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many
sources

991133

Kansas City area schools
enlist churches and organizations
to help feed local students Page 9

SOME ALARMING FASHION TRENDS AREN’T GOING AWAY THIS FALL PAGE 14
SHERRY KUEHL



The Kansas City Star, 2017-10-11 Cropped page Page: 9JO

Copyright 2016 Olive Software 2017-10-11 13:48:46

WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 11 2017 913 9JOCover StoryKANSASCITY.COM

We’ve all heard it: John-
son County’s rich. There
can’t be problems with
poverty here.
But despite its wealth,

the county, like others in
the metro area, face prob-
lems — and childhood
hunger is a big one.
Local schools are a

significant source of nutri-
tion for hungry kids, espe-
cially through the National
School Lunch Program, a
federal program that pro-
vides free-and-reduced
lunches for low-income
children at public and
nonprofit private schools
across the country.
In the Shawnee Mission

School District last school
year, 36 percent of stu-
dents — that’s 9,943 kids
— received free or signif-
icantly discounted lunches
through the program. In
the Olathe School District,
that number was 7,853
children, or 26.5 percent,
and in the Blue Valley
School District, it was
1,795 students, or 8.1 per-
cent.
Within districts, the

numbers vary from school
to school, but much as 85

percent of their student
body patricipates in the
program at some schools.
If those figures seem

high, it’s actually the new
norm. They’ve fluctuated
less than 2 percent across
all three districts during
the last five years.
“Oftentimes, I feel I

have to educate individu-
als both in our community
and outside our communi-
ty that Olathe serves a
rich, diverse population,”
said Alison Banikowski,
deputy superintendent of
the Olathe School District.
“Eleven elementary
schools (in Olathe) qualify
for Title I. People are very
surprised we have an ele-
mentary school (where) 85
percent are on free and
reduced lunch.”
North of the river, in the

Liberty and Park Hill
school districts, it’s the
same story. Those districts
have 19 percent and 27.9
percent of their students,
respectively, participating
in the free and reduced
school lunch program and
have seen little change
during the last five years.
Additionally, students

who qualify for free or
reduced lunches also qual-
ify for free or reduced
school breakfast.

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Tracy Carpenter chats with a student as she rings up lunches at Brookridge Elementary
School.

Schools,
organizations
across KC
trying to feed
hungry kids
BY BETH LIPOFF
Special to The Star
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The circumstances of
food insecurity can hap-
pen to anyone, said Nancy
Coughenour, director of
food service for the Shaw-
nee Mission School Dis-
trict. All it takes is for a
parent to lose a job or
have unexpected medical
bills and, suddenly, there
might not be enough
money after paying the
rent to buy enough food
for the whole family.
Students on the re-

duced-cost program can
get breakfast for 30 cents
and lunch for 40 cents. To
sign up for the free or
reduced program, parents
must fill out an application
with the district.

Eligibility for the pro-
gram, which runs through
the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, is based on
your income. Children
from families on food
stamps automatically
qualify.
“We have access to

state database, and we try
to match as many kids as
we can (to automatically
qualify),” Coughenour
said. “We want the par-
ents to call us, because
that saves them a lot of
time filling out paper-
work.”
Another thing Coughe-

nour stresses is the pro-
gram’s confidentiality.
“Nobody knows, not

even teachers, not even
principals,” she said.
“Your friends don’t know
unless you choose to tell
them. When they come
through the line, they get
the same options as
anyone else.”
Educators take privacy

concerns very seriously,
hoping to reassure fam-
ilies and encourage partic-
ipation in the program.
“For many people, their

pride is there, and they
don’t want people to know
they’re struggling finan-
cially or struggling to put
food on the table, so that
confidentiality is very
important to us,” Bani-
kowski said.

Still, teachers keep an
eye out for students who
might benefit from signing
up. If a student consistent-
ly brings almost nothing
for lunch or acts hungry,
they may suggest the pro-
gram as an option for a
family.
“There are people who

are very prideful who
don’t want to apply,”
Coughenour said. “I tell
them, ‘Let us help you for
breakfast and lunch, so
you can use your house-
hold income for things
you need for you and your
kids. ... It’s OK to be on it.
Maybe you just need to be
on it for this year.’ ... The

biggest thing is that we
want people to be on the
program if they need to be
on the program. It’s a
safety net for the chil-
dren.”
Making sure students

have enough to eat pro-
vides visible benefits in
the classroom.
“Kids (whose) stomachs

are full will have better
attendance, better atten-
tiveness, and will learn
better,” Coughenour said.
“It’s a full circle.”
When school lets out for

the summer, the help
doesn’t stop.
Many districts have

summer lunch programs

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Students at Brookridge Elementary School scoop fruit onto their plates at lunchtime.

