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COVER FEATURE by B.C. Kowalski

Farm to school lunches
The Wausau School District is starting to incorporate local food, but it ain’t easy. 
It can be done, however, as Frankie Soto proves in rural Marathon County schools.

Honey-glazed cabbage: In a large saucepan heat 1 
Tbsp. butter and 1 Tbsp. olive oil over medium heat. Add 
some sliced onion and cook for three minutes. Add some 
apple slices and one head of thinly sliced cabbage. Cook 
for � ve minutes. Stir in some vinegar, black pepper and 
honey. Cover and cook for 20 minutes, stirring occasion-
ally, until cabbage is soft. 

� at probably looks like a recipe in a foodie cookbook, 
or something prepared at a Slow Food Marathon County 
event. Maybe something prepared on a cooking program 
or at a culinary school. 

It’s actually something that’s being served, from mostly 
local ingredients, to high school, junior high and elemen-
tary school students as part of their lunch. For three 
years, sta�  at the Abbotsford, Colby, Owen-Withee and 
Spencer school districts have been introducing locally 
grown food like this into their menus, and the amount of 
local food has increased. 

Now the Wausau School District is getting into the act. 
Last month, Stoney Acres Farm of Athens shipped its � rst 
round of vegetables to the Wausau school food program: a 
bundle of rutabagas, carrots and turnips that soon will be 
roasted and served to students as the � rst of what could 
be many farm-to-school lunch items. 

It’s a pet project of the district’s new director of nutri-
tion services, Lee Nielsen. Wausau is on the ground � oor 
of introducing local produce, and wants to start with 
some trial runs this year. Nielson hopes to expand farm-
to-school menu items next year when he’s had some time 
in the position and has a better handle on things. 

To someone who didn’t know any better, introducing 
local food should be simple, right? � e veggies are grown 
right here, so they don’t have to be shipped very far. Add-
ing local veggies to the menu ought to be simple. 

It’s harder than one might imagine. To get an idea, 
think about the last meal you prepared, and then pretend 
you had to feed 6,500 kids, all in a short amount of time. 
Imagine storing all those fresh veggies, and when the 
time came, hand-peeling all those carrots, dicing those 
tomatoes and chopping all those onions.

Now imagine there was an option where that thousand 
pounds of food comes pre-prepared, and all you had to 
do was heat and serve. It’s not surprising this option has 
become the norm for the vast majority of schools.

Lunch programs have been built over the past 
few decades to be more labor e�  cient, not higher 
in quality. Unpacking pre-processed veggies, meat 
patties and french fries takes a lot less time than 
chopping and cooking on site. It also takes a lot less 
space. Instead of coming from a warehouse, local 
produce might have to sit for a while before it gets 
used. And all that prep work means more labor, 
which means more expense, right? 

If serving local produce were impossible to do, 
no one would be doing it. But four local school 
districts have shown that not only can local 
food be a� ordable, but the students also have 
embraced it while supporting the local farm com-
munity at the same time.

Local food advocates will watch as Wausau 
takes its first steps toward using locally grown 
food, taking its cue from its rural neighboring 
districts that have paved the way. 

Pioneer in the west
Frankie Soto proudly shows o�  the stainless steel counters 
of the prep station in the Abbotsford Elementary School’s 
kitchen. Five years ago the school was remodeled to add the 
elementary school onto the high school building, and Soto 
wanted to make sure the kitchen was equipped to handle the 
kind of food he wanted to serve. � e kitchen looks like one 
a person might � nd in any restaurant: stainless steel sinks 
and prep station, large grills with overhead vents, a walk-in 
cooler with a variety of veggies. 

“I don’t buy processed things, like pre-washed veggies,” 
Soto says in his o�  ce around the corner from the kitchen. 
“Our sta�  has to peel carrots.” 

Soto is the food service director for the Abbotsford, 
Spencer, Colby and Owen-Withee school districts (they’re 
separate districts, but use one food service department). 
Soto says it was about three years ago that he started 
introducing local vegetables into the schools’ lunch 
program. Much of the � rst year of the program was spent 
experimenting and learning, he says. 

