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December 20, 2011

Keller McDonald, Superintendent 
West Sonoma County Union High School District
462 Johnson Street
Sebastopol, CA 95472

Dear Superintendent McDonald:

In June 2011, the Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) entered into an agree-
ment with the West Sonoma County Union High School District for a review of the district’s food 
service program. Specifically, the study agreement states that FCMAT will complete the following:

1. The West Sonoma County Union High School District is requesting the FCMAT 
Team to conduct an in depth comprehensive review of the food service program. 
The Team will conduct a review of the current child nutrition program which 
serves breakfast and lunch to approximately 2,300 students. The review will 
include food preparation, ordering, inventory, cash management, staffing, policies 
and procedures, federal and state compliance, menu planning; warehousing and 
food storage, purchasing and facilities. The team will provide recommendations 
for enhancing revenues or implementing changes needed to support the program 
and provide a more efficient operation.

This final report contains the study team’s findings and recommendations in the above areas of review. 
We appreciate the opportunity to serve the West Sonoma County Union High School District and 
extend our thanks to all the staff for their assistance during fieldwork.

Sincerely,

Joel D. Montero

Chief Executive Officer

C: Steve Jorgensen, Assistant Superintendent, West Sonoma County Union High School District
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About FCMAT
FCMAT’s primary mission is to assist California’s local K-14 educational agencies to identify, 
prevent, and resolve financial and data management challenges. FCMAT provides fiscal and 
data management assistance, professional development training, product development and other 
related school business and data services. FCMAT’s fiscal and management assistance services 
are used not just to help avert fiscal crisis, but to promote sound financial practices and efficient 
operations. FCMAT’s data management services are used to help local educational agencies 
(LEAs) meet state reporting responsibilities, improve data quality, and share information.

FCMAT may be requested to provide fiscal crisis or management assistance by a school district, 
charter school, community college, county office of education, the state Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, or the Legislature. 

When a request or assignment is received, FCMAT assembles a study team that works closely 
with the local education agency to define the scope of work, conduct on-site fieldwork and 
provide a written report with findings and recommendations to help resolve issues, overcome 
challenges and plan for the future.
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FCMAT also develops and provides numerous publications, software tools, workshops and 
professional development opportunities to help local educational agencies operate more effec-
tively and fulfill their fiscal oversight and data management responsibilities. The California 
School Information Services (CSIS) arm of FCMAT assists the California Department of 
Education with the implementation of the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data 
System (CALPADS) and also maintains DataGate, the FCMAT/CSIS software LEAs use for 
CSIS services. FCMAT was created by Assembly Bill 1200 in 1992 to assist LEAs to meet and 
sustain their financial obligations. Assembly Bill 107 in 1997 charged FCMAT with responsi-
bility for CSIS and its statewide data management work. Assembly Bill 1115 in 1999 codified 
CSIS’ mission. 

AB 1200 is also a statewide plan for county office of education and school districts to work 
together locally to improve fiscal procedures and accountability standards. Assembly Bill 2756 
(2004) provides specific responsibilities to FCMAT with regard to districts that have received 
emergency state loans.
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In January 2006, SB 430 (charter schools) and AB 1366 (community colleges) became law and 
expanded FCMAT’s services to those types of LEAs.

Since 1992, FCMAT has been engaged to perform nearly 850 reviews for LEAs, including school 
districts, county offices of education, charter schools and community colleges. The Kern County 
Superintendent of Schools is the administrative agent for FCMAT. The team is led by Joel D. 
Montero, Chief Executive Officer, with funding derived through appropriations in the state 
budget and a modest fee schedule for charges to requesting agencies.



Introduction
Background
The West Sonoma County Union High School District is located in Western Sonoma County, 
which extends from north of Petaluma to the coastal areas near Fort Ross. The largest residential 
area in the district is the city of Sebastopol, located fifty miles north of San Francisco and 10 
miles west of Santa Rosa. The district lies within the world famous wine, grape, and apple 
producing region of Sonoma County. North of Sebastopol, students also come from the commu-
nities of Forestville, Cazadero, Graton, Guerneville, Occidental and Monte Rio. 

The district serves approximately 2,200 students in grades 9-12. Students who enter the district’s 
high schools come from 10 elementary districts spread across the western part of the county. The 
district’s schools include Analy and El Molino High Schools, and Laguna Continuation High 
School. The district also operates a community day school. 

In June 2011, the district entered into a study agreement with the Fiscal Crisis and Management 
Assistance Team (FCMAT) for an in-depth comprehensive review of the district’s food services 
program. Areas for review included food preparation, ordering, inventory, cash management, 
staffing, policies and procedures, federal and state compliance, menu planning, warehousing and 
food storage, purchasing, and facilities. The agreement requested that FCMAT provide recom-
mendations for increasing revenues or implementing changes needed to support the program and 
provide a more efficient operation.

Study Guidelines
A FCMAT study team visited the district on September 20-21, 2011 to interview staff, collect 
data, review documents and visit facilities. This report is the result of those activities and is 
divided into the following sections:

 I. Executive Summary

 II. Fiscal Issues

 III. Menus and Meal Program

 IV. Eligibility, Participation and Meal Service

 V. Staffing

 VI. Purchasing

 VII. Facilities and Equipment

 VIII. Cash Handling and Internal Controls

 IX. Coordinated Review Effort Readiness

 X. Appendices

West sonoMa county union HigH scHool District

1I N T R O D U C T I O N



Study Team
The study team was composed of the following members: 

Anthony L. Bridges, CFE    Judith E. Stephens
Deputy Executive Officer     FCMAT Consultant
Atascadero, CA      Nipomo, CA
        
John Lotze      Rod Blackner*
FCMAT Public Information Specialist   FCMAT Consultant
Bakersfield, CA      Paso Robles, CA

*This consultant was not representing his employer but was working solely as an independent 
contractor for FCMAT.
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Executive Summary
The West Sonoma County Union High School District participates in the National School 
Lunch Program and serves breakfast and lunch at Analy, El Molino and Laguna High Schools. 
The food services department is committed to promoting healthy food choices and is dedicated 
to providing students with nutritious meals to support their academic success. Although the 
district’s primary fiscal focus is the general fund, the district operates many other funds including 
the cafeteria fund. The district’s fiscal goal for the food services department is to establish an 
operating budget that does not require a contribution from the unrestricted general fund.

The district’s food services department has required an annual contribution from the unrestricted 
general fund for the last four years and is projected to require a contribution of $80,000 in the 
current fiscal year, as shown in the following table: 

Fiscal Year Total Contribution

2007-08  $72,431

2008-09  $86,723

2009-10 $ 131,028

2010-11 $ 120,069

2011-12 $80,000

Ideally, food costs and expenditures for labor should each equal approximately 40-45% of 
revenue for a total of approximately 80-90% of budgeted revenue. However, the district’s total 
labor costs are approximately 70% of revenue, and the total combined operating costs are 118% 
of the budgeted revenue. This is part of the reason the department requires an annual contribu-
tion to support the program. The total operating costs are high compared to current averages for 
high school districts. At a time when school districts across the state are facing additional budget 
reductions and cash deferrals, it is critical that the food service department address this issue. 

Because of the continuing general fund contributions to the food services budget, the district 
should review with its independent auditor the possibility of setting up a long-term liability in 
the cafeteria fund so that when a contribution is no longer required the district’s general fund 
may be able to recapture some of the lost revenue from the current or prior three fiscal years.

The menus offered at the district’s high schools are appropriate for high school students and 
appear to meet guidelines of the National School Lunch Program’s Enhanced Food-Based Menu 
Plan. However, it is not known whether the calories and other nutritional requirements are being 
met because the district is not conducting its own analysis.

