
Out of the Red
and Into the

BLACK

O
ne of the country’s largest school districts, 
Orange County (FL) Public Schools has 
historically maintained a proud inde-
pendence in operating its foodservices. 

Th at threatened to change about a decade ago 
as problems began appearing in the previously 
self-supporting department and losses started to 
mount.  Signifi cantly, many of those problems 
could be traced to their aggressive approach to 
site-based management that OCPS had nurtured, 
and which, for foodservice in an earlier era, had 
proved successful...or at least not damaging.

However, by the late 1990s, it had all fallen apart 
as OCPS burned through $10 million in reserves 
in the foodservice fund while trying to meet its 
day-to-day operating expenses.  When the district 
foodservice director retired in 2000, OCPS faced 
considerable pressure to consider outsourcing as 
one way to stop the bleeding.

It was the defi ning moment, and OCPS ultimately 
chose to take a course very much less travelled. 
Rather than accept traditional outsourcing to a 
private management fi rm,  or to cling stubbornly 
to its historic self-operated way of doing things, 
the district settled on a compromise solution—
insourcing. It in eff ect sent out an SOS.

Th e SOS was a request for a consultant that 
would guide the district in revamping the way it 
operated, but would not take over actual man-
agement. Th e consultant eventually retained—
inTEAM Associates of Santa Monica, CA—set 
a series of goals for the district and worked with 
it to implement the solutions. Th ese included 
the hiring of a new food service director, Lora 
Gilbert, in 2003. 

The result: from a deficit of $2 million in 

How Orange County Schools got serious about putting its fi nancial 
house in order and saved its self-op status...

TURNAROUND TEAM. FSD Lora Gilbert (l.) with (l. to r.) 
administrators Angela Butler, Vonda Moonier and Janet Williams
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2001, OCPS food services surged to 
an operating surplus of $3 million in 
2004 (last year, it slipped back into 
the red, marginally, with a $300,000 
defi cit due to a larger-than-planned-for 
wage increase imposed by the district 
board).

Here’s the story of OCPS’s foodservice 
turnaround.

The Limits of DIY
For years, the food service program at 

OCPS had operated without controversy 
or much notice as it quietly and suc-
cessfully met its fi nancial obligations.  
But like many other districts across the 
country, OCPS found itself impacted 
by the severe cuts 
in federal funding 
of meal program 
subsidies in the early 
1980s. Fortunately, 
the willingness of 
the district to un-
derwrite modest 
shortfalls cushioned 
the eff ects of these 
cuts.

However, in the mid 1990s, problems 
started appearing, and losses started to 
mount precipitously.  By the turn of 
the millennium, it was clear that major 
changes in the way the district operated 
its food and nutrition programs would 
have to be made. 

One natural target of blame was 
the district’s tradition of decentralized 
management, by which each school 
principal was responsible for hiring and 
managing all of the employees at his or 
her site, including foodservices.  Th is 
made for a very ineffi  cient system that 
realized little benefi t from economies 

of scale or central management, since 
each school operated its foodservice 
program as in eff ect an independent 
entity.

Nevertheless, it was a strongly 
entrenched cultural expectation that 
perhaps was best summed up by Har-
riet Coleman, recently retired principal 
of Hunters Creek Middle School and 
long time advocate for child nutrition 
programs, who declared, “unless you 
have control of your people, you can’t 
succeed.”  

On the district level, meanwhile, the 
natural top-down refl ex was to consider 
outsourcing the district foodservice 
contract in order to allow a single 

central authority to 
bring synergies and 
effi  ciencies to the 
process. However, 
with the strong in-
stitutional resistance 
at the site level, any 
outside manage-
ment company 
would face a strong 
counterwind. 

Previous experience was not encourag-
ing.  Th e district had tried outsourcing 
its custodial services back in the 1970s, 
and the result was less than satisfac-
tory to the principals and staff  of the 
schools. Th at, combined with what it 
perceived as the failure of some recent 
foodservice outsourcing initiatives in 
other Florida counties, prompted OCPS 
fi nally to reject outside management 
as an option.  

As it considered other alternatives and 
conducted a search for a new district 
foodservice director, OCPS tasked 
three veteran foodservice supervisors 

to manage operations on an interim 
basis. Angela Butler, Janet Williams 
and Vonda Moonier had more than 60 
years combined service to the district 
when they assumed responsibility for 
the district’s foodservice program in 
2001. 