Adding local veggies to Soto’s menu plan became 
a natural � t, as all the produce served at those 
schools already needed to be prepped and 
stored under his fresh and homemade 
principles. Soto says he started with 
carrots from Stoney Acres Farm and 
honey crisp apples from the Owen-
Withee area. 

One big problem Soto found 
in sourcing local food: volume. 
When calling around for local 
apples, Soto encountered the 
proverbial dropping jaws 
when he told growers how 
much he was looking for. 
“� ey were like, ‘How 
many per week?’” One 
solution, Soto says, 
was to take some 
from local farmers 
and others from 
regional 
sources. 
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Frankie Soto, food director for the Spencer, Loyal, Abbotsford and Owen-Withee school districts, holds up some of the school’s fresh produce his staff 
prepares for their students. Soto says when they rebuilt the Abbotsford school, where the combined food services is located, he made sure it had the 

capability to process and serve local, homemade food.
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What does safe, quality 
health care look like to you?

Nationally Recognized for Our  
Commitment to Safety and Quality

Safe, quality health care has a wide variety 
of meanings to everyone. To some, it’s a 
safe environment for your care or knowing 
the options for your treatment. To others, 
it’s protecting your rights as a patient and 
evaluating your condition before, during 
and after diagnosis and treatment.  
Others consider emergency planning  
and protecting you from infection.  
North Central Health Care combines  
ALL these best practices in health care  
with our commitment to service  
excellence and quality outcomes. 

www.norcen.org

We are pleased to  
announce that  

North Central Health Care  
has received

Behavioral Health  
and Hospital  
Accreditation 

from The Joint Commission –  
The Gold Standard  

in Health Care.

Proudly Serving Residents of Marathon, Langlade and Lincoln Counties

CHRISTMAS FOR KIDS:

OUR SAVIOR’S EV. LUTHERAN CHURCH
invites your child to 

Jesus is Born!
… A one day Christmas Bible School for ages 4 - 12
Enjoy a Bible Lesson, Crafts, Music, Snack & Lunch

Saturday, December 12th
9:00 am - 11:45 am

We’ll supervise the kids so moms and dads have a 
morning to shop, decorate, wrap presents, etc. 

Bring a friend!
OUR SAVIOR’S EV. LUTHERAN CHURCH

703 Flieth St., Wausau • 715-845-3253
(South of Thomas St. between 11th Ave. & Park Blvd.)

OSInfo@oursaviorswausau.org
Oursaviorswausau.org

Lee Nielsen and Karen Fochs, new leaders of the Wausau School District nutrition services, took their first steps this fall toward 
introducing local food into the school’s lunch program.

� ere’s a certain sized farm that works well when it comes 
to produce supplying schools with local produce, says Ka-
trina Becker, co-owner of Stoney Acres Farm in Athens. 

Smaller farms would have trouble keeping up with—or 
providing within a few months—the kind of quanti-
ties that a school lunch program might require. It takes 
several years for an apple tree to produce fruit, after all. 
Medium-sized local farms tend to work best to supply a 
su�  cient amount of produce but still be small enough to 
provide a personal touch. 

So far there have been few complaints from the 2,100 
kids in the four districts, and little food waste, Soto says. 
Adults may remember throwing away nasty canned veg-
etables served to them assembly line style. � at doesn’t 
happen in his districts, Soto says. Students can pick the 
food they want, and the quantity. 

� ere are limitations on how much food they can take, 
but students always are allowed to come back for more 
veggies, he says. 

� e vast majority of the local food has been a hit, in-
cluding roasted veggies, glazed cabbage and rainbow car-
rots. Many of the students are delighted with the various 
creations the school kitchen comes up with. Occasionally 
something like kohlrabi or fresh rutabagas don’t go over 
well. But Soto says sometimes re-introducing a vegetable 
or dish works eventually because kids simply become 
familiar with it. � e result is that kids discover vegetables 
they like, hopefully leading to a lifelong habit. 

Soto is considered a pioneer of local food in school 
programs in the area, says Ashley Kienitz, public health 
educator for Marathon County. 

Kienitz says the county is promoting Farm to School, a 
national initiative to get local food into schools and edu-
cate students about healthy eating. Kienitz says it’s part 
of Marathon County’s mission to be the safest, healthiest 
and most prosperous county in Wisconsin. Kienitz isn’t 
the only one who calls Soto a pioneer, and at the same 
time applauds Nielsen’s e� orts in Wausau to introduce 
local food in the lunch program. 