The FCMAT study team observed food service during lunchtime and breaks at each high 
school. Most students took the required number of items, but not all. If students do not select 
the required number of items, the meal is not in compliance with federal and state regulations 
and is not eligible for reimbursement. Therefore, staff and students need a periodic review of the 
requirements. During a state review, the district will be required to delete incomplete meals from 
meal totals on submitted reimbursement claims.

The food services department is directed by a food service coordinator who was hired in the 
spring of 2010. This employee had no prior food service experience but has accepted the high 
learning curve of this assignment in an exceptional manner. The National School Lunch Program 
is complex and combines the need to understand a myriad of state and federal regulations and 
procedures in the areas of nutrition, free and reduced price meal eligibility determination, food 
safety, food production and service, employee supervision, and financial management. The coor-
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dinator should seek and the district should encourage additional training opportunities to further 
increase knowledge. 

Meals per labor hour (MPLH) is an industry-standard measurement used to calculate appropriate 
staffing levels in a food service program. Calculations may vary depending on the types of menu 
items served and the production method . Food services departments that prepare meals or some 
items from scratch instead of using prepackaged meals or heat-and-serve items will require more 
labor hours. 

FCMAT performed MPLH calculations for Analy and Laguna high schools combined because 
Laguna depends on Analy for food production and meal service. El Molino High School was 
analyzed separately even though they receive some prepared food from Analy. A monthly sample 
calculation for August 2011 shows that the MPLH was 22 at Analy/Laguna and 27 at El Molino; 
both of these numbers are lower than the industry-recommended MPLH of 30 and indicate that 
staffing is somewhat high.

The California Department of Education (CDE)  is required by the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) and National School Lunch Program (NSLP) regulations to conduct a 
Coordinated Review Effort (CRE) Administrative Review (7 CFR 210.18) at all participating 
Local School Food Authorities (LSFAs) once every five years. The district’s next CRE and School 
Meal Initiative (SMI) review is scheduled for the spring of 2012.

In preparation for the CRE, the district should develop a system to double-check applications 
for free and reduced-price meals to ensure that eligibility determinations are accurate and that all 
applications on file are complete. A new production record form will need to be in place and staff 
will need to review a copy of the previous state food service audit, Coordinated Review Effort/
School Meal Initiative (CRE/SMI). During FCMAT’s site visit, the department could not locate 
the previous report.
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Findings and Recommendations 

Fiscal Issues
The district’s adoption budget is a planning document that links educational goals to financial 
decisions and is the annual plan for maintaining the district’s financial solvency. Although the 
district’s primary fiscal focus is the general fund, the district operates many other funds including 
the cafeteria fund. The primary goal of the cafeteria fund is to provide students with healthy 
meals to help support student achievement and the district’s academic programs. The district’s 
fiscal goal for the food services department is to establish an operating budget that does not 
require a contribution from the district’s unrestricted general fund.

For the past four years, the district’s food services department has required an annual contribu-
tion from the unrestricted general fund, and is projected to require a contribution in the current 
fiscal year. In addition, because of the current contribution, the district has not charged direct 
and indirect costs to the food service fund. At a time when school districts across the state are 
facing additional budget reductions and cash deferrals, it is critical that the food service depart-
ment address this issue and ensure that its budget is balanced.

The comparative object summary budget report provided by the district shows the food services 
department’s deficit spending for the last four years and the projected deficit amount for the 
current fiscal year, as indicated in the following table:

General Fund Contributions to the Cafeteria Fund, 2007-08 through 2011-12 
(projected)

Fiscal Year Total Contribution

2007-08 $ 72,431

2008-09 $ 86,723

2009-10 $131,028

2010-11 $120,069

2011-12 (projected) $ 80,000

The district’s 2010-11 unaudited actuals indicate some of the issues that are causing the ongoing 
food service program deficit. Total revenue for the cafeteria fund during 2010-11 was $27,529 
less than the prior year and $35,000 less than four years prior. Revenues have been decreasing for 
the last several years. The termination of the district’s food service contract with the Forestville 
School has contributed to the continuing revenue reductions. 

Although revenue from reimbursable meals has increased during this same period, the revenue 
from other meals and a la carte sales has decreased significantly. Over the past four years, revenue 
from sales of nonreimbursable meals and a la carte items has decreased by $111,617. Many 
schools throughout California have experienced a similar decline because of new nutritional 
requirements regarding what schools can offer in a la carte meals. During the past seven years, 
state and federal mandates have restricted the sales of food and snack items that have high 
student appeal such as soda, potato chips and fried foods. The new items offered as replacements 
are more nutritious but students buy fewer of them.

Ideally, food costs and labor costs should each account for approximately 40-45% of food service 
program revenue, for a total of approximately 80-90% of budgeted revenue. FCMAT’s review 
of salaries and benefits indicates that the district’s total food costs last year were 48% of revenue, 

West sonoMa county union HigH scHool District

5F I S C A L  I S S U E S



and labor  costs (including benefits) were 70% of revenue, for a total of 118% of the cafeteria 
fund’s budgeted revenue. This is higher than the ideal and higher than current averages for high 
school districts statewide. This is part of the reason the food services department requires an 
annual contribution from the general fund. 

Districts that produce meals from scratch typically have higher labor costs and lower food costs, 
while districts such West Sonoma that use many prepared foods typically have lower labor costs 
and higher food costs. One factor that increases the district’s labor costs is that it pays 100% of 
health and welfare benefits for many of its five-hour per day food service employees. In the food 
service industry it is rare for staff members who work less than eight hours per day to receive 
fully paid benefits. Most districts pro-rate the amount the district pays for benefits based on the 
number of hours worked and require an employee contribution for the balance.

Because of the contribution it requires from the district’s unrestricted general fund, for the past 
several years the food service department has not paid either indirect or direct support costs that 
are charged to the district’s other funds and restricted programs. 

The California State Accounting Manual (CSAM) provides for the transfer of monies from the 
general fund to the cafeteria fund. However, because of the continued general fund contributions 
to the cafeteria fund, the district would benefit from reviewing with its independent auditor the 
concept of setting up a long-term liability. Under such an arrangement, if the cafeteria fund no 
longer requires an annual transfer of funds, the district’s general fund may be able to recapture 
some of the lost revenue from the current or prior three fiscal years. 

The district has a board policy that requires closed campuses during the lunch period. However, 
this policy is not enforced or followed, and many students leave campus during the lunch period 
to purchase food, so in practice the campus is largely open. While this type of policy is extremely 
difficult to monitor, optional policies such allowing only students in grades 11 and 12 to leave 
campus or similar policies that would keep more students on campus during the lunch hour may 
help increase food sales. To facilitate this option, the department will need to compare menu 
options with products sold locally and design an advertising program to capitalize on the nutri-
tional value.

Recommendations:
The district should:

1. Increase revenue to compensate for decreased food sales by improving the 
menu offerings and promoting their nutritional value.

2. If revenue is not increased, decrease staff expenses; engage in collective 
bargaining negotiations to reduce salary and benefits costs if needed.

 3. Charge the food service program both direct and indirect costs to ensure that 
it is accounting for all costs of this program.

4. Establish a goal to reduce food costs by 3%.

4. Ensure that board policy is consistent with district practices.

5. Evaluate the district’s practice of an open campus during the lunch period 
and review multiple options that for keeping more students on campus, such 
as allowing only students in grades 11 and 12 to leave campus. 
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6. Review with its independent auditor the possibility of setting up a long-term 
liability in the cafeteria fund to recapture some of the unrestricted general 
fund revenue lost over the past four years.  
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Menus and Meal Program
The district participates in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and serves breakfast 
and lunch at Analy, El Molino and Laguna High Schools. The NSLP is a federally assisted meal 
program that operates in public and nonprofit private schools and residential child care institu-
tions. The program provides students with nutritionally balanced low-cost or free lunches each 
school day. The program was established when the National School Lunch Act was passed in 
1946.