Unfortunately, the three soon ran 
up against the same problems that had 
bedeviled other eff orts at making the 
foodservice operation more effi  cient.  
Th ey ably handled state and federal 
reimbursement claims and reporting 
and assisted school managers, but it 
was clear that the school-based system 
was failing. Without central control, the 
district was even unable to pass federal 
and state reviews. Something had to 
be done, and done without turning to 
conventional outsourcing.  

A Call for Help
Struggling to address the growing 

need for change to the program, OCPS 
decided to look for outside help, but 
not necessarily for a management 

FAST FACTS

Name: Orange County (FL) Schools

Enrollment: 182,000

No. of schools: 197 (incl. 6 new this year)

Free/reduced pct.: 51%

Daily meals served: 125,000

Staffi ng: 1,200

The centralized menu planning system not only  
standardized meals across the system’s nearly 200 
school sites, but the choices—the result of careful 
focus group and taste testing—were received 
enthusiastically, bumping participation and sales.
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company to take over the program.  
Joseph Basgall, COO for the district 
at that time, initiated the process and 
turned responsibility for drafting a 
Request for Proposal (RFP) for con-
sulting services to Butler, Williams 
and Moonier.  Th e three responded by 

drawing up a document that carefully 
balanced the competing priorities and 
limitations.

Th e fi rst, and perhaps most important 
provision of the RFP was a prohibition 
against any “fi rm or consultant who is 
selected to perform the duties outlined 

in the RFP” from “apply(ing) for or 
obtain(ing) a position with the district 
for a period of 12 months following 
completion of services,” or “be(ing) 
eligible to bid on future RFPs that the 
Food Service Department may release 
for a period of 24 months.”  Th is meant 
that a consultant couldn’t create a job 
for him or herself, or that, while a 
food service management company 
could recommend contracting out the 
service, they couldn’t bid to become the 
contractor.  Th is provision certainly 
would inhibit a self-serving review.  
The RFP did request assistance in 
implementing the recommendations 
of the report.

Th e second, and equally impactful 
decision the district made was to write 
the RFP as broadly as possible, leaving 
open opportunities for creative and 
far-reaching recommendations. Th e 
Scope of Services defi ned the goals, 
but not the ways to achieve them (for 
the text of this portion of the RFP, see 
the box on the following page).

In eff ect, Orange County’s RFP said, 
We’re in trouble, help us!

Th e RFP was sent to six consultants 
and consulting fi rms. It laid out very 
specifi c guidelines on evaluating the 
proposals with how they would be 
scored, with seventy of the potential 150 
points awarded based on the character 
of the fi rm and individuals involved 
in the project, and eighty points for 
the quality of the plan as it addressed 
the scope of services.  

After evaluating the six companies that 
answered the RFP, the district selected 
inTEAM Associates, a consultancy 
founded in 1981 by former Fairfax 
County (VA) Foodservice Director 
and School Foodservice Management 
author Dorothy Pannell Martin.  She 

Colorful, appealing presentation draws young diners to the revamped menu choices.

FM INTERVIEW: Lora Gilbert
You didn’t have a school foodservice back-
ground. Why did OCPS hire you?

While I hadn’t been a school foodservice 
director, I had administrative experience running 
foodservice for the Area Agency on Aging for a 
community in Michigan. And during my 10 years 
at Schwan’s I worked on school nutrition issues. 
Later on I was a child nutrition consultant for the 
Kansas Dept. of Education. I think OCPS saw 
me as someone with great knowledge of school 
foodservice who also would bring a business 
perspective to the program.

What did you consider your biggest chal-
lenges when you took over?

Managing change. It was a stormy process. 
Negotiating the changes required open commu-
nication, fi nding shared goals, identifying areas 
of consensus, sharing of information and many 
hours of just listening.

What was the biggest change in the 
program?

The increase in student meal participation 
was our biggest success, and I didn’t do this 
alone. Once the school-based foodservice 
managers understood the importance of stu-
dent meals, they delivered! Our menu included 
choices for the fi rst time, tested products and a 
centralized menu which was consistent with few 
substitutions. That alone increased reimburs-
able meals by 18 percent the fi rst year. This was 
directed by inTEAM. It is at the core and a very 
basic principle of school foodservice best prac-
tices that inTEAM implemented.

What do you consider your biggest accom-
plishment so far?

Passing the CRE.

What new things are you planning for this 
and the coming school years?

More marketing, customer-focused serving 
pilots, Provision 2 and specialized training for 
the staff.

Are there any other things you think con-
tribute to your success at OCPS?

