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TOTAL OVERHAUL

Interview with Chef Steve Peck

Q:
Describe food service before the changes.
A: I became the food service manager of the Delaware Valley Job Corps Center in January of 2006. When I arrived the food service team was getting ready for students to return from winter break. I reviewed the menus from the previous manager and asked the food service staff what was generally served as meals.

I found that a salad bar with iceberg lettuce, tomato and cucumber, with a couple of dressings were being served. Pre-made salads and other pre-packaged goods were used for convenience.

The beverage machines were full of sodas and the main entrées were also mostly heat- and-serve out-of-box.  Fried flounder, chicken nuggets, French fries, fried sea nuggets, fried chicken, fried chicken wings, and fried French toast sticks were being served daily.

Pudding was always served for dessert and fresh fruit was limited to oranges and apples.

Breakfast consisted of heat-and-serve pancakes, one kind of breakfast meat, and three kinds of cereal. Everything was being done to the minimum of the PRH requirements.

Cookies and high sugar snacks were served nightly in dorms. Vending machines in the dorms were full of sodas. 
Q: What was your role in making the changes?

A: I came in and talked with my staff.  I explained that we could prepare so much more food from scratch and how beneficial it would be for the students.  I asked them to envision the cafeteria becoming more of a café.  I burned the midnight oil many nights in the office and at home researching new products on my computer. And then…

· I set up meetings with food suppliers to compare the new food items I researched with their selection.  
· I compared prices to see were I was in our food service budget. 
· Once I found the right food items and the right suppliers, I talked to the students and we made the changes.
· We filled the vending machines with juice, water, and low-calorie drinks.  

· We added Crystal Lite to the machines in the café for a low-calorie beverage.

· We made meals from scratch and reduced fried foods offerings to once a week.

· We increased fresh fruit choices, whole grain cereals, assorted oatmeal, yogurt, and so much more.
Q: What were your biggest accomplishments?

A: My biggest accomplishments were was the hard work put into the research, changing menus weekly, making foods from scratch, and incorporating culinary students in the process. Most importantly, we just had fun doing it.  Even when I was told it was impossible to make these changes and stay within the budget, I went ahead and did it and it worked!
Q: What changes have you and other staff noticed?
A: Overall, the biggest change we’ve seen is café behavior. Students sit quietly and have their meal in the café as if they were in a restaurant. The students look healthier, seem happier, and look less tired in the morning coming to breakfast.

Q: Who was involved in the changes?

A: Everyone.  It took a lot of leg work and a lot of discussing with students and staff.  I gave the students a chance to express themselves in a food service survey the first month I was on center. Once I saw that the students were very interested in strawberries and grapes, I saw an opportunity to start with the salad bar.
In talking with students, I learned they were interested in weight loss.  I started to think of a way for students to keep track of what they ate on center, so I designed a point tracking system to go along with our food service program.  I found Web sites that work with the point system, and involved the wellness, culinary arts, and recreation departments. I also made sure to have the support of the Center Director, which I did.
We started a food service committee that meets monthly, and implemented a quarterly food service survey to keep up with students’ needs and wants. We also encourage our students to bring in recipes from home. 
At this point everyone is still just as involved and helps maintain what was started.
Q: Describe any challenges and how you resolved them.

A: I had some trouble getting some of the food service staff to buy into the changes and the benefits, and hiring like-minded staff. This became easier over time.  Also, conducting the necessary research is time-consuming and can be tiring.  However, it had to be done and so I did it.

Q: What else should the Job Corps community know about your success?

A: Each center is unique in what they can do and must consider space limitations, equipment, company policies, staffing issues and time factors. Still, every center has the capacity, with plenty of motivation, to do great things without making radical changes.  Even simple changes like limiting fried foods to twice a week instead of three, or adding some spring mix to the iceberg salad, go a long way.  With the new online Food & Nutrition Resource Guide centers can share best practices and recipes. 

Whatever you decide to do, keep in mind what is best for the students and have fun doing it.(

Photo courtesy of Delaware Valley Business and Community Liaison.  Pictured above are Chef Steve Peck (right) and culinary arts student, Derrick Luther (left).  Derrick completed all three culinary levels and obtained his GED.  He was student government secretary and was instrumental in communicating food service changes to students.
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