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In this section you will learn how
to design cost effective menus
that appeal to your students and
utilize local foods
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BALANCE LOCAL AND COMMODITY ITEMS

33
Factor in quality. Avoid low
quality commodity items that
won't add value to your
program. Choose
commodities that allow you
flexibility and pair well with
fresher ingredients. For
instance, instead of selecting
the commodity mixed berry
cups, which were unpopular
with students, we decided to
allocate brown box funds
elsewhere and source local
Maine blueberries instead. 
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Pair local sides with commodity mains. Farm fresh veggies make a great
side to complement commodity protein sources. For instance, in the menu
below we've paired commodity turkey with local mashed potatoes. Most
menu days should feature a mix of locally and conventionally sourced
items. This will keep menus appealing while balancing costs. 

A Balanced Menu Week

Commodity or conventional items are highlighted in brown, while local items are highlighted in
green. Keep your menus farm fresh yet affordable by balancing costs through smart menu
planning and recipe development. 



Menu local proteins sporadically. Local proteins are pricey, so menu
them less often (2-4x/month), and balance these menu days with plenty of
commodity sides. You can also explore farm fresh vegetarian entrees, such
as Baked Potato Bar and Mac & Cheese. To keep local protein costs down,
we source a local beef and mushroom blend product from Arnold's Meats.
This is extremely versatile and can be used in patty form or ground in
Shepherd's Pie, Tacos, Spaghetti and Meat Sauce and more. We only menu
this local blend once a month to ensure that we use up our commodity
beef and keep costs down. 
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Don't just compare ingredient prices, compare total meal costs. While
local ingredients can certainly be more expensive, using them in the right
recipes can be cost effective. For instance, when we use Little Leaf Farms
lettuce in our taco recipe, the single portion price is still within our target
price range.   

Price out your recipes to ensure you're meeting your target per portion
meal cost. See beef taco example above. If you're unsure about the
affordability of a local product, you can use this strategy to decide if it's a
good fit for your program. It's useful to have this information on hand to
plan your menu week and ensure that your cost balancing efforts are
paying off. See Appendix B for a cost breakdown of 2 of our local recipes.

35

36

37



Design a menu for a "farm fresh" Thanksgiving meal. 
Plan a menu day to celebrate one of the Mass Farm to School Harvest of the Month
Crops.
Design a menu day with a vegetarian entree that incorporates local produce.

This activity is designed to quickly mimic the process of menu planning, with a focus
on balancing costs and incorporating local products. Using the "Local Foods" and
"USDA Foods" lists in Appendix C, build a sample menu for each of the following
prompts:

1.
2.

3.
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Scratch cooking can save you money. It can pay to invest in staff training
and equipment for scratch cooking. Our local mashed potato recipe is
actually more cost effective than using instant potatoes. 

38

Menu Planning Activity:
Designing the Local, Affordable School Menu

Use at least 3 ingredients from the
provided lists
Each ingredients has a point value
represented by the "$" next to it. (e.g.
"$" = 1 pt, "$$" = 2 pts, and so on). Do
not exceed 7 points (“$”) total for each
prompt. 
“Bank” items are free for the purpose
of this activity. Assume you can use
other ingredients from your regular
distributors. 
Try to spend no more than 3-5
minutes on each prompt. This should
be a quick activity designed to get you
thinking about building balanced
menus!

Activity Rules:

See Appendix C for a blank menu
design form. 

https://www.massfarmtoschool.org/get-involved/harvest-of-the-month/


Create your menu at least one month in advance. This will allow you
adequate lead time to place any local orders and adjust accordingly if local
vendors are unable to fulfill the order due to shortages or production
delays. 

When writing your menus, factor in delivery and storage logistics, prep
time, staff skill level, and kitchen equipment and capacity. This is
especially important with farm fresh or scratch cooked menu items, which
often require more skill, time, and equipment. 

Build a formula that works for you. Each of our menu weeks have the
same basic formula:

Monday: Easy menu day featuring canned and frozen products. Since this
is the beginning of the week, it's important to menu something requiring
minimal prep time. We receive our regular produce deliveries on
Mondays. 

Tuesday: Another easy day, but can incorporate fresh produce and meals
requiring slightly more preparation. Our local produce order is delivered
on Tuesdays.  

Wednesday: Heavier workload menu day featuring local produce. Local
meat, cheese, and eggs are delivered on Wednesdays. 