The district follows the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Enhanced Food-
Based Menu Planning Option and the offer-versus-serve option, which lets students turn down 
foods they do not plan to eat but requires that they take a certain number of items in various 
food groups. The enhanced menu option requires specific portion sizes for meal components 
from each of the following food groups: meat, breads, fruits, vegetables and milk. Complete 
USDA guidelines for each food group is available online at www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/menu/
menu_planning.doc

The following table summarizes the requirements of the offer-versus-serve option: 

National School Lunch Program
Offer Versus Serve

Enhanced Food-Based Menus

•	 All five food items must be offered to all students.

•	 Serving sizes must equal the minimum required quantities for the appropriate 
grade group.

•	 Lunch must be priced as a unit.

•	 Students have the option of which item(s) to decline.

•	 Students must take a full portion of at least three of the five food items:
o One serving of meat, meat alternative, milk or grains/breads and
o Two servings of vegetables and fruits.

Meals are also required to meet standards for calories, proteins, fats and certain vitamins and 
minerals based on the students’ grade in school. Under the Enhanced Food-Based Menu 
Planning program, the district is not required to perform a nutritional analysis of the menus, but 
state officials will conduct an analysis when the district receives its state compliance review, and 
the menus must meet nutritional standards. The following table illustrates the different caloric 
and nutrient standards for students in preschool, grades K-6 and grades 7-12. 
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Lunch Calorie and Nutrient Standards for Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning 
Options (Average School Week), by Grade Level

Nutrients and energy allowances

Preschool Grades K-6 Grades 7-12

Energy Allowances (calories) 517 517 825

Total Fat (g)3 171 221 281

Total Saturated Fat (g)3 62 72 92

Protein (g) 7 10 16

Calcium (mg) 267 286 400

Iron (mg) 3.3 3.5 4.5

Vitamin A (RE) 150 224 300

Vitamin C (mg) 14 15 18

1. Total fat is not to exceed 30% of calories over the course of a school week 
2. Saturated fat is to be less than 10% of calories over the course of a school week 
3. Grams of fat will vary depending on the number of calories

The menus offered at the district’s high schools are appropriate for high school students and 
appear to meet the Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning Option guidelines. However, it is not 
known whether the calories and other nutritional targets are being met because the district is not 
conducting its own analysis.

The FCMAT study team’s observations of food service during lunchtime and breaks at each high 
school indicate that most but not all of the students are taking the number of items required 
to qualify as a reimbursable meal. Staff and students need to be provided with a review of the 
requirements because if the required number of items are not selected the meal is not in compli-
ance and thus not eligible for reimbursement. During a state review, the district will be required 
to delete incomplete meals from meal totals on submitted reimbursement claims.

The food services department offers a variety of foods that are attractively presented and are 
appropriate for the student population. At each meal several entrees are offered as well as salads, 
fruits, breads and milk. All menu items are available either as a complete meal or a la carte. In 
addition, a large variety of beverages and snack foods is sold in the meal lines

Meals and A La Carte Sales
Items sold a la carte must meet different nutritional requirements than reimbursable meals. A la 
carte snack items must have 250 calories or less, with no more than 35% of calories from fat or 
sugar. A la carte entrees can have no more than 400 calories and four grams (36 calories) of fat 
per 100 calories. Allowable beverages are milk, water with no sweeteners, unsweetened fruit juice 
and electrolyte replacement beverages that meet specific guidelines.

The USDA announced plans to revise nutrition standards for meals subsidized by the federal 
government. The new rules, released on January 31, 2011 are the first major revisions to the 
standards in more than 15 years and will include the following:

•	 A decrease in the amount of starchy vegetables such as potatoes, corn and green peas 
(item proposed but was repealed 10/21/11).

•	 A requirement to serve only unflavored 1% milk or fat-free flavored or unflavored milk.

•	 An increase in offerings and variety of fruits and vegetables. 

•	 An increase in whole grains. There is no requirement at present.
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•	 A requirement to use products that have zero grams of trans fat per serving.

•	 A reduction of the sodium in meals over the next 10 years that would eventually reduce 
total sodium by more than 50%.

•	 The establishment of calorie maximums and minimums, instead of maximums only, by 
grade level.

A summary of these guidelines is included in Appendix A. Additional detailed information is 
available from the California Department of Education (CDE) website at http://www.cde.ca.gov/
ls/nu/he/mealmenu.asp.

The food service coordinator is aware of the meal and a la carte requirements and has tried 
to ensure that items sold meet these requirements. Most items appear to be in compliance. 
However, a few items do not meet the standards, such as the nachos and cheese sauce, which are 
too high in fat and calories, and the frozen lemonade cups, which are too high in calories and 
sugar. 

The amount of variety of a la carte items may need to be reviewed. Although the wide array 
of snack foods and beverages sold provides students with many options, it can slow lines while 
students try and decide what to buy. It can also increase costs and complicate inventory and 
purchasing. Items could be rotated at different times to offer variety and prevent redundant offer-
ings, potentially increasing student interest.

The food services department staff indicated that the department has no method for deciding the 
prices of a la carte items other than doubling the price. Much thought needs to be given to the 
price charged for a la carte and snack items. If prices are too high, students will not buy them; 
if prices are too low, the district will not make enough money to pay for the labor that goes into 
selling the products, and food costs will be too high.

A review of invoices for 11 randomly selected snack items revealed some variances. For example, 
bottled water was purchased for $0.29 and sold for $0.75, yielding a food cost of 39% which 
is profitable when including labor. However, fudge bars were purchased for $0.52 and sold for 
$0.75, yielding a food cost of 69%, which is too high based on industry standards. Among the 
11 items selected for review, the food cost percentage varied from 33% to 82%.

Because the lunch period provides a limited time to sell food and complete transactions, the 
district could also benefit from a review of the revenue generated per sale. For example, it takes 
the same amount of time to sell a $0.50 item as a $2.00 item, but the higher cost items will 
generate more profit. It is best practice to maintain a balance between finding food items that 
can be sold for a substantial mark-up and keeping prices competitive with items that can be 
purchased off campus. 

There are some simple techniques and forms that can be used to achieve proper pricing in an 
organized fashion. These include the food cost analysis (see Appendix B), which helps establish 
the true food cost of an item, and the competitive sales analysis (see Appendix C), which helps 
staff understand and compare what other convenience stores and markets are charging for items 
identical or similar to what the district is selling. Although food cost may vary from product to 
product, the goal is for food costs to be less than 45% of revenues.

The district is required to complete and keep daily menu production record forms that indicate 
the types and amounts of food served to students and adults. The coordinator is aware of this 
requirement and is directing her staff to complete these forms. The department is changing the 
format of the forms but is frustrated with the redundancy and tediousness of the current forms. 
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Many formats are available for these forms, and several examples are given on the CDE website 
at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/mnprodfrm.asp, but use of a particular form is not required. 
As long as all the required information is completed, the district can use any form it desires. The 
information required for the production records is listed on the School Meal Initiative (SMI) 
checklist and includes the following:

•	 Number of meals planned and number served

•	 All planned menu items used to meet the required meal pattern, as well as condiments, 
and non-creditable desserts

•	 Serving size of each food item

•	 Total amount of food prepared for the number of students 

•	 Actual number of students and adults served

•	 Number of a la carte and adult meals planned and served

•	 Leftover usage records, substitution lists and dates

The FCMAT study team shared a simplified production record form with the food service coor-
dinator; this form is included in the Appendix D.

Recommendations 
The district should:

1. Periodically review breakfast and lunch menus and adjust items and/or rotate 
in new items based on popularity. 

2. Review the nutritional requirements for a complete reimbursable meal with 
staff to ensure that they are guiding students to take adequate amounts. 
Students should also be educated in the requirements.