One thing that I should say is that I am very 
lucky to work in a data-centered, customer-
valued district. OCPS COO Dr. Nick Gledich uses 
Key Performance Indicators and insists on real 
data to make decisions. My expectations are 
developed together and are realistic. I have a 
principal liaison group that meets monthly to 
oversee decisions and I get to educate them 
about food services—in fact, I get a whole hour 
of their time! I think that is great. Each of my 
senior managers then goes to the area principal 
meetings to communicate upcoming events and 
decisions. It is working very well.Lora Gilbert

Innovator rev.indd   48Innovator rev.indd   48 11/27/07   9:53:19 AM11/27/07   9:53:19 AM



was joined in 1993 by Gertrude Ap-
plebaum, former director of foodservice 
and then assistant superintendent for 
business services in the Corpus Chris-
tie, TX, schools and, like Martin, a 
past Silver Plate winner in the school 
foodservice category. 

Th e underlying premise for inTEAM 
is that every school district can operate 
a successful foodservice program if they 
establish eff ective standards and cost 
control systems.  In their proposal, 
inTEAM offered a comprehensive 
evaluation of the existing program 
and recommendations for a complete 
overhaul, centralizing many of the 
operations under a strong director.

Th e focus was on purchasing and 

menu centralization. Purchasing was 
being done at the site level without 
bids or consistent pricing, except for 
some items such as milk, ice cream 
and bread. inTEAM placed more items 
under bid to control food costs.

“Now, the bid is very tight, sales 
personnel are not allowed in the schools 
and no purchases may be made from 

any other vendors,” says  Foodservice 
Director Lora Gilbert, MS, RD, 
FADA, who was brought in in 2003.  
Orange County is now implementing 
a web based system for ordering and 
inventory.   

inTEAM also centralized menu 
planning.  While site managers gener-
ally planned nutritious menus, federal 
school meal guidelines require that meals 
planned meet the Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans. Left on their own, there 
was no guarantee that each site was, 
in fact, meeting the guidelines.  And 
menu planning is one of the federal 
review standards for which a state can 
recover reimbursements for meals that 
fall short of the requirements. 

“More salads and fruits are fl ying off the shelf” since 
the menu overhaul, reports FSD Gilbert.

When Orange County Public Schools made the decision in 2001 
to forego outsourcing its foodservice operations, but to still seek 

outside help for righting its fi scal and operational ship, it had to word 
the RFP it sent out in a very careful way. The task was charged to three 
veteran foodservice supervisors who had been given interim oversight of 
the foodservice department while the district conducted a search for a 
permanent director (the previous director had retired the previous year).

The three— Angela Butler, Janet Williams and Vonda Moonier—came up 
with the following wording its their document:

Section 6.0 – Scope of Services 
• 6.1 The purpose of the project is to obtain a review of the District’s 

Business Plan to reduce food costs, and provide recommendations to 
guarantee delivery of good service and provide a profi t for the enterprise, 
technical assistance and training for the Food Service Department in 
accordance with Chapter 234 of Florida Statutes, Chapter 6A-3 of State 
Board of Education Rules (SBER) and School Board Policies EE-EEAG. 

• 6.2 The specifi c objectives of the project are: 
(A) To review the current and historical data and practices of the 
Food Service Department, Food Service technology and site based 
operations to identify the areas of strengths and areas of concern of 
the program as related to Food Costs and the fi nancial status of the 
program. 

(B) To review changes in procedures, School Board Policies and 
Florida Statutes in relation to effectiveness and effi ciency of the 
Food Service Department. 
(C) To review the effects of the changes in Personnel and Staffi ng at 
the District Offi ce and school based operations on the implementa-
tion of the District’s Business Plan. 
(D) To review fi nancial status of the Department and individual 
school operations focusing on food costs and make recommenda-
tions. 
(E) To provide recommendations to improve the fi nancial effective-
ness and effi ciency of the Administrative Offi ce and school based 
sites focusing on food costs. Provide additional recommendations 
as appropriate for staffi ng, operational procedures, purchasing and 
best Practices. 
(F) To develop and implement a detailed plan for technical assis-
tance for District Staff and site based managers to obtain the goal of 
lower food costs, stronger fi nancial position and increased effi cient 
and effective program. 
(G) To develop and implement a detailed plan for training Dis-
trict Staff to implement Best Practices for the District. Include an 
alternate cost for training site based managers and Food Service 
employees. 
(H) To develop standard metrics to measure reliable and profes-
sional service to the OCPS members. 

