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Zero Waste Schools

● Help schools plan effective waste reduction strategies

● Provide on-the-ground support for operational changes

● Educate students and staff about the How and Why of 

going zero waste

● Connect schools with local partners and opportunities

● Drive policy changes and infrastructure development that 

promote zero waste

We empower Chicago area schools to reduce waste, fighting 
both the climate crisis and food insecurity, by shifting operations 
and minds towards generating zero waste through 
source reduction, recycling, composting, and food recovery. 



The problem with food waste in schools

● Over 7 billion school meals are served each year in the 
U.S. and much of that food is going to landfills rather 
than nourishing students

● The WWF estimates food waste alone in U.S. schools is 
530,000 tons annually, which equates to $1.7B per year

● According to the 2019 School Nutrition and Meal Cost 
Study (SNMCS) – 31% of vegetables and 41% of milk  
are wasted

● ReFED estimated that uneaten food in K-12 schools 
contributed to the equivalent of 2.89 million metric tons 
of CO2 in 2019

https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/food-waste-warriors
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research/school-meals/nutrition-meal-cost-study
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research/school-meals/nutrition-meal-cost-study
https://insights-engine.refed.org/food-waste-monitor?break_by=subsector&indicator=total-mtco2e-footprint&sector=foodservice&view=detail&year=2019
https://insights-engine.refed.org/food-waste-monitor?break_by=subsector&indicator=total-mtco2e-footprint&sector=foodservice&view=detail&year=2019
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Getting to zero wasteGetting to zero waste

Reduction focus: 
Offer vs Serve to reduce 
food waste.

Reuse focus: 
Share tables to reuse 
food.



For schools in the National School Lunch and Breakfast 
Program:

Food Service: Offer versus Serve (OVS)

● Students in schools without an OVS policy would 
receive a lunch tray with each of the 5 food 
components. 

● OVS allows students to decline up to 2 lunch items, as 
long as they take a fruit or a vegetable. 

● All grade groups must be offered one cup of milk; 
under OVS students may decline milk.

● OVS - optional in elementary and middle 
schools; required in all high schools. 



Offer versus Serve



Credit: San Diego Unified School District, Sandi Coast Cafe

Offer versus Serve

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVKEsYBtlcI&t=105


OVS Training & Education

Resources for staff training:
● ISBE training
● USDA tip sheet for OVS
● OVS & Share Table Training (SGA)

Resources for student education:
● Educational video for students: 

OVS & Share tables (SGA)
● Training for "zero waste ambassadors" (SGA)

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/nslp-ovs-k-8-pres.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/OVS%20Lunch%20tip%20sheet.pdf
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/19Tr-BStIFSTQu2ViUtn2P3q1EGhaKFcCbf-se9gBASo/edit#slide=id.g100cad461cb_0_7
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1yurgesjRj3B-PbOjyftZT0gJZarRN0iGNw2TBtV-jFc/edit#slide=id.geb0375690a_0_106
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1yurgesjRj3B-PbOjyftZT0gJZarRN0iGNw2TBtV-jFc/edit#slide=id.geb0375690a_0_106
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1aOBc0mWE5ykeFDWQuu8EzIa-JVhd63-o/edit


Food Service: Share tables

Share tables are where 

students may place 

school food and 

beverage items they did 

not eat (unopened, 

factory-sealed items or 

whole fruit).



Managing whole fruit

Concerned about collecting fruit with an 
edible peel? 

Collect fruit in a separate bin and wash 
before reserving.



Two-way share table: Students can place 
food items on the share table and can 
freely take food items off the share table 
to eat during the same meal period. 

Two-way share table distribution model



One-way share table: Students can place food 
items on the share table but may not take items. 

One-way share table distribution model



Time/temperature control for safety foods
Foods that require cooling to stay safe. This applies to milk, 
string cheese, and yogurt, as well as factory-sealed bags of 
sliced fruit or vegetables. Schools may either use:

Time as a control for safety: 
Monitor food and beverages to make sure they are not left 
out for more than 4 hrs.

OR

Temperature as a control for safety: 
Use a cooling pack or refrigerator to maintain temperature.

Keeping food safe



● Reserving food
○ Reserviced food IS reimbursable
○ Food should follow “first-in, first-out” rule

● Redistribution of surplus food within a school
○ After school snacks
○ Snacks for staff to distribute
○ Backpack programs
○ Sent home for families/ share pantry
○ Nurses office

● Donated to an outside nonprofit partner
○ Feeding America

Plan for surplus share table food

https://www.feedingamerica.org/find-your-local-foodbank


Reimbursement for share table milk and food 

USDA guidance for reimbursing recovered milk and other meal components

https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/reimbursement-for-recycled-milk-and-other-meal-components


Share table toolkit

SGA share table toolkit:

● Standard operating procedures

● Action steps

● Training materials for staff and volunteers

● Education materials and games for students

● Policy references

● Support materials

https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Seven-Generations-Ahead-Share-Table-Toolkit.pdf


Policies and laws regarding share tables

● SB805 - School Unused Food Share Plan

● USDA Memo SP 41-2016: The Use of Share Tables in Child Nutrition 
Programs 

● Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act 

● Illinois State Board of Education’s School Nutrition Programs 
Administrative Handbook

● SB1995 - SCH CD-SCH Share Table Program

Check with your local health department for regulations around share tables.

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.asp?Name=102-0359
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/use-share-tables-child-nutrition-programs
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/use-share-tables-child-nutrition-programs
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/usda-good-samaritan-faqs.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/admin-handbook.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/admin-handbook.pdf
https://legiscan.com/IL/bill/SB1995/2023


Zero Waste Schools Toolkit

ZWS Event Guide

Green Locker Cleanout

SGA Lunchroom Waste Audit Guide 

Food Waste Reduction Toolkit for Illinois Schools

Share table and food donation policy overview 
SGA Share Table Toolkit

Grant Opportunities

Bulk Milk Dispensers

Plastic Free Restaurants

SWANCC Waste Reduction 

School Nutrition Foundation Equipment Grants
Whole Kids Foundation Salad Bar Grant

Resources

https://sevengenerationsahead.org/our-work/zero-waste-schools/zero-waste-schools-toolkit/
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Zero-Waste-Schools-Event-Guide.pdf
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Green-Locker-Clean-Out-Guide-rev-August-2022.pdf
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/SGA-Lunchroom-Waste-Audit-Guide-updated-Dec.-2022.pdf
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/food-waste-reduction-toolkit/
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Share-table-and-food-donation-policy-overview.pdf
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Seven-Generations-Ahead-Share-Table-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://confirmsubscription.com/h/t/1C9F8E79F3F92F13&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1691764710455378&usg=AOvVaw2BXvgUH61_s1ZwAIeikff-
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.plasticfreerestaurants.org/resources-for-schools&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1691764710455580&usg=AOvVaw2krYulLScNVIoLgfczCzJV
https://swancc.org/resources/educational-resources/swancc-forms/600-waste-reduction-announcement-for-schools/file
https://schoolnutrition.org/snf/equipment-grants/
http://www.saladbars2schools.org/get-a-salad-bar/schools/


Contact us

Becky Brodsky, Zero Waste Schools Program Manager 
becky@sevengenerationsahead.org

Rebecca Koshi, Zero Waste Schools Program Associate
rebecca@sevengenerationsahead.org

Sarah Zaharoff, Zero Waste Schools Program Coordinator 
sarah@sevengenerationsahead.org

mailto:becky@sevengenerationsahead.org
mailto:rebecca@sevengenerationsahead.org
mailto:sarah@sevengenerationsahead.org