3. Assess the a la carte menu and reduce the number of items offered to reduce 
inventory costs and speed up lines.

4. Review the nutritional requirements for a la carte snacks and entrees; ensure 
that all items sold meet requirements. 

5. Simplify the production record form to streamline the reporting process for 
staff. Continue to direct staff in completing production record forms daily.

6.  Develop a system to ensure that the proper amount is charged for each item 
so that customers are not overcharged and the district can produce enough 
revenue to cover its costs. Compare the cost of identical and similar items at 
nearby businesses.  
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Eligibility, Participation and Meal Service 
Twenty-one percent of the district’s students are eligible for free and reduced- price meals. This 
is the same percentage as during the past few years. However, the percentage of eligible students 
differs significantly among the three schools. September 2011 eligibility information shows that 
14% of students at Analy High School are eligible, 28% at El Molino High School, and 49% at 
Laguna Continuation High School. The administration at Laguna High School feels that many 
more of its students would qualify if the parents would fill out the application. Offering snacks as 
incentives can sometimes help students remember to turn in applications.

The district is using direct certification, which is a state program that helps the district directly 
qualify eligible students for the free and reduced-price meal program. This reduces the number 
of families that need to submit applications and the number of applications that need to be veri-
fied annually. The district has also begun offering online applications to simplify the process for 
families and make it more confidential. However, as is the case in most high school populations, 
families often do not apply. Promoting the benefits of the program and the availability of applica-
tions all year long may help increase the number of applicants and consequently the number of 
eligible students.

A review of the number of students participating in the free or reduced-price meal program at 
each school reveals that Analy High School serves 41% of its eligible students at breakfast and 
55% at lunch; Laguna Continuation High School serves 56% of its eligible students at breakfast 
and 44% at lunch; and El Molino High School serves 55% of eligible students at breakfast and 
70% at lunch. 

Eligibility and Participation, September 30, 2011

Schools Analy Laguna El Molino District Totals

Enrollment & Eligibility 1324 102 784 2210

Number / Percentage of Free Students 160 / 12% 44 / 43% 177 / 23% 17%

Number / Percentage of Reduced Students 36 / 3% 6 /6% 40 / 5% 4%

Percentage of  Free and Reduced Students %15% 49% 28% 21%

Participation

Number / Percentage of Free Breakfasts /Day 69 / 43% 25 / 56% 99 / 56%

Number / Percentage of Reduced Breakfasts /Day 10 / 27% 3 / 50% 21 / 53%

Percentage of Free & Red Breakfasts /Day 40% 56% 55%

Number / Percentage of Free Lunches /Day 92 / 58% 19 / 43%  120 / 68%

Number / Percentage of Reduced Lunches /Day 16 / 44% 3 / 50% 31 / 78%

Percentage of Free and Reduced Lunches /Day 55% 44% 70%

Number of Paid Students 1128 52 567

Paid Breakfasts Served 17 / 1% 34 / 65% 14 / 3%

Paid Lunches Served 40 / 4% 0 25 / 4%

El Molino High School is feeding a greater percentage of its eligible students than the other sites. 
These are acceptable participation percentages for a high school meal program, but increasing 
participation among eligible students would significantly increase revenue. It is important that 
all school sites work to eliminate the stigma of eligibility for free or reduced-price meals when 
promoting the food service program by marketing the menu using terms such as “combo meals” 
or “meal deals.” Meeting with students to discuss perceived food service needs can also benefit 
the program and increase participation.
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Participation among students who pay full price for meals is approximately 1% to 4% 
districtwide for all meals except for breakfast at Laguna Continuation High School, which is 
very low.  At Laguna Continuation High School breakfast, 65% of the students who are not 
eligible for free or reduced-price meals participate, but none of these students participate at lunch 
because it is at the end of the school day. Students may respond to target marketing or special 
lunch deals if they are presented correctly. However, students who pay full price often only want 
a la carte choices, so continuing to offer popular items that comply with nutrition regulations can 
help increase total revenue even if it does not increase meal participation.

Analy High School
The Analy High School cafeteria has two double-sided food lines with four cashiers during the 
lunch hour. This is the only location on campus where food is served. Full meals and a la carte 
items are sold in the same lines. Students are required to enter their student identification (ID) 
number in the point of sale system for a la carte items and for meals. Cashiers enter the food 
items chosen into the computers (e.g., pizza, chips, milk, etc.) when sold as a la carte. This 
practice causes lines to be very slow and could be contributing to reduced participation. The time 
taken for several of the point of sale transactions was 30-45 seconds each. When students entered 
numbers for full meals only (no cash involved), the time was reduced to 3-5 seconds. If more 
prepaid full meals were sold, the average time per transaction time would decrease, which could 
result in more food products sold.

Employees allow students to purchase up to $10 of a la carte items on credit with the food 
services department. This practice benefits students but creates significant financial risk for the 
department and could upset parents if their student charges $10.00 without their knowledge. 
Without parental consent, the department’s recourse in collecting unpaid accounts is limited.

The cafeteria has an adequate and well-designed snack bar adjacent to the meal lines. It would 
greatly speed up lines if the main lines were for meals only, or for meals and a very limited 
variety snacks or beverages but no a la carte entrees. Selling all a la carte entrees and most a la 
carte snacks at the snack bar and perhaps also at an outdoor food cart would speed and possibly 
increase both meal and a la carte sales. The requirement for computers and student identification 
numbers could also be eliminated to help speed and increase a la carte sales. 

In interviews, staff indicated that separating the meal sales from a la carte sales was tried before 
and the food service coordinator felt that students did not participate in the snack bar. The coor-
dinator also feels that the current system helps avoid the stigma of meal lines being for students 
who are eligible for free and reduced-price meals. However, many districts separate these sales 
successfully. The stigma will not happen if the meal lines are presented as a positive meal-deal 
and marketed to all students; a complete meal offers more food for less money than a la carte if 
items are priced correctly. Having different menu items in the two lines can increase the number 
of transactions.  In addition, certain lunch specials could be offered only with a meal. A la carte 
entrees could be the same daily and kept to a small variety including items such as pizza, burritos, 
burgers and other items to increase ease and speed of sale. Limiting the variety of snack items 
could also speed transactions. The meal lines could offer extras such as salads, fruit and popular 
bread items such as garlic bread or bread sticks. 

Salad bars and self-serve hot food bars can also be a draw for students who pay full price as well 
as those who qualify for free or reduced-price meals. The district’s menus currently offer some of 
these choices. Marketing techniques that other districts use successfully and that could help the 
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district increase participation include offering bonuses such as a free small bottle of water or a 
cookie with the purchase of a meal, and meal deals such as “buy 10 meals and get one free.”

El Molino High School
El Molino High School has one double-sided meal line inside the cafeteria and two mobile food 
carts outside to serve student lunches. The menu items (meals and a la carte) are identical in all 
areas. As with Analy, lines are slow and congested. It may be advantageous to separate a la carte 
sales from meal sales. The inside line could offer meals and perhaps a very few a la carte items 
such as beverages and cookies. Outside carts could offer only a la carte items and not require the 
use of computers or student ID numbers. 

At both Analy and El Molino high schools, one staff member operates a computer for each 
meal line. At El Molino, two computers are at the end of the double-sided meal line; at Analy, 
each line has its own computer. The computer system being used has the capacity to allow two 
pin pads to be connected to one computer so that two lines can be serviced with just one staff 
person. Many school districts use this method to reduce staff hours. Once a person is trained in 
this method and has some experience, the same number of students can be served with half the 
staff.