Writing an RFP That Outsources Without Losing Control
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“Most managers were grateful not 
to have to write their own menus or 
production records,” Gilbert says.  “Th e 
only resistance was from principals who 
wanted managers to prepare what they 
wanted prepared for their teachers.”

Th e impact of changes in procurement 
and menu planning had an immedi-
ate impact, reducing food cost from 
48% to 32% and saving more than 
$4 million in the fi rst year.

“We wanted to streamline our menus 
and paper products by creating a menu 
that would satisfy our customers at 
the Middle and High school levels,” 
Gilbert summarizes. Focus groups and 
a food show where high and middle 
school students tested more than 100 
products yielded data that went into 
building a customer-driven menu. Th e 
result is an almost a 10% increase in 
secondary school sales this year.

“Th ings like carne guisada, roasted 
Cuban pork, sweet chile sauce, Montego 
Bay Peruvian sauce and more salads and 
fruits are fl ying off  the shelf,” Gilbert 
proudly notes.

Another key factor, centralizing 
free/reduced applications, had already 
occured under the previous director. 
Previously, failure to do this accurately 
had made the district subject to fi scal 
sanctions. inTEAM strengthened this 
with a computerized POS system in 
daily communication with the central 
offi  ce to validate claims.

Beyond these large issues, inTEAM 
worked with district personnel to 
elevate performance standards and 
productivity in day to day operations.  
For example, Applebaum, an early 
advocate of central kitchens, helped 
OCPS develop systematic centralized 
production methods, initiating extensive 
staff  training on subjects like the most 

effi  cient way to make 
sandwiches and to set 
up serving lines.

A key step was 
the addition of Gil-
bert, which proved 
a shrewd one even 
though she had no 
previous experience 
in K-12 foodservice 
management. Gilbert 
learned so quickly 
that she won the Ris-
ing Star Award dur-
ing the 2006 FAME 
Awards competition, 
a signifi cant and prestigious honor in 
the world of school foodservice.

Was the effort successful?  Last 
year OCPS passed their fi rst federal/
state review in fi fteen years.  Equally 
important, the department’s fiscal 
performance went from a loss of more 
than $2 million in 2001, to a surplus 
of $3 million in 2004.  Last year the 
district lost $300,000, but this is directly 
related to wage increases imposed by 
the district board after salary negotia-
tions that did not take their impact on 
foodservice operations into account.  
How much would that loss have been 
were it not for the discipline invoked 
by the inTEAM System?

As for the change process used, the 
district had very open discussions as 
things progressed.  Th e successful transi-
tion came from including all relevant 
groups in the process.  All decisions 
were by consensus of the many parties 
of interest.  While there was dissent 
and disagreement as things evolved, 
one of the principals who served on 
the advisory panel said that everything 
came together in the end.  As former 
principal Coleman says, “it would be 

impossible to go back 
to the way things used 
to be.”

Th e transition has not 
been without its critics.  
Principals, who were 
used to making all the 
decisions resented los-
ing control over their 
local programs.  One 
principal reported that he 
used to host a monthly 
dinner for community 
members paid for out 
of foodservice funds, a 
practice that is not al-

lowable under federal law.  Losing that 
kind of perk is hard for the principals.  
One cafeteria manager regrets the loss 
of her creativity in menu planning and 
preparation.  But she also said that 
standardization has really improved 
the program for the kids.

In the end, Orange County Public 
Schools would appear to have made 
the right decision to meet its needs.  
It retained control over its program 
and their resources, and it is able to 
reinvest its positive net revenues in 
improvements to facilities that the 
district general fund could not have 
made. FM

Barry Sackin is principal of B. Sackin 
& Associates school foodservice consulting 
fi rm. Previously, he was a foodservice 
director for the Anaheim (CA) public 
schools and staff  vice president for public 
policy for the School Nutrition Associa-
tion. inTEAM Associates is a division 
of SL-Tech, for whom Sackin provides 
consulting services.

O
R

A
N

G
E
 C

O
. S

C
H

O
O

LS

A Major District

Orange County (FL) Public 
Schools is the 11th largest district 
in the country, with an enrollment 
of more than 182,000. The state of 
Florida has only 67 school districts, 
one for each of its 67 counties. Of 
these, 14 are among the largest dis-
tricts in the country. By contrast, two 
other large states—California and 
Texas—each have about a thousand 
districts. Encompassing the city of 
Orlando, the Orange County district 
drew $31 million in federal school 
meal reimbursements last year.
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