Thursday: Heaviest workload menu day, typically featuring a home style
meal with several local components. For example, a Shepherd's Pie with
local beef and mushroom blend and local mashed potatoes with a side of
local honey glazed carrot coins. 

Friday: Pizza Friday! A staple of our menus in Chicopee. We typically
rotate pizza options each week with a different salad. Pizza is
accompanied by a local fruit or vegetable option. 
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CRAFT YOUR MENU WITH CARE

39

40

41

This example menu week is from our October 2018 Middle and High School Menu. See
Appendix D for a full copy of our October 2021 lunch menu. 

MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY



Seek student input and celebrate student favorites. Gather immediate
feedback from cafeteria taste tests or conduct longer paper or online
surveys to find out which menu items students love, which they dislike,
and which they'd like to see added to your menus. See Appendix E for a
sample student preference survey. Lean on teachers to help gather data,

Choose items and flavors that compliment each other. Make sure that
your sides match your entree in terms of flavor and theme. For instance,
serve baked beans and fries with a hot dog instead of rice and green
beans. Create cohesive menu days that sound appetizing to students,
parents, and staff. 

Variety is key. Rotate through menu options so that students don't get
bored. We try not to menu something more than once a month on our
lunch menus. However, you don't want so much variety that students
can't rely on getting their favorite meals. Be sure to menu plenty of
popular choices and stick to tried and true days like Pizza Fridays or
whatever traditions you have in your district. 
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Treat students as customers. You are essentially operating a large
restaurant! Even if you are CEP, treat your students as customers and try
to make their experiences with food as positive as possible. 

42

43

Pay attention to what you write on your menus. Choose short and
snappy words and be explicit with what you're serving. Menus are often
read aloud over morning announcements, so make sure they sound
enticing, yet are easy for staff and students to understand. 

and if possible, circulate the
cafeteria or classroom to solicit
verbal feedback directly from
students in a variety of age groups.
Student councils are also a fantastic
resource. Honor the feedback you
receive by prioritizing student
favorites on your menus. We also
allow students in their senior year
to vote on a "Senior's Choice" meal
for their last meal in the cafeteria.
This usually ends up being
homemade calzones! 



Celebrate diverse cultures. This is a complex task
that will look different in each district and in each
school. Ask students to share what they eat at
home or host a family recipe contest and
experiment with new menu items accordingly. Add
culturally relevant seasonings to your flavor bar, or
grow cultural crops in your school garden.
Consider training staff to prepare culturally
relevant meals. Cooking clubs are a great place to
explore new recipes with students, staff, and
families on a smaller scale before making changes
to your menus. 

Give students customizable options. This will give
students a greater sense of autonomy and
satisfaction with their food choices in the cafeteria,
and likely result in less food waste for that
particular meal. In Chicopee we have served "Build
Your Own" Tacos, Burrito Bowls, Breakfast Bowls,
Loaded Baked Potatoes, Pho Soup, and more!
Another great option for students to customize
their food is a flavor or seasoning bar. Survey
students to find out their favorite sauces and
spices and make them available in the cafeteria. 

Incorporate themed meals for holidays and other special occasions. For
example, we typically menu a fully "farm-fresh" Thanksgiving meal each
November. We've also crafted special menu days for Dr. Seuss's birthday,the
Big E State Fair, and Red Sox opening day. Sometimes, a special day might 
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involve a particular food (i.e. turkey on
Thanksgiving), whereas other days, it can
simply involve renaming any food in a
creative or alliterative manner to evoke a
certain theme. Take for example, the
following Halloween-themed menu:
Spooky Sloppy Joe's with Spider Web
(waffle) Fries, Skeleton Bones (carrot
sticks), Orange Sidekick, Pumpkin
Cookie, and Assorted Fruit.