Laguna Continuation High School
Meals for Laguna Continuation High School are served from a snack bar in the quad. The 
majority of daily food sale activity occurs during the morning snack time. Lunch consists of sack 
lunches delivered for the school’s site staff to hand out. After the sack lunches are handed out, 
the students are allowed to leave campus. This is against state and federal regulations, which 
state that all student reimbursable meals must be eaten on campus before the student leaves. 
It is important that the district address this problem and find a solution, particularly with the 
state Coordinated Review Effort (CRE) scheduled for this school year. Concerns raised by site 
staff include a lack of menu choices and the fact that non-food service site staff are required to 
perform food service duties. 

The snack bar has space for two servers to assist students. Previously, the school used student 
helpers at one of the two snack bar point of sale windows but has stopped this practice this 
year because of union concerns in light of recent staff layoffs. As a result, only one person now 
serves students and the snack bar lines are congested. Meal sales are low: only approximately 
30 students participate at brunch. However, snack sales make the lines busy, and having only 
one person makes it difficult to meet students’ needs. The difficulty in solving this issue is that 
a second person is only needed for about 15-20 minutes. The district could post a position for 
15 minutes to see if a current part-time employee wants to work this additional time. Another 
possibility is to see if someone from the Analy High School staff can come to Laguna to help for 
15 minutes as part of their current schedule, not as additional hours. If current staff do not apply 
for the position, the district may want to reinstitute the use of student help. Students who work 
these types of positions learn valuable skills that can help them the rest of their lives.

As with the other schools, Laguna Continuation High School requires students to use their ID 
numbers to purchase snacks and would benefit from discontinuing this practice, which slows the 
line and reduces the number of transactions completed. Because there is no requirement to enter 
a la carte sales into the computer, student ID numbers are not needed. The food service  coordi-
nator prefers using student ID numbers so that sales can be tracked, and so that students can be 
allowed to have money on account if they wish. Students should be allowed to keep money on 
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account, but cash sales do not need to be entered in the computer at the point of sale. Cash sale 
totals can be entered into the computer after the meal time for accounting purposes. 

Even if the district decides not to separate food service lines so that one serves primarily meals 
and the other only a la carte items, it would benefit greatly from eliminating the requirement for 
a student ID and computer entry for a la carte items at the point of sale. 

If the district wants to reduce cash transactions, it could do as some school districts have done 
and offer students and staff prepaid cards. The cards can include a discount (e.g., 10%) as an 
incentive for using them. Best practice is to make cards wallet sized and printed with various 
small cash amounts (e.g., $1.00, $0.25 and $0.50) that add up to the total paid plus the discount 
percentage (e.g., $22 for a card costing $20). Staff can deduct the amount spent from the 
cards by marking through the appropriate printed cash amount(s) with a permanent marker. 
Advantages of using cards such as these include reduced cash transactions and thus faster sales, 
and the option for parents to still have some control over cash given to students for meals. 

Best practice also includes designing the cards to prevent easy counterfeiting and warning 
students that the cards are the same as cash and that losing a card is the equivalent of losing cash.

Food Preparation
 Some of the methods used to prepare and package foods take too much time. Examples include 
the following. 

•	 Pizza is separated into slices, placed on serving tissues on trays, kept hot in the warmers 
and then placed on serving lines.  This takes time, requires space for many trays, and 
creates extra pans to wash. Keeping the pizza in the original boxes in thermal bags and 
having a student helper serve it on the meal line would eliminate many unnecessary 
steps.

•	 Fresh baked cookies are cooled and then wrapped individually in  bags, but could be kept 
on trays and served to students with food tissues.  

•	 Chef salads are served in clear plastic clamshell containers. To save money on the 
containers, staff have been cutting them in half and wrapping the salads with plastic 
wrap.  This may save money on the containers but is much more labor-intensive. With 
expanded salad bars, self serve chef salads can be offered in the salad bar rather than 
individually portioned.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Conduct an ongoing campaign to encourage families to complete meal appli-
cations.

2. Market the benefits of the meal program to all students.

3. Consider separating meal lines from lines for a la carte items at Analy and El 
Molino high schools. At El Molino, sell a la carte items on mobile carts and 
meals in the cafeteria. At Analy, use the current meal lines for complete meal 
sales only and the snack bar and or mobile carts for a la carte sales.
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4. Consider using one computer with two pin pads in the dual lines to reduce 
staff hours or enable workers to be assigned to other duties.

5. Ensure that Laguna Continuation High School stops the practice of allowing 
students to leave campus with complete meals.

6. Analyze the current staffing and duties at Analy High School to determine 
if it is possible to have a staff member assist in the snack line at Laguna 
Continuation High School, or post a job opening for this 15 minutes of work 
to fill this vacancy. If neither of these options is successful, consider reinsti-
tuting student helpers.

7. Eliminate the practice of requiring students to enter their ID numbers in the 
point of sale system for a la carte sales. Track these food sales using inventory 
sheets that record the number of food items at the beginning and end of the 
serving period instead.

8. Create a prepaid card system to reduce the number of cash transactions for 
food. Offer a discount on the card to increase sales.

9.  Discontinue the practice of allowing students to charge up to $10 of a la carte 
items on credit with the food services department.

10. Implement the suggestions above for increasing the efficiency of food prepa-
ration, and continue analyzing work habits and procedures to gain ideas of 
how to increase efficiency of production and cleanup. Encourage staff to 
participate in this analysis and share ideas.

Subsequent Events
Subsequent to FCMAT’s fieldwork and before issuance of this final report, the district began 
implementing a number of recommendations in the area of meal service. Changes included sepa-
rating lines for meals and a la carte sales at Analy and El Molino high schools by reopening snack 
bars and using mobile carts for a la carte sales, and using cafeteria lines for meals only. In addi-
tion, the district has begun consolidating point of sale stations by using two pin pads per station 
to free up staff to operate snack bars and serve hot food. Finally, the district has made some a la 
carte lines cash only and provided point of sale units at others so that students with money on 
account can purchase snacks.

These are positive developments that should benefit the district and increase efficiency and cost-
effectiveness. 

Recommendation
The district should:

1. Consider using prepaid cards in place of, or in addition to, the point of sale 
machines to speed transactions.
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Staffing
The food services department is directed by a food service coordinator who was hired in the 
spring of 2010. This employee had no prior food service experience but has accepted the steep 
learning curve of this assignment in an exceptional manner. She has been to several food service 
trainings and is self-motivated to learn the program. She is quickly learning the job and the lead-
ership role it includes. The coordinator has developed a good relationship with food service staff 
and other district employees. 

Leading a school nutrition department requires multiple skills. The National School Lunch 
Program is complex and combines the need to understand a myriad of state and federal regula-
tions and procedures in the areas of nutrition, free and reduced-price meal eligibility determina-
tion, food safety, food production and service, employee supervision, and financial management. 
It is very unusual for a person with no former food service or nutrition background to take on 
such a task and achieve a good understanding of the program quickly. 

The food services department has eight staff members, who prepare meals and feed students at 
the three sites. The food service department has undergone staffing reductions and reorganization 
this fiscal year in an effort to reduce the need for contributions to the program from the district’s 
unrestricted general fund. These changes have caused transitional issues among the staff, but they 
are capable and are very nurturing toward the students. The general feeling among department 
staff is that the department is short-staffed; however, initial observations and a review of meal 
counts indicate that staffing is more than adequate. Some organizational changes could be made 
and some training provided in the area of efficiency. Time can be saved by making even small 
changes, such as placing cookies that will be served immediately on waxed food tissue rather than 
bagging them individually. Meal counts and food sales are low at Analy and Laguna high schools 
and need to increase in order to justify the department’s current staffing hours and labor costs. El 
Molino High School is serving more of its students but could also increase efficiencies.

Meals per Labor Hour
Analyzing the number of meals served compared to labor hours is a valuable tool for evaluating 
productivity and staffing needs for each school site. The meal counts used in FCMAT’s labor 
analysis were derived from the average number of meals served per site from August 2011 
through September 2011.