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Tyler Schwarzenberger, 16, of Prairie Village examines an
apple for defects before bagging it for distribution at the
Harvesters warehouse.

‘‘“KIDS (WHOSE) STOMACHS ARE FULL WILL HAVE BETTERATTENDANCE, BETTER ATTENTIVENESS, AND WILL LEARN
BETTER,” COUGHENOUR SAID. “IT’S A FULL CIRCLE.
Nancy Coughenour, director of food service for the Shawnee Mission School
District
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for kids who need food
year-round.
The Shawnee Mission

district offered Summer
Lunch Bunch at 10
schools for eight weeks
this summer, providing a
free lunch to any child
who shows up — not just
those who qualify for the
free and reduced pro-
grams. They served 575
meals each day.
“(People) think everybo-

dy has all the money in
the world, and there are
families that are really
struggling,” Coughenour
said. “I had several phone
calls from parents and
grandparents that were in
tears. They didn’t know
how they were going to
feed their kids over the
summer, and it struck me
that we were doing the
right thing to feed kids in
the summertime.”
Although the federal

programs make the big-
gest impact at the ele-
mentary level, Coughe-
nour said, they do help
kids at every grade level.
The free and reduced

lunch and breakfast pro-
grams do a lot to relieve
childhood hunger in met-
ropolitan Kansas City, but
they can’t fully cover the
need. That’s when local
schools partner up with
non-profit organizations to
help.
Perhaps the most well-

known partnership is the
Harvesters BackSnack
program, which provides a
bag of food for students to
take home on weekends to
make sure they get
enough to eat. Typically, a
food package might con-
tain cereal, shelf-stable
milk, a couple servings of
canned or fresh fruits and
vegetables, pasta, and a
soup containing meat.
The BackSnack program

is focused on elementary
school food needs across

the entire city and sur-
rounding suburbs.
Last year, there were

960 participants from
Shawnee Mission and 490
from Olathe in the Back-
Snack program as well as
285 from Liberty and 555
from Park Hill.
Combined with all the

other districts receiving
such food aid, it adds up
to a whopping 2,757,778
pounds of food for one
school year.
According to Harves-

ters, there were 24,520
kids under age 18 who
were food insecure in
Johnson County in 2016.
In Clay, Cass, and Platte
counties combined, there
were another 18,190 kids
considered food insecure.
Other non-profits also

have stepped in to help.
North of the river, Feed

Northland Kids works
with Harvesters to provide
BackSnack packages and
other food aid. The organ-
ization has contributed
money and time toward
Harvesters’ BackSnack
efforts in the Northland
for the last eight years,
according to Chris Evans,
executive director of Feed
Northland Kids.
“We saw those numbers

(about food insecurity),
and we were shocked,”
she said. “We have
enough wealth in these
counties, that’s solvable.
... I wasn’t prepared to
learn that it was a full
(one-)third of our kids
who qualify for free or
reduced lunch. For us, the
largest challenge in aware-
ness. It’s just making peo-
ple aware that this is a
significant issue that they

can play a role in solving.”
Feed Northland Kids

sends a group to Harves-
ters about once a month to
help assemble BackSnack
deliveries for their area.
One misconception

about the BackSnack pro-
gram is that only one child
per family can receive a
food package.
Bethany Reyna, manag-

er of the BackSnack pro-
gram at Harvesters, said
that she actively encour-
ages schools to distribute
packages to any siblings of
a child identified as being
food insecure.
Community for Kids

oversees a similar pro-
gram in the Blue Valley
district to the BackSnack
effort, providing 267
weekly food packs across
19 schools.
“We’ve gotten stories of

the children standing in
the hallways waiting for us
to deliver,” said Gary
Flick, past president of
Community for Kids. “...
(It) sounds like a small
item, but I think this
amount of food goes along
way.”
They send home a va-

riety of foods — including
crackers, fresh fruit, pud-
ding cups, and peanut
butter and jelly jars —
once per quarter. Flick
said his organization is
“conscious of what they
can carry home,” because
so many small children
are transporting the bags
home.
Many of the organiza-

tions and school districts
say it’s easier to distribute
food aid on the elemen-
tary level. By middle and
high school, students tend

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Susan McCuiston (left) and Jenise Fritz prepare trays of food for lunchtime at Brookridge Elementary School.
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to feel more of stigma
toward bringing home
extra food packs from
school.
“As students get to

middle school, they have
some of the same difficul-
ties with food and food
insecurities,” Banikowski
said.
She added that there is

