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Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 

To access the full report:

tinyurl.com/HungryforGoodJobsWI
(Link will be included in post-webinar email.)



● Full-time work at $12.74 an hour pays 
$26,500 annually, assuming year-round work.

● Full-time jobs have a wage premium, but 
schools are not offering strong seniority or 
incentive pay to retain employees.

● Part-time workers make up the backbone of school 
nutrition programs. 4 out of 5 non-managerial 
employees work part-time.

● Seasonal employment significantly reduces annual 
earnings. Non-managerial employees at roughly 
80% of schools work 9 months or less annually.



Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 

“[School foodservice] is not like cooking at home…Like, sure you 
make meals, you know, at home for your family of five or whatever. 
But we cook meals for 500 kids instead of five. I compare it to 
planning a wedding every day… And all the details that goes into 
it, all of the regulations. [Our staff] have to learn what a meal is, 
they have to learn whether that child has a meal on their tray or 
not…get all those kids through line in 12 minutes [and] have a 
pleasant conversation with every child. And when we are done with 
that…all the paperwork!” -WI school food director

“Working the long hours to keep up with the paperwork would not 
be as bad if we got paid more. I could go to Culver's and make 
more per hour there and wouldn't have to worry about all the 
reports, contracts, surveys, etc… I'm doing a whole series of 
classes this week from DPI and the detail they want you to go into 
with each recipe and our production records just about made me 
want to cry…” - WI school food director



Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 

Image: WFP, The State of School Feeding Worldwide 2022, 
www.wfp.org/publications/state-school-feeding-worldwide-2022



School Food Workers 
around the World

● 1,668 jobs created for every 100,000 children 
fed, most filled by women whose labor is 
low-paid or unpaid.

● They do multiple types of care work:
○ Direct care of students physical and 

emotional needs
○ Maintaining physical spaces like the 

cafeteria and kitchens
○ “Community mothering,” fostering 

relationships and social connections 
○ Care for nature and sustainable healthy 

futures (Gaddis and Robert, forthcoming)



Global Lessons 
for U.S. Solutions

● School meals should be free for all students.
● Food should be cooked (not just reheated) 

in school kitchens.
● Local and sustainable purchasing should be 

mandatory and strongly supported by the 
federal government.

● Mealtimes should be joyful, care-centered 
educational experiences.



Brazil’s universal free 
school meal program

Sônia Fátima Schwendler, Cristiane Coradin, and Islandia Bezerra, “Agroecology and Feminist 
Praxis in Brazilian School Food Politics,” in Transforming School Food Politics around the 
World, eds. Jennifer E. Gaddis and Sarah A. Robert (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2024).

Featuring crops of: Papaya, banana, coriander, scallion, sugar 
cane, cassava, and poultry



Source: https://www.brasilagosto.org/en/brazilian-chefs-work-for-school-meals/





South Korea’s universal free, 
eco-friendly school lunch program



Seulgi Son, “Diirect urban-rural supply chains for South Korean communities,” in 
Transforming School Food Politics around the World, eds. Jennifer E. Gaddis and Sarah A. 
Robert (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2024).



Labor Tensions within South Korea’s program



To sum up…

● Developing what I referred to in The Labor of Lunch (UC Press, 2019)  as “community-based 
culinary capacity”– the ability, time, skills, and infrastructure to cook from scratch – is critical for 
increasing quality jobs across the school food system.

○ However, community-based culinary capacity  isn’t enough to ensure quality school food 
jobs!

● We must value care, food, and education differently and ensure that school food workers in the 
US and globally are compensated fairly with wages and comprehensive benefits that recognize 
the true public value of their labor. 

○ We cannot continue squeezing workers – through privatization, outsourcing hiring, 
allowing vacancies to remain unfilled – and justify if by pitting financial needs against one 
another – i.e., free meals for students, higher quality ingredients and/or prices for 
values-aligned  producers, or quality jobs for school food workers. 



Mara Fleishman

Chief Executive Officer, 
Chef Ann Foundation



A Lack of Focus 
on Workforce

Policies, programs, reform, administration, 
rules have long focused on nutrition, food 
quality, eligibility, and procurement. 

● Nearly half of federal meal reimbursements 
are used for labor costs.

● Without staff, there are no school food 
programs.

