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Food activist and reality TV host Jamie
Oliver and the Los Angeles Unified School

District have been sparring since late last year
over Oliver’s attempts to bring his Food
Revolution to the district’s cafeterias. Oliver
wanted to hit Central Kitchen with cameras
rolling; the administration said “no way.”

The second season of the Emmy-winning
ABC show kicked off anyway, and the first two
episodes (first aired April 12 and 19) made
much of the fact that the district had locked
Oliver out. The “naked chef” and the nation’s
second-largest school district both profess
good intentions, and say they are committed to
feeding kids better. But the show began with
what looked like a stalemate.

LAUSD
The Los Angeles Unified School District

covers around 700 square miles and more than
1,200 campuses. Some 650,000 meals a day are
served in LAUSD cafeterias – and that’s where

the district’s food-services challenges start.
“The schools are old,” says district Director of
Food Services Dennis Barrett. “There has not
been a lot of money put into the facilities and
the equipment. Nearly half of our schools
don’t even have kitchens.” This makes on-site
cooking impossible on many campuses. 

LAUSD is obligated by law to provide the
same food options for students at all schools,
no matter what their facilities, “from a theater
ticket window that we hand the food through,
to the most expensive school built in America,”
says Deputy Director of Food Services David
Binkle. This means trucking preheated meals
to about 400 schools without the facilities to
warm them. And for 77 cents each, these meals
have to meet – though the district says they
exceed – nutrition standards set by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. 

But LAUSD Food Services’ biggest chal-
lenge is the same one faced by moms and dads
everywhere: taste buds. The district is up
against the tough-to-please palates of more
than 678,000 K-12 students every day. 

The Food Revolution
Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution arrived in

town convinced food in the district could be
improved. “This was a campaign first, and then
a TV show,” says Co-executive Producer Craig
Armstrong, who has worked on such reality
blockbusters as Survivor and Extreme Home
Makeover. “I felt like if we did it right we could
actually make a broad difference.”

Meanwhile, the show needed to tell an
entertaining story – complete with good guys,
bad guys, and happy ending – without having
complete control over either the script or the
cast of characters. They needed to win over

LAUSD Supt. John
Deasy, left, with Jamie
Oliver on "Jimmy
Kimmel Live." After a
contentious start to the
Food Revolution, Oliver
and Deasy did at least
agree about flavored
milk. PHOTO COURTESY OF ABC
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school administrators, get parents fired up, and find a way to
make salads, whole grains, and the amount of sugar in a carton
of chocolate milk interesting to an audience. This all proved a
much bigger challenge than in the small town of Huntington,
W. Va., where Season 1 was filmed.

A move to a new time slot – 8 p.m. Tuesdays, opposite
shows like Glee and The Biggest Loser – also proved a struggle.
So ABC is re-airing the first two episodes May 27, and mov-
ing the remainder of the season back to the show’s original 9
p.m. Friday schedule. The remaining four new episodes are
scheduled to begin airing June 3. 

The Best Intentions
Armstrong says he understands why the district was reluc-

tant to let a reality TV show come in, but maintains that film-
ing is the best way to achieve Food Revolution’s goal of spread-
ing the word about good nutrition and healthy eating. “What
Jamie does is obviously with cameras,” Armstrong says.
“Otherwise, how do you reach so many people in such a short
amount of time?”

But LAUSD’s Barrett says that in
talks with the show’s producers,
there was too much emphasis on tel-
evision and not enough on real
problem solving. “He [Oliver] want-
ed to come in and do a show where
he beats us up and tells us we should
be cooking from scratch. He had the
script already written before he ever
rolled into town,” Barrett says. “We
know how to cook from scratch.
That’s not the issue.”

Barrett says the district invited
Oliver, off camera, to create a
three-week menu cycle meeting
all the same requirements
LAUSD has to meet, but Oliver
declined. Armstrong says the
request was beyond the scope of
the show, which is more about
spurring change than managing
the details. “Our job was to stir
the shit,” he says. “The TV show
is just designed to get people up
off the couch to try to do some-
thing about it.” 

Who’s Wearing the White Toque?
But what about the food? And the kids?
Food advocate Jennie Cook is co-founder of

FoodForLunch.com, a group of concerned LAUSD parents
and grassroots organizations that has been working for change
in district lunchrooms for more than a year. She credits Food
Revolution with helping local groups like hers connect and
work together to improve meals she says have too much sugar,
too much emphasis on meat, and too much processing.
“There is nothing live left in the food,” Cook says. 

Diana Starr, who has two sons attending Lomita
Math/Science Magnet school in Lomita, says she got her first
gander at an LAUSD cafeteria meal when volunteering at the
school. She walked her son’s class to the cafeteria and found
that the meal for the day was a chicken patty on a bun, choco-
late milk, and some sort of chocolate dessert. “And I thought,
Oh, my gosh! Everything on the tray is brown,” she says.
After seeing the first season of Food Revolution, Starr visited the
website and signed up as an activist. “I don’t think this could

have happened without a celebrity
behind it,” Starr says. “I wouldn’t
have known where to start.”

Cook and Starr are both pro-
moting a letter-writing campaign
asking new LAUSD
Superintendent John Deasy to
implement several changes to the
district’s food services program.
These include improved nutrition
standards and cafeteria environ-
ments, more cooking from scratch,
more school gardens, and more
parent involvement. To date, they
have collected around 2,000 letters
from parents and 600 from
LAUSD students. 