“reluctance on part of
parents and teens, peer
pressure, (fear of) anyone
finding out, even if it’s
slightly unfounded.”
Flick noticed a similar

pattern.
“As you get older, the

peer pressure changes,
and becomes more in-
tense, (but) we certainly
know the need is there,”
he said.
In Olathe, Mission

Southside, another pro-
gram that mirrors Back-

Snack, provides 250 week-
ly food packages to nine
Olathe middle schools as
well as two in Gardner.
“People do care that

there are hungry kids in
our community,” said
Craig Howard, executive
director of Mission South-
side. “People are very
generous with their dona-
tions. It really is an en-
couraging thing — people
who have helping people
who don’t have.”
Feed Northland Kids

and Episcopal Community
Services are taking a dif-
ferent approach at Winne-
tonka High School in the
North Kansas City School
District, partnering with
the school in September to
open a food pantry for
students at the school.
“We know that hunger

follows these kids when
they leave elementary
school,” Evans said.
“That’s what’s behind the
opening of this pantry at
Winnetonka.”
Right now, the pantry is

in one small room at the
school and has about 50
different products, featur-
ing a variety of canned
fruits and vegetables as
well as tuna and chicken.
The pantry also stocks
items such as oatmeal,
granola bars, cereal, and
pasta.
They’re anticipating at

least 25 students might
use it initially and want to
reach other families in
need as well as students
who may be homeless,
according to Beau Heyen,
president and CEO of
Episcopal Community
Services.
Right now, Feed North-

land Kids and Episcopal
Community Services pro-
vide the foodstuffs, but
Heyen said once they get
feedback on the types of
products the students
want and need, they’ll put

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Students get their lunches at Brookridge Elementary School in the Shawnee Mission School District.

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Simon Crow, 12, and Jackson Chambers, 12, of Grain Valley package apples for
Harvesters to distribute.
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out a call for donations to
the general public.
By next year, Heyen

wants be able to offer
fresh produce at the pan-
try, which has no strict
eligibility requirements for
student use.
“Our hope is when we

look at the emergency
food system ... we want to
make sure people have
access to food in a crisis,”
Heyen said. “The working
poor ... may not qualify for
WIC and programs they
actually need. A flat tire
can send a family down a
tailspin.”
To combat the stigma of

carrying home bags of
food, Heyen said they plan
to distribute school pride
duffel bags to all of the
students.
“No matter how much

we try to make that back-
pack look normal, it’s
obvious it’s packed with
food,” he said. “Every
student in building will
receive a Winnetonka
duffel bag. That way, it’s
something that everyone
sees all the time, rather
than something you get
only if you’re in need or in
crisis.”

About 57 percent of the
1,200 students at Winne-
tonka are on free or re-
duced lunch, but not all of
those students will need
the pantry.
“Teachers take more

responsibility when they
know a student is in need,
and a lot of it is done on
an individual basis,”Win-
netonka Principal Eric
Johnson said. “There have
been times when I pur-
chased groceries for stu-
dents themselves, and I
know teachers have done
it, too.”
Johnson said the pro-

gram was only possible
because of strong commu-
nity support.
For Heyen, offering

supplemental food
through the schools makes
a lot of sense.
“It’s about making food

accessible where people
naturally go,” he said. “It
used to be that, primarily,
part of our culture was
going to a place of wor-
ship, and as our culture
changes, we have to
change with it. ... Instead
of making people in crisis
find us, we need to find
them.”

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Jenise Fritz serves lunch to students at Brookridge Elementary School.

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Nathan Testa (left) and Anthony Burch of Grain Valley fill
bags with apples at the Harvesters warehouse.
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Faithful readers may
remember that back in the
spring I wrote a column
about women’s fashions
and the alarming trend of
the huge bell sleeve blous-
es and off-the-shoulder
tops.
I also proclaimed that

all that apparel would be
on the 75 percent clear-
ance rack faster than you
can say, “hideous.”
Well, while I was totally

accurate about the sum-

mer sales rack being over-
loaded with voluminous
sleeved garments and
shirts that were lacking in
any sort of clavicle cov-
erage, I was, alas, wrong
about those fashion trends
going away.
Imagine my horror upon

venturing into any store
that sells women’s cloth-
ing and discovering that
not only is the bell sleeve
back for fall, but it’s big-
ger than ever.
As in the sleeve that this

past summer could pro-
vide shelter for maybe a
family of four can now
house the Duggar clan.
I can’t imagine why any

women would want to
wear a blouse with sleeves
that massive unless she
was trying to smuggle
contraband.