Meals per labor hour (MPLH) is an industry-standard tool used to calculate appropriate staffing 
levels based on the total number of meals served each day. Calculations may vary depending 
on the types of menu items served and the production method . Food service departments that 
prepare meals or some items from scratch instead of using prepackaged meals or heat-and-serve 
items will require more labor hours. The district’s food services staff prepare some food items 
from scratch, but most items are ready-made; therefore, the expected industry average is 30 meals 
for each labor hour. It can be more difficult to achieve this efficiency standard at the high school 
level because high school students do not usually participate in the meal program as readily as 
elementary students, and most high schools have multiple points of sale, requiring more staff. 
However, 30 MPLH is still a valid goal by which to measure the department’s efficiency.

The FCMAT study team collected information on meal counts and food sales based on the 
district’s reimbursement claim forms and reports from the NUTRIKIDS point of sale program. 

To properly calculate MPLH, all meals are counted, and sales of a la carte items are converted 
to meal equiva lents to determine a per-meal cost based on a standard unit of production. The 
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MPLH calcula tion normally includes daily breakfast and lunch meal totals for school sites as 
well as an a la carte meal equivalent factor. Several methods can be used to calculate the a la 
carte equivalent. The most common method, and the one used in this analysis, divides the total 
income from a la carte sales per day by the average cost of a breakfast and lunch meal, which is 
$2.38 (the average of $1.75 for breakfast and $3.00 for lunch). The daily a la carte meal equiva-
lent total is added to the daily totals for breakfast and lunch to arrive at the total meal equivalents 
per day. The daily meal equivalents are then divided by the total number of staff hours allocated 
to the individual school site to calculate the MPLH.

FCMAT’s MPLH calculations combined Analy and Laguna high schools because Laguna 
depends on Analy for food production and meal service. El Molino High School was analyzed 
separately even though some prepared food is sent there from Analy. 

As shown in the table below, calculations for August 2011 show that the MPLH for Analy and 
Laguna combined is 22 and the MPLH for El Molino is 27, indicating that staffing is somewhat 
high for the number of meals produced.

Meal and Labor Comparisons, August 2011

Schools Analy Laguna Analy/Lag El Molino 
District  
Totals

 August 2011 (21 days)

Total Breakfasts 2018 715 2733 2814 5547

Breakfasts/Day 96 34 130 134 264

Total Lunches 3112 458 3570 3694 7264

Lunches/Day 148 22 170 176 346

Total Meals/Day 244 56 300 310 610

A la Carte $ 11554 753 12307 10786 23093

A la Carte $/Day 550 36 586 514 1100

A la Carte Equivalents/day 231 15 246 216             462 

Total Meal Equivalents/day 475 71 546 526          1,072 

Labor Hours/day 24.5 19.25 43.75

MPLH 22 27               25 

For approximately two hours per day, the food service coordinator helps with food service 
tasks that should be performed by food service staff and that would lower the MPLH slightly if 
included in FCMAT’s calculation. 

In addition, staff members work extra hours that are being counted as trade time, which is 
equivalent to compensatory time. From August 1 to the time of the FCMAT’s fieldwork on 
September 20, the food service staff at Analy High School worked an additional 77 hours;  the 
staff at El Molino worked an additional 39 hours; and the coordinator worked an additional 107 
hours. If this time had been included in FCMAT’s MPLH calculation, the MPLH figures would 
be considerably lower. The department needs to look for more efficient ways for staff to perform 
their tasks or to simplify the menu. It is common for food preparation methods to be developed 
and practiced without evaluating new and more efficient methods; if this is true in the district’s 
case, the district could increase efficiency by performing such an evaluation.

The food services department has already reduced staffing hours this year, and it would be 
helpful to try to increase meal and snack sales before looking at further staffing reductions. 
However, because the department’s budget receives significant contributions from the general 
fund and because salary and benefit costs are at 70% of revenue, this low productivity cannot 
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be ignored. Revenues need to be increased and/or costs reduced to meet the district’s goal of a 
balanced food service budget.

The district is evaluating the feasibility of adding a middle school (grades 7 and 8) program. This 
could add needed revenue to the department and curb reductions in staff hours. When planning 
for this possible increase in participation, the department will need to look first at using existing 
labor hours. Schedules may need to be revised and some increases in hours made, but only after 
making every effort to increase production without increasing staff hours. The goal should be to 
attain 30 meals per labor hour. 

Recommendations 
The district should:

1. Ensure that the food service coordinator analyzes the menu, serving methods 
and staff efficiencies to find ways to increase efficiency.

2. Survey students for ideas regarding how to attract more students to partici-
pate in order to increase meals and a la carte sales and thus the MPLH.

3. Focus on increasing participation and consider reducing staffing further only 
if these efforts do not succeed. The coordinator should meet with staff to 
brainstorm ways to be more efficient and attract more students.

4. If a new middle school is added to the district, ensure that the department 
does not increase labor hours until MPLH goals are reached.

5. Ensure that the food service coordinator discontinues working two hours per 
day on tasks that should be performed by staff.
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Purchasing 
The district’s purchasing program works but is receiving slightly higher than average pricing on 
products compared to other districts. The district works with Slick Co-Op for many of its USDA 
commodity items. This company has affordable prices and does most of the tracking, organizing 
and shipping of commodities. The company will also give volume rebates on purchases. The 
district purchases all other noncommodity items from standard purveyors at normal off-the-shelf 
prices.

The majority of the commodity items purchased through Slick Co-op are from commodities 
sent to processors to be made into preprocessed foods. These items offer ease of use and are 
slightly less expensive than paying full price for noncommodity foods. Greater savings can be 
realized by purchasing USDA commodity brown box items. These are food items that come 
directly from the USDA and are not sent to a processor. They cost a little more than $3.00 per 
case and include commonly used items such as sliced American cheese, hamburgers, ham and 
fajita chicken. The food services department would benefit from reviewing last year’s purchases of 
foods similar to those on the brown box list, spending its commodity entitlement dollars on these 
items first and using the remaining money to purchase items that are sent to processors.

The FCMAT study team selected and reviewed a sample of purchasing invoices for August and 
September 2011 and found that prices are average for a district that does not go out to bid annu-
ally. Milk prices tracked the California markets as they should. Bread and grocery prices were 
slightly high compared to prices paid by other districts. However, this is likely to change because 
the district is considering competitive bidding. 

The district has now started seeking bids from purveyors for commonly purchased items. 
There are several advantages to doing this annually or biannually. Purveyors such as Sysco often 
normally charge a set markup over their cost on food items; however, if a district asks for a 
school bid the company will ask manufacturers for special school prices. For example, the district 
purchased baked chips in August for 29.52 per case, but many districts are paying $24.35 per 
case because of special school pricing. Similarly, the Pillsbury whole grain pancakes that the 
district purchased for $34.24 could have been acquired for $30.95 with special school pricing. 
Although these savings may appear small when viewed individually, when applied over time and 
in quantity, the savings from bidding will be substantial.

Another advantage to establishing bid pricing is that many of the prices can be locked in for 
six months to a year and a list of these items produced and distributed to prevent staff from 
purchasing more expensive items from other purveyors. For example, the district recently 
purchased sliced cheese from Sysco for $57.03 and from Buchanan Food Service for $56.20 
during the same period. Locking in bid pricing could prevent this type of unnecessary expense. 
Again, while the individual savings appear minimal, in quantity and over time they are substan-
tial.

The district purchases only its commodity food items from a special cooperative (co-op); it is not 
a member of a general purchasing co-op. A general purchasing co-op is a group of school districts 
or businesses that goes out to bid as a group on items that all entities in the group are currently 
purchasing. There are nearby school districts that may already be part of, or may be willing to 
form, a general purchasing cooperative. The main advantage of this type of co-op is that it has 
greater purchasing power so the participating districts can expect significantly lower pricing than 
if they were bidding on their own. Manufacturers will give purveyors better pricing if they know 
that a group will be purchasing a large amount of a specific product. In addition, when serving 

West sonoMa county union HigH scHool District

23P U R C H A S I N G



a co-op, many distributors will deliver items to areas that they would not deliver to absent the 
co-op and its purchasing power. 