But Barrett says LAUSD food
is already nutritionally sound, and
getting even better. “From a nutri-
tional standpoint, we’ll put our
menus up against any in the coun-
try,” he says. District meals are
lower in sodium than the govern-
ment requires, and they’ve elimi-
nated dyes, palm oils and added
trans fats and boosted the amount

What You Can Do
Food advocate Jennie Cook suggests:

• Have lunch with your child. Go
see what the atmosphere is and what
the kids are eating.

• Talk with your school’s
cafeteria director and others in food
services. “Make friends,” says Cook.
“There are some great cafeteria peo-
ple out there.”

• If they’re still serving flavored
milk, ask them not to. “That’s an easy
fix,” insists Cook. “I had a mom tell
me, ‘My kindergartner used to get
chocolate milk just once in awhile as
a treat. Now he drinks it twice a
day.’” 

• Request a salad bar. Or if not a
salad bar, cups of cut veggies with
ranch dressing on the side. 
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of fruits and vegetables – spending seven to eight times as
much on produce this past year as in 2006. The district also
worked with a professional chef to incorporate more herbs
and spices into recipes to boost flavor and lower sodium.

The menu for next year, Barrett and Binkle promise, will
be even better – especially from a kid-appeal standpoint. The
meals will be the first the team has been able to create free
from obligations to previously negotiated contracts with food
suppliers, and they’ve been working on it for 18 months with
the help of pediatricians, dietitians and others. Barrett says
the new menu is plant-centric, pizza-free, and incorporates
foods designed to appeal to the district’s ethnically diverse
student body. “We’re really trying to be the standard bearer
for the rest of the country,” he says.

And Binkle chimes in that students are a big part of the
process. “We are testing each of the items with children
across the district randomly,” he says. “Each item is being
tested a minimum of 30,000 times.” The same nutrition is
there, in a dramatically different package. “You’re going to
see the whole grain in a cous cous salad, instead of as the
breader on a chicken patty,” Binkle says.

Asked what Jamie Oliver would think of these new menus,
Barrett suggests that Oliver’s main interest is in spotlighting
problems, not positives. “If he was to say they’re wonderful
meals, it wouldn’t make good television, would it?” he asks.
“He just wanted controversy.”

But Armstrong contends that Food Revolution didn’t come
to Los Angeles to expose anyone or make anyone look bad,
that the show was hoping to create positive change and a pos-
itive outcome. “The goal was not to paint LAUSD as a bad
guy,” he says. “We wanted to have a success story at some
point, but we weren’t going to force it.”

Got Milk?
Armstrong will admit to having found a villain of sorts in

outgoing LAUSD Superintendent Ramon Cortines, who left
the district April 16 – and a possible success story in his
replacement. The openings of the season’s first two episodes
include teaser footage of Cortines saying to Oliver, “I make
the decisions. You will not be in our schools.”

But incoming Superintendent Deasy met with Oliver and
expressed interest in helping with a major Food Revolution
goal: taking chocolate- and strawberry-flavored milk off the
school lunch menu. “That was our moment,” says
Armstrong. 

Why was the milk flavored in the first place? District offi-
cials say that students drink dramatically less plain milk – as
much as 35% less by some accounts – than when they can
have chocolate or strawberry. And because the district can’t
afford to serve bottled water, without milk there is nothing for
the students to drink. Aware of the added sugar (6 grams in
chocolate milk and 13 grams in strawberry), LAUSD began
working with its dairy provider on a non-sugar-added alterna-
tive about a year ago.

Meanwhile, Deasy and Oliver appeared together on
Jimmy Kimmel Live April 26, just before filming of Food
Revolution wrapped, to announce that Deasy will be recom-
mending to the LAUSD board in July that flavored milks be
eliminated from the menu. “I think that we’ve got a good
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man here,” Oliver said of Deasy on the show.

After the Revolution
But the milk is far from the whole revolution. Asked to

compare flavored milk to the whole “pie” of goals he had for
LAUSD, Oliver, who answered questions via email, called it a
“tricky question.”

“Flavored milk is one big piece,” he says, “but the pie itself
is much larger. We had hoped to look at finding a way to make
the switch from processed, reheated food, to fresh food cooked
by people who care. I guess it was a much bigger pie than I had
ever imagined.”

Meanwhile, Oliver leaves in place the not-for-profit Jamie
Oliver Food Foundation with projects, including a Food
Revolution Truck pilot program. “It’s more than a truck really,”
Oliver says. “It’s a big rig mobile kitchen classroom that will be
working South Los Angeles and other communities in the L.A.
area teaching kids and their families to cook with fresh food.”

Oliver also says he’s proud of the impact two seasons of
Food Revolution have made on the U.S. “We’ve got almost
700,000 people who have signed the petition supporting
proper school meals; we’ve done a letter-writing campaign to
the USDA to make sure that the national standards for
school lunch stay strong; we’ve activated thousands of parents
in the Los Angeles area to demand better for their kids and
we’ve got local Food Revolution Facebook communities all
over the country. And can you imagine five years ago that
Jimmy Kimmel would talk about the importance of school
food on his late-night talk show?” 

Parents and advocates like Diana Starr and Jennie Cook are
also hoping for a positive response from Deasy to their letter-
writing campaign. And as the revolution’s commander in chief
moves on, they will be working to keep things moving in the
right direction. “Jamie’s going back across the pond,” Cook
says, “and we’ll still be here holding this thing together, trying
to make change.” !

Christina Elston is Editor of L.A. Parent. Visit LAParent.com for
a full Q&A with Jamie Oliver, and to view LAUSD menus for
the 2011-12 school year.

Oliver worked with 10 teenaged culinary students at
West Adams Preparatory High School. PHOTO COURTESY OF
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