Even worse, the fall bell
sleeve blouse can be
found in flannel and wool.
I’m guessing the flannel
sleeve can multi-task as a
sleeping bag, and as for
the wool I can’t get over
the burden and aggrava-
tion of carrying around
that much extra heft all
day.
Let’s now take a mo-

ment to venture where no
fashion designer wants to
go: plain old practicality.
How in the name of out-
erwear are you going to
shove those sleeves in a
coat? Do you even try or
just give up on a tradition-
al coat alltogether and go
the poncho route so your
sleeves can free range?
My fear is that there’s a

very real possibility that
the poncho combined with

the jumbo sleeve would
result in pulling a Flying
Nun (Yes, you’re welcome
for the 1960’s TV shout-
out.) and going airborne.
In fact, the only way this

wouldn’t happen is if your
bell sleeve top was of the
wool variety, because that
would create a definite
drag co-efficient.
As for those ridiculous

off the shoulder tops, who
wants that much of their
upper body exposed when
the temperature is in the
single digits? Isn’t winter
the time for turtlenecks
and cozy sweaters? It’s not
the time for wearing a
blouse that appears to be a
tourniquet for your shoul-
der blades.
I was so aghast that

these offending styles had
come back for fall I felt
compelled to have a dis-
cussion with a store man-
ager. This youngish wom-
an was sensitive to my
pain.
She, too, hated the bell

sleeve and off-the-shoul-
ders tops and admitted
that just like their spring/

summer brethren, these
also weren’t selling.
I’m going to admit that

this made me feel better
about my fashion acumen.
Sometimes I think I’m
getting old and totally out
of touch with current
trends and will soon find
myself owning a pair of
dress Crocs. Hooray that it
was none of the above.
But just as I was starting

to enjoy the moment, the
manager had to be a buzz
kill. She confided in me
that the bell sleeve and off
the shoulder tops would
be back for spring 2018.
I was stunned and then

I was suckered punch
when she announced that
there was also a new top
coming out. A hybrid of
the two with a twist – a
cropped off the shoulder
bell sleeve top. I, with
anguish in my voice, asked
for clarification.
“Do you mean it’s basi-

cally a swimsuit top with
giant sleeves?”
She nodded yes and

then added, “Well, at least
it’s going to be in a super

cute denim.”
It could just be the

Crocs talking, but I don’t
think that’s going to make
it any better.

Reach Sherry Kuehl at
snarkyinthesuburbs@
gmail.com, on Facebook at
Snarky in the Suburbs, on
Twitter at
@snarkynsuburbs and
snarkyinthesuburbs.com.

Alarming fashion trends
sticking around for fall

BY SHERRY KUEHL
Columnist

TNS

Who looks good in bell
sleeves? The bad news is,
they’re sticking around this
fall.

SNARKY IN THE SUBURBS

There are similar pro-
grams in the Park Hill
School District at Plaza
Middle School, Congress
Middle School, Lakeview
Middle School, Park Hill
High School, and Park Hill
South High School.
The first program start-

ed at Park Hill about two
years ago when a parent-
run non-profit called
Northland Miracles
reached out to the school,
according to Jill Hazell,
school social worker for
Park Hill South High
School and Lakeview
Middle School.

Although the school
doesn’t keep statistics on
how many students use
the pantries, Hazell said
there are at least 20 in
each school. As with Win-
netonka’s pantry, there
aren’t strict eligibility
requirements to use the
Park Hill district’s pan-
tries.
“We have a pretty good

grasp on which students
are qualified for free and
reduced lunch, but we
wouldn’t turn a student
away,” Hazell said. “If
they ask for the food, and
they need it, we’re going

to give it to them.”
Students don’t necessar-

ily come by the pantry on
a regular basis, but they
might stop by to pick up
extra food for the week-
end or if they didn’t get
breakfast that morning.
The Park Hill pantries

stock everything from
pasta and instant mashed
potatoes to canned vegeta-
bles, beans, and soup.
They also have more
snack-appropriate items —
such as instant oatmeal,
granola bars, crackers,
applesauce and fruit cups,
and peanut butter.

Northland Miracles
helps stock the pantries,
but student groups also
conduct occasional food
drives to help.
The response to the

pantries has been good,
and Hazell said the
schools are happy to help.
“There is a need in our

school district to help
support our students,” she
said.

BETH LIPOFF Special to The Star

Susan McCuiston prepares a tray of pizza for lunchtime at
Brookridge Elementary School.


