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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Introduction: Taking Root Rethinking School Food in New Orleans A year had passed since Hurricane Katrina. Most schools in New Orleans had been destroyed or damaged and had only begun to reopen in 2006. As the rebuilding efforts got under way, education emerged as a critical issue, since the schools had been in such poor shape even before the hurricane. New Orleans residents talked of turning the tragedy into an opportunity to start anew, especially with the school system. But among the voices talking about what needed to be done there was one glaring omission, the voices of the students themselves. That omission led to the birth of one of the most imaginative and inspirational groups to burst onto the scene in New Orleans, one that sought to apply the emerging food justice approach to improving the school food environment as part of a broader transformation of the schools themselves. A group of about twenty middle school students, calling themselves the Rethinkers, joined in an organizing effort to identify what was wrong with the schools in New Orleans and envision a better way. They had been brought together by Jane Wholey, one-time journalist, media consultant, and activist who had experience training young people to voice their ideas to the public through press conferences and other media strategies. During the summer of 2006, the Rethinkers met to explore what they could do about their schools. They were not unhappy about losing their old schools, having always assumed that the lack of books, the unsanitary bathrooms, and the rushed and tasteless lunches “were just the way the schools were.” The group decided it would try to foster public awareness of those problems, compile a set of recommendations, and then see 2 Introduction if anybody would listen. As Wholey recalled their discussions, “the students became excited, transformