education Dr. Hank Bounds said.   

“Training the next generation how to eat healthier, more nutritious foods is the key to lowering these statistics,” Dr. Bounds said. “Looking at this national report, it appears we’re on the right track with what we are serving our boys and girls in the cafeteria and what we are teaching them about nutrition in our schools.”
Improving the quality of foods served is also aimed at helping schools comply with the Mississippi Healthy Students Act, which was signed in to law in 2007 by Governor Haley Barbour and includes some directives that speak specifically to nutrition. 
“This is great news which shows our efforts to create a healthier learning environment for Mississippi’s children are paying off,” Governor Barbour said.  “It’s imperative that our schools and our children understand that learning takes many forms, and along with academics we must also teach the benefits of a healthier lifestyle. I look forward to working alongside Dr. Bounds and the Department of Education to create a healthier Mississippi for our students and our citizens.”


In the 2007 Report Card, no states received an A grade, though two states received an A-. Seven, including Mississippi received a B+. Twenty-one states fell in to the B-D grade category, and 20 were graded an F. 


Progress is determined by improvements made to the nutritional quality of the food served, school policies regarding vending machines and a la carte lunch items, according to the CSPI Web site. 


Shane McNeill, Director of the Mississippi Department of Education’s Office of Healthy Schools (OHS), attributes the state’s jump in the Report Card ratings to several ongoing initiatives including a ban beginning last school year on full calorie, sugar carbonated soft drinks, new nutritional standards for the snacks and new nutritional standards for the breakfast and lunch programs.

Also several grants have given schools the opportunity to replace fryers with more health-conscious combi-ovens, which cook using steam or heat, and offer additional training to cafeteria staff on the presentation of wholesome foods like fresh fruits and vegetables, he said.

“At the Office of Healthy Schools, we understand that the example our schools set will have huge impact on the eating habits students develop,” McNeill said. “We want to make sure they are learning that leading a healthy lifestyle can positively affect every other aspect of their lives.”
In the past, key state lawmakers have also backed other nutrition-related bills, such as legislation requiring all schools to create wellness plans.
“When looking at the health statistics for Mississippi, it is clear that it is impossible for us to ignore what we are teaching our children about how to eat healthy,” House Education Chairman Cecil Brown said.
Senate Education Chairman Videt Carmichael agrees.

“Clearly, this is an area we need to continue to concentrate on, but it is good to see Mississippi is ahead of curve on what we are serving out students at school,” Carmichael said. 
Most agreed that there is still room for improvement when it comes to health in Mississippi. Although physical activity in schools received a B grade in the 2007 Report Card from the Governor’s Commission on Physical Fitness and Sports, physical fitness in the state as a whole received much lower. 

For more information about nutrition in Mississippi schools, visit the Office of Healthy Schools Web site at www.healthyschoolsms.org. For more information about CSPI’s annual report, visit the organization’s Web site at www.cspinet.org. 
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