● Without trained & skilled staff, there is no 
reforming federal school meals or program 
administration.



Healthy School Meals for All

● Ensure that all kids have the nutrition they 
need to learn and thrive

● Critical for advancing food access, equity, 
and justice

● Need to make sure workforce solutions are 
a piece in this puzzle

Increased Average Daily Participation + 
Underemployment Rates for School Food Programs = 

More Processed Food for Our Students



vacancy rate of responding School Food Authorities, 
at the close of the 2022–2023 school year

representing 1,186 vacancies out of 9,969 positions
if fully staffed

11.9%

Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 

Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 



Vacancy Rate Comparisons

Note: The survey reference period is the end of the 2022-23 school year.
 For comparison, the JOLTS data reference period is June 2023.
Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023); 
Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, June 2023 data).



School nutrition departments anticipate 
widespread staffing challenges this school year

Source: California School Nutrition Vacancy Rate Survey (CAF, CSNA, FIG 2023). 
140 respondents answered the question: 
“What are the top staffing challenges you anticipate in the 2023–2024 school year?”



Workforce Development 
for Public Sector Jobs

Healthy School Food Pathway
Maximizing Impact 
Through Workforce Development



Pre-Apprenticeship (7 Weeks)

● 3 School Food Institute 
courses: 15 hours 

● 2 virtual learning 
sessions: 3 hours
 

● On-the-job learning: 
84 hours (12 hours a 
week)

Apprenticeship (~9 months)

● 8 School Food Institute 
(SFI) courses: 40 hours

● Institute of Child 
Nutrition (ICN) 
courses: 59 hours

● 18 virtual learning 
sessions: 45 hours

● On-the-job learning: 
24 hours a week

Fellowship (13 months)

● 5 School Food Institute 
(SFI) courses: 11 hours

● Virtual learning 
sessions: 144 hours

● 2 site visits: 60 hours
● Hands-on culinary 

training: 24 hours
● Operators convening: 

24 hours
● Policy project: 

25 hours
● Capstone project: 

50 hours



Healthy School Food Pathways by the Numbers

Program/Program 
Component

Total Number of 
Program 

Participants to 
Date  

Estimated 
Number of 

Participants 
through 2025

Total Goal Estimated Goal 
Performance 
through 2025 

Pre-Apprenticeship 209 1237 1488 83%

Apprenticeship 16 272 322 85%

Fellowship 24 36 36 100%

K-12 District 
Partners

70 92 92 100%



Supporting Wage Equity 
as part of HSFP

● Post Apprenticeship Retention 
Program

● Wage Differential Working Group

● Wage Study and Advocacy



POWERED BY SCHOOL FOOD PROFESSIONALS:

INTRODUCING CALIFORNIANS TO 
THE MAGIC BEHIND SCHOOL MEALS
First-of-its-kind, statewide public education campaign to change perceptions 
and win hearts and minds

● Pushes parents and other audiences to see the value of School Food 
Professionals.

● Spotlights their skill, creativity, and commitment.
● Demonstrates how School Food Professionals are leading changes to 

improve school meals.

Telling Our Story, Our Way in Our Voice

● Better school food is powered by the professionals who make it.
● Features real profiles of school food workers from school districts across 

California.



National school food 
workforce study ● UW-Madison, Food Insight Group, Chef Ann Foundation

● Three major research questions: 
○ What is the current state of the school food workforce?
○ How, if at all, are recruitment, retention, and job satisfaction impacted 

by school/school food authority (SFA) characteristics and employment 
structure? 

○ What are the most promising strategies for creating a stable and respected 
child nutrition workforce that can provide nutritious meals to students 
while supporting resilient local and regional food systems?

● Held listening sessions over summer 2024 with key stakeholder groups
○ School food operators
○ Non-managerial workers and unions representing hourly school food 

workers
○ Systems-focused organizations
○ Culinary training and other professional development providers
○ K-12 administrators, state agency personnel, and researchers

● RFP will be issued in early December 2024 to regrant $800K to other 
researchers for 18-month projects (min $50K, max $250K award).
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The Impact & Potential
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Questions?



Thank you for joining us!

Recording and resources 
will be emailed to 
registrants.

Questions: 
LTaniguchi@goodfoodpurchasing.org
www.goodfoodpurchasing.org