25 |  Farm to School 101

Keep it seasonal. Most produce travels a great distance to reach our
plates. Local produce is typically affordable in season, especially when
you consider that it only has to travel a short distance to reach you.
Because it's fresher, it lasts longer, going farther in your school kitchens
and cutting down on food waste. Furthermore, local produce typically has
a higher nutritional value and better taste. Menuing local and seasonal
foods will also help support your local food economy. Be sure to sign up
for your producer's weekly or monthly price list to stay up to date with
what's in season and use this Availability Calendar from the Mass
Department of Agricultural Resources to guide your menu planning. 
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Balance farm fresh items with commodities. Keep your menus appealing
yet affordable by utilizing the cost balancing techniques detailed in the
previous section.
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Participate in the Harvest of the Month Program. Most states have their
own "HOM" programs to celebrate local agriculture in schools and
institutions. This program serves as a great guide and incentive to menu a
different local crop each month or to test new farm fresh recipes. Just
starting out? Use HOM as a backbone to your taste testing program.
Seasoned pro? Challenge yourself to menu the HOM every week! Find
more information about Mass Farm to School's Harvest of the Month
Program here.

https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2018/07/02/availability-chart.pdf
https://www.massfarmtoschool.org/get-involved/harvest-of-the-month/
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Use other districts’ menus as inspiration. Keep an eye on other districts
in your region, state, and even around the country. We do this via social
media, but you can also google other districts and find their menus online.
Most programs are happy to share ideas and resources when asked.

Remember: it’s only healthy if students eat it! At the end of the day, our
goal is to nourish students and ensure that they are well-fed so that they
can be successful in the classroom and beyond. Many of our students rely
on school meals as their main source of nutrition. Therefore, our
program success relies on the number of students eating our meals, not
on how many times the word local appears on our menus. 
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Give your staff a say. Run your menus by your kitchen managers to
make sure that they're comfortable with the recipes and workload
involved. Give them an opportunity to suggest changes and provide
honest feedback. 

Watch what recipes you menu back to back. Avoid staff fatigue and
frustration by ensuring that you don't menu two very demanding days
back to back, even if they don't involve local produce. Even conventional
menu days may be more demanding than you realize. This is where it
becomes important to solicit staff input. 

53
Prioritize quality over quantity. It doesn't matter how much local food
you serve if it isn't prepared well. You want students and staff to
associate local with a positive culinary experience. Use taste tests to
figure out which recipes are winners, and focus on perfecting them. Be
sure that the overall quality of your meals is high and that staff are well
trained before incorporating local scratch-cooked meals onto your
menus. If you don't have the capacity to do scratch cooking, utilize
whole local fruits such as apples, pears, peaches, and plums. 
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TRACK DATA
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Conduct a local audit. This is the method we use to determine how
much local food we buy as a percentage of our overall food budget. We

Set your criteria. What exactly are you measuring? Do you want to
know how much you spend on local food as a % of your overall budget?
Or how many pounds of local produce you source each month? This is
where your definition of local will come in handy. You'll also want to
take other factors and values into consideration, such as whether you
want to count larger regional vendors as local, even if they may not
embody the same values of sustainability as small scale farms.
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Decide how often to collect data. Once you've determined your criteria,
decide how often you will collect and compile data. E,g. weekly,
monthly, quarterly, twice a year, yearly, etc. Set yourself routines and
reminders to stay accountable to this schedule. 

start by asking all of
our vendors for
velocity reports at
the end of the fiscal
year. Then we
calculate how much
we spend on local
products with each
vendor and
determine an overall
dollar amount and
percentage spent on
local for the year.



Track Backwards. If you have a particular spending goal, it helps to do
the math and work backwards. For example, if you want to spend $20,000
on local apple slices, you'll need to spend $2,000 per month during the
school year. If each order costs you $1,000, then you'll need to menu the
apple slices twice a month.  It's helpful to do this math with your main
local products to determine how often to menu them in order to reach 
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 Put your data to work. Keep your findings organized and handy for
a variety of purposes such as grant writing, press releases, school
committee meetings, farm to school reporting and more! Your
commitment to reporting sends the message to your stakeholders
and grantors that you are reliable, professional, and accountable.
Evaluation is a key part of any endeavor, and farm to school is no
exception. Above all, use data to hold yourself accountable and
pursue progress. 
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Share your findings. This is a great opportunity to share your success 
 with your school and community stakeholders. You can't brag if you don't
track! 
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Revisit goals and set new ones. After each audit or evaluation, revisit
your goals. Measure your progress, celebrate your success, or reflect on
any changes or patterns that you notice. Maybe your priorities or budget
has shifted, and that's okay. Be sure to set new goals for the future. 

your spending goals. In
the example to the right,
we determined that we
could spend $25,000 on
local beef and mushroom
patties by menuing them
6 times over the course
of the year. 