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Evaluate the cost savings of purchasing more of the USDA brown box foods.

2. Continue to work to implement competitive bidding to obtain better product 
pricing.

3. Research the feasibility of forming or joining a general purchasing co-op to 
purchase food items in bulk.
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Facilities and Equipment 
El Molino High School
The kitchen facility at El Molino High School is outdated compared to current facilities used by 
K-12 school districts. Storage space, especially for refrigerated and frozen items, is about half the 
size it needs to be for a school of this size.

Because of the lack of storage space, food items are transported daily from Analy High School, 
which increases costs and takes much of the staff ’s time. Both the walk-in freezer and refrigerator 
could be increased in size by moving the walls into the adjacent storage areas. The ovens are anti-
quated but are adequate for current needs; however, plans need to be made for the future. The 
kitchen could also use a new heating cabinet, which would help on days when there are more 
items cooked from scratch than the existing ovens can accommodate.

The Multipurpose room at El Molino High School shows signs of age and wear and should 
be included in plans to upgrades facilities. The floor space has been reduced to allow space for 
the drama department and could be reconfigured to provide more space. The room needs new 
lighting and various refurbishing such as removing old tape on walls, refinishing wood and 
enclosing loose wiring on the walls, which is a potential safety hazard.

To get water hot enough to meet health code requirements, the staff must let the hot water faucet 
run for approximately 20 minutes. This is a significant waste of water (approximately 35 gallons 
each time it occurs) at the same time that the school is not watering lawns to conserve water. 
Staff reported that they need to allow the water to run in the mornings and sometimes at other 
times of the day to get water hot enough to meet health code requirements.

Adding a water-circulating pump would solve this problem. This type of pump circulates water 
from the hot water heater to the farthest faucet. This would deliver hot water almost instantly to 
each faucet, saving water and its associated costs. This type of pump can be put on a timer so that 
it operates only when needed, conserving electricity and reducing costs.

Analy High School
Much of the food service equipment at Analy High School is not functioning properly and needs 
to be replaced. The facility has two double-stack ovens, one of which is estimated to be 40 years 
old and the other 25-30 years old. The oldest oven is not heating correctly and its doors do not 
close correctly, so it is using more energy than needed.  Staff stated that this oven’s thermostat is 
not working correctly and as a result some items are ruined. This piece of equipment needs to be 
designated as surplus and another more efficient unit purchased. 

The kitchen also has one full-sized and one small countertop heating cabinet. The full-sized 
cabinet takes close to an hour to heat up and does not maintain the temperature needed for 
production; it needs to be designated as surplus and replaced with a more efficient unit. The 
kitchen also has a very old food processor called a Buffalo Chopper that works but is seldom 
used; a newer, faster and more versatile food processor called a Robo Coup is next to it. The older 
equipment needs to be removed and placed in storage or sold as surplus. This would also create 
more work space. 

All of the ovens at Analy High School out of calibration and as a result are cooking hotter or 
cooler than the thermostats indicate. Many utility companies offer free calibration checks and 
minor repairs of equipment through their commercial service departments. If repairs are needed, 
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often only the cost of parts is charged. Contacting the utility company immediately for this 
service would improve product quality and save staff time. 

Vending Machines
The district has several vending machines on each of its campuses that produce revenue. The 
company that provides the machines is responsible for stocking and maintaining them. All cash 
is collected by the vending operator, who then pays the district an agreed upon percentage of 
the net income via a monthly check. Although maintaining these machines requires no district 
staff time, one large vending machine such as these, located outside of a building, can use 
approximately $40 worth of electricity per month. Because of this, the district could benefit from 
a survey to determine how much revenue each machine is producing. If a vending machine is 
costing more in electricity than it is producing in revenue, it needs to be removed.

Recommendations
The district should:

1. Increase freezer and refrigerator space at El Molino High School.

2. Install a hot water circulating pump at El Molino High School.

3. Refurbish the multipurpose room at El Molino High School. Review the 
facilities requirements with the district’s architect to ensure that any upgrades 
and new construction are included in the district’s modernization plans. 

4. Replace the oldest oven and warming cabinet at Analy High School as soon 
as possible. These could be considered safety items because of the nutritional 
guidelines for heating and serving meals.

5. Create a list and develop an equipment replacement plan for items that are 
not working and are too old to repair so that purchases can be made when 
funding is available.

6. Immediately contact the local gas utility company for complimentary calibra-
tion checks and service of the ovens at Analy High School.

7. Conduct a survey to determine the revenue generated by each vending 
machine to ensure that it exceeds the cost of electricity to operate the 
machine. 
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Cash Handling and Internal Controls
Practices
All money is collected at each point of service and entered into the NUTRIKIDS point of sale 
system, which is the hardware and software system used by the district’s food services depart-
ment. Each student receives a personal ID number that is entered into the system by means of 
a keypad. At the end of each meal, the cashier removes all money from the till and returns the 
original amount of money to the till. The excess cash from each till is placed in separate bags, 
which are then placed in the refrigerator or freezer. During the day these areas are locked with 
padlocks.

The following day, the money is removed from the locked areas and counted by the site lead in 
the presence of another worker. The site lead reconciles the cash with a printout produced by the 
point of sale system. Any discrepancies in the reconciliation are resolved at this time. After the 
reconciliation process is complete, the site lead prepares a deposit slip for the bank and places the 
deposit in a bag. The food service coordinator then picks up the completed bags from each site 
and takes them to the bank. 

The food service program’s cash handling and cash collection practices include appropriate 
checks and balances, separation of duties and acceptable protocols for the custody of cash. Cash 
handling and cash management practices meet acceptable standards as outlined in generally 
accepted accounting principles (GAAP) and therefore pose no serious risk to the integrity of 
the internal control system governing cash. The district’s process includes the proper separation 
of duties with regard to authorization, custody and recordkeeping related to cash handling and 
management. 

Policies and Procedures 
The district has policies and procedures for cash handling at the school sites but does not have 
any written cash handling procedures or protocols for the food service department. FCMAT also 
could not locate any board policies related to this area.

The district would benefit from developing a policy and administrative regulations to provide 
guidance in this area as well as a food service department manual that includes a detailed section 
on specific cash handling protocols and procedures. 

At a minimum, best practice is to ensure that these procedures include proper separation of 
duties such as collecting, receipting and recording cash; double custody of cash counts; prepara-
tion of the daily deposit on prenumbered deposit slips; verification procedures from the bank to 
daily sales detail; and monthly bank reconciliation.

Internal Controls
Internal controls are the foundation of sound financial management and help protect a district 
from material weaknesses, serious errors and fraud. An integral part of an organization’s internal 
control system involves establishing effective preventive controls in each sector of operations. 
Because the food services department handles substantial amounts of cash, a well-defined system 
of cash handling and cash management policies and procedures is vital. 

To build a reliable internal control structure, districts need to ensure that the following elements 
are part of the transactions and reporting processes:
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System of checks and balances
This includes formal procedures to initiate, approve, execute, record and reconcile transactions. 
The procedures identify the employee responsible for each step and the time period for comple-
tion. Key areas of checks and balances include payroll, purchasing, accounts payable and cash 
receipts.

Separation of duties
This includes implementing adequate internal accounting procedures and making changes as 
needed to separate job duties and properly protect the district’s assets. No single employee should 
handle a transaction from initiation to reconciliation, and no single employee should have 
custody of an asset (such as cash or inventory) and maintain the records of related transactions.