Is local food more expensive? Not by much, Soto says. 
Roughly one-fourth of the vegetables served to kids in 
those four western Marathon County districts come from 
local sources, the rest sourced regionally. All four school 
lunch programs operate in the black, Soto says. 

Local veggies are a� ordable, Soto says. For example, 
local carrots cost about 10¢ more per pound than region-
ally sourced ones. � at’s not insigni� cant at the kind of 
quantities a school district buys at, but within reason. 

Soto would be satis� ed if the program stayed where 
it’s at now. � e kids are eating nutritious food and local 
farmers are being supported. But he’d love 
to increase the local share of veggies to 
50% and one day try local meat or poultry 
(much more di�  cult because of the care 
needed in handling to avoid some types 
of food-borne illness). But the program is 
already ahead of most and is doing what 
Soto wants it to do: introduce kids to local, 
healthy food.

Wausau going local 
Students throughout the Wausau School 
District held their apples aloft on Oct. 22, 
waiting for the word from their teachers. 
After a countdown of “3–2–1,” Wausau 
school students bit into 6,500 local or 
regionally grown apples, just as thousands 
of other students across the Midwest did 
the same. 

� e initiative, � e Great Lakes Apple Crunch Day, was 
designed to promote local food. � is year, the Wausau School 
District bought 2,500 apples from a local orchard for the event.

It was a first foray into local food for Nielsen, who 
came on board as food director in August, and Karen 
Fochs, school nutrition specialist, who started in 
September. Next year, they hope all the apples for the 
school district’s 6,500 students will come from local, 
central Wisconsin sources. 

Local food is something 
they both believe strongly 
in, Nielsen says, and plan 
to implement into the 
lunch program. 

But � rst things � rst. 
Nielsen and Fochs are in 
their � rst school year, and 
say they’re building their 
vision of the lunch program 
from the ground up. Add-
ing local food will come, 
but slowly. 

So they’re now experimenting, starting with that 
Nov. 11 delivery of Stoney Acres Farm carrots, tur-
nips and rutabagas. Those veggies will be roasted and 
served to the two high schools. Displays about local 
food will go up in the middle and elementary schools to 
educate students. 

It’s a start, Nielsen says. 

continues on 12  u
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Holiday Shopping Guide

422 Third Street
downtown Wausau

Across from the Grand Theater
715-845-5879 • mintcafewausau.com

Mon.-Fri. 6:30 am-8 pm, Sat. 7 am-3 pm

OPEN
SUNDAY

DEC. 20TH
9AM-2PM

DINE WITH US
THIS

Holiday
     Season

SERVING BREAKFAST TIL 11 AM
CATERING & 

GIFT CERTIFICATES AVAILABLE

DINE-IN, CARRY-OUTS OR DELIVERIES
TO DOWNTOWN

Beer, Wine, Tom & Jerrys & Holiday Cocktails

WINE BY 
THE GLASS 
OR BOTTLE

THE PERFECT
HOLIDAY GIFT
GIFT CARDS 
AVAILABLE
BREAKFAST 
UNTIL 11AM

LUNCH
11AM-2PM

HOMEMADE 
SANDWICHES

& SOUPS 
HOURS M-F 

7AM-5PM
SAT 8AM-3PM 
715.845.5888 WASHINGTON SQUARE MALL, WAUSAU

new owner
same great service

ALLISTER 
DEACON’S
COFFEE HOUSE

Looking for 
the PERFECT 
Holiday Gift?
Give them a 
gii cerrficate to 
The Grand!

Available at the Ticket Office
401 Fourth Street - Downtown Wausau
715-842-0988 | www.grandtheater.org

303 3rd St. | Washington Square
715-842-8038 • Isaacsapparel.com

M-F • 10am - 5:30pm , Sat • 10am - 4pm
Sun • 11am - 3pm

Gift Certifi cates
Available

It might not seem like a terribly difficult thing to do. 
Adding local should be as simple as finding a local source, 
subbing in that food for the non-local food, serve it to happy 
students and call it a day, right? 