Staff cross-training
This ensures that more than one employee is able to perform each job. Each staff member 
should be required to use their accrued vacation time, and another staff member should be able 
to perform that staff member’s duties. Inadequate cross-training is often a problem even in the 
largest central business offices.

Use of prenumbered documents
This includes using an outside printer to print checks, sales/cash receipts, purchase orders, 
receiving reports and tickets. It also requires maintaining physical controls over the check stock, 
cash receipt books and tickets. It is not sufficient to simply use prenumbered documents. A log of 
the documents and numbers should be maintained and reconciliation performed periodically.

Asset security
This includes depositing cash daily, securing computer equipment, and ensuring that access to 
supplies/stores, food stock, tools and gasoline is restricted to designated employees.

Timely reconciliations
This includes ensuring that bank statements and account balances are reconciled monthly by 
an employee who had no involvement in the original transaction and recording process. For 
example, the employee who processes payroll should not maintain the check stock.

Comprehensive annual budget
An adequate annual budget will include revenues and expenditures by school site, department 
and resource in sufficient detail to identify variances and determine whether financial goals were 
achieved. Material variances in revenues and expenditures should be investigated promptly and 
thoroughly. 

Inventory records
Adequate inventory records will identify the items and quantities purchased and sold or desig-
nated as surplus. Physical inventory should be taken periodically and reconciled with inventory 
records. Inventoried items typically include computer equipment, warehouse supplies, food 
service commodities, maintenance and transportation parts, and student store goods.

To help prevent theft of cash, separation of recordkeeping, custody and authorization duties is 
essential. To ensure proper separation of duties, an internal control plan should specify proce-
dures for the following duties:
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•	 Receiving cash from individual cashiers and other school sites

•	 Preparing the bank deposit

•	 Delivering the deposit to the bank

•	 Verifying the receipted deposit from the bank

•	 Posting cash receipts in the financial system

•	 Reconciling the bank statement

Recommendation
The district should:

1. Continue its current cash collection practices and develop a board policy and 
administrative regulations regarding cash handling procedures and a written 
procedures manual that includes the proper separation of duties, internal 
controls and board polices.
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Coordinated Review Effort (CRE) Readiness
The California Department of Education (CDE) is required by the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) and National School Lunch Program (NSLP) regulations to conduct a 
Coordinated Review Effort (CRE) Administrative Review (7 CFR 210.18) at all participating 
Local School Food Authorities (LSFAs) once every five years. The CRE includes a comprehensive 
on-site evaluation of the LSFA to ensure compliance with NSLP regulations.

The statute establishes the scope of the CRE, which includes application, certification, verifica-
tion, meal counting, and meal claiming procedures. These areas are covered by CRE Performance 
Standard 1 (PS 1) and the verification component of the review. The most significant items 
reviewed include the accuracy of qualifying free and reduced-price meal applications; the accu-
racy of the count of and claims for meals served; the compliance of menus with program require-
ments; and whether meals served to students qualify for reimbursement. A lack of compliance 
in these areas can reduce the district’s revenue. The district’s CRE is scheduled for the spring of 
2012. 

The district will need to have a new production record form in place by the time of the review, 
and staff will need to review a copy of the previous state food service audit, Coordinated Review 
Effort/School Meal Initiative (CRE/SMI). During the FCMAT study team’s site visit, the food 
service coordinator could not locate the previous report. 

The CRE/SMI is a comprehensive review and can have fiscal implications. Because the food 
service coordinator is new to the program, she has not experienced this type of review; however, 
she is aware of its implications. The state reviewers offer a CRE workshop for districts scheduled 
for reviews, and FCMAT strongly advises that the coordinator attend. The CDE’s website has 
information about the CRE and the SMI including a detailed checklist of what the audit will 
entail. This is a good guideline for the coordinator to review in preparation for the CRE.

The accuracy of the district’s free and reduced-price meal eligibility determinations is unknown. 
To prepare for the CRE, it would benefit the district to develop and implement a system for 
double-checking applications for free and reduced-price meals to ensure that eligibility deter-
minations are accurate and all applications on file are complete. This would include verifying 
that all required information is present and that family size and income calculations are correct. 
If student eligibility is not determined accurately and meals were claimed for the students, the 
district may be required to reimburse the state for those meals.

Guidelines for completed applications can be found in the Eligibility Manual for School Meals, 
which is available on the USDA website at http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/EliMan.pdf. 
Additional information is available on the CDE’s website at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/. The 
manual contains detailed information about the regulations and procedures for determining and 
verifying school meal eligibility, and the CDE’s website also contains a wealth of information 
regarding operation of a child nutrition program.

The district’s menus appear to meet the nutritional requirements of the Enhanced Food-Based 
Menu Planning option; however, it is not possible to determine this without a nutritional 
analysis. The CRE will include such an analysis and determination.

The NUTRIKIDS point of sale program tracks meal counts in the proper eligibility categories 
as long as there is accurate eligibility information from direct certification and application 
processing. The program also produces reports to be used for filing reimbursement claims.
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Although the food services staff are aware of what constitutes a complete reimbursable meal, 
some students leave serving lines without complete meals. If this is observed during an audit, 
those meals will be disqualified from reimbursement. The importance of carefully tracking 
complete meals needs to be reviewed with staff and students.

Recommendations 
The district should:

1. Encourage the food service coordinator to attend workshops related to the 
CRE process and other training that will help her continue to increase her 
skills. The coordinator should also review documents on the CDE’s website 
related to the CRE process.

2. Review menus to ensure that portions meet the requirements of the 
Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning option, and educate staff regarding 
these requirements.

3. Monitor meal lines to determine whether students are taking all meal compo-
nents required by the Food-Based Menu Planning option.

4. Ensure that the food service coordinator obtains and reviews a copy of the 
previous CRE report.

5. Ensure that the food service department reviews applications for free and 
reduced-price meals before the upcoming CRE.
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Appendices

Appendix A
Enhanced Food-Based Menu Planning Guidelines

Appendix B
Food Cost Analysis Form

Appendix C
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Appendix D
Sample Food Production Record

Appendix E
Food Sales Regulations

Appendix F
CRE Administrative Guidance Document, 2010
SMI Review Guidance, 2010

Appendix G
Study Agreement
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FOOD COST ANALYSIS

Account Name Unit         Name Manager Date

1. 
Product Name

2.
Ingredients

3.
Ingredient
Portions

4.
Ingredient 

Cost

5.
Total

Product
Cost

6. 
Selling
Price

7.
Product
Cost %
(5/6)

8.
Gross

Margin
(6-5)

9.
Indirect

Cost

10.
Contribution

$
(8-9)
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COMPETITIVE SALES ANALYSIS
	

Account Name Unit Name Food 
Service  
Manager

Date

1. Item 2.  Our Price Competitor Competitor Competitor
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Menu Production Record
For Enhanced Food Based Meal Plan 

Date:                                    Site:                   ___         Grades 9-12           Offer vs. Serve:  yes 

Students Adults Total

 Estimated Meals (planned)

 Actual Meals (served)  

Menu Item and form used Estimated 
Portions

Recipe or 
product 
(name,
number, 
code)

Planned
portion
size
(by 
weight 
or por-
tion)

Contribution to 
meal pattern

Amount 
of food 
used  
(pur-
chase 
unit-lb/
qty

Number 
of 
Student 
Servings

Number 
of Ala 
Carte 
& Adult 
servings

Leftover 
servings

Notes*

M/
MA
Oz.

G/B
serv

V/F
cups

Milk
Oz.

Meat/Meat Alternate
(Record temperatures for hot 
foods)

Grains/Breads

Vegetables/fruits

Milk
(Record Temperatures)

1% White

Non-Fat Chocolate

Extra foods

* Notes column can be used for information such as plans for leftovers (toss or use next day), substitutions made in menu, etc.
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Appendix G
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