If only it were that easy, Nielsen says. A lot of it has to 
do with the way school food systems are set up. 

Nielsen offers romaine lettuce as an example. Right 
now, a shipment of romaine lettuce comes pre-washed, 
cut up and ready to serve. It arrives at the main food 
production facility for the Wausau School District just 
north of Lincoln Elementary School, gets divvied out to 
one of two production kitchens at Wausau East or West 
High, and portioned out on lunch trays (and hopefully not 
thrown in the bin on the way out to recess). 

Not so with a locally sourced romaine lettuce shipment. 
For one thing, the lettuce will have to be stored somewhere 
until it’s time to be used. The produce then has to be washed 
and cut, something that will require a lot of previously unac-
counted for labor (remember, this is for 6,500 students in 
the district). “You need to bring in extra labor to accommo-
date that,” Nielsen says. Adopting local food means a funda-
mental shift in how food in school is prepared and served.

That isn’t stopping them, Nielsen says, it just means he 
and Fochs need to plan ahead for the extra labor and the 
storage space. It means adding the right tools for process-
ing the food, and getting staff on board with the extra 
labor involved. 

And finding local sources that can accommodate 6,500 
lunches takes time, too. That’s something that they dis-
covered when sourcing apples for the Great Lakes Apple 
Crunch Day. Because Fochs and Nielsen started at the 
beginning of the school year, there wasn’t time to give 
farmers a heads up on how many apples they would need. 
They ultimately bought 2,500 apples from Rock Ridge 
Orchard in Edgar. The other 4,000 were sourced from 
regional growers. 

“Next year, Karen and I will be able to reach out early,” 
Nielsen says. “Hopefully, next year our goal is 100% of the 
apples will be local.”

Finding the right farm is key, Katrina Becker says, with 
enough potential capacity to fill school orders. There are 
grants available, such as through restaurateur Rick Bay-
less, that allow farms such as Stoney Acres to discount its 
prices to schools, helping to make it affordable for them.  

Still, having food directors who are on board with local 
food, such as Soto and Nielsen, is one of the most impor-
tant steps, Becker says.

“The amount food service directors matter cannot be 
understated,” Becker says. “Even if the entire school board 
wants to do it, if the head food service director doesn’t 
want to do it, it doesn’t happen.”

Those food directors are becoming more abundant, 
Becker says. Districts in Wisconsin Rapids and Marsh-
field are experimenting with local food and finding 
ways to incorporate it into their programs. The Mara-
thon School District is working on making its kitchen 
more local friendly. 

Local food is coming to your school, but it’s going to 
take time, Becker says. “I feel like it’s moving forward, 
but it’s slow and painful,” Becker says. “It takes a lot of 
resources to get a little result. It takes a cultural shift. 
You need food service directors who have heard of 
(farm to school) and feel it’s important. And they need 
to feel supported.” 
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Abbotsford Technology Department 
Monthly Report 

 

 
Seminar  Wausau “Emerging Trends in Physical Security” 
Learning about hardware options available with surveillance cameras. Motion detection, enhancements for 
low light, Interlaced vs progressive scan, optical tracking vs digital tracking, the amount of storage needed for 
different surveillance systems, higher resolution cameras need more light, are some of the tidbits I took away 
from the seminar.  
 
Charter Communications 
I have been working with Charter to get the FEAHS phone moved over, adding a fax line and installing a 
cable box for their TV.  
 
Central Wisconsin Area Technology Coordinators  Meeting held at Abbotsford Community Room 
Attendance: Spencer/Loyal, Thorp, Colby, Athens, Granton, Auburndale, Marshfield 
Welcomed new member  Bruce Fredrick from Auburndale SD 
Discussions:  
Erate 
Management Software 
Asset Management 
 
 
Erate Meeting with CESA 10 
Applied for increased bandwidth 
Decided to hold off for one more year on Category 2 funding. The reason being was the technology we would 
prefer is not available yet.  
 
Day to Day Operations 
I have been taking care of the helpdesk tickets as they come in. Currently there is zero helpdesk tickets open. 
I also have been utilizing our System Center server that RMM has installed. It has saved me tons of time, as 
I am able to install software to all our district computers, and remotely access computers from my office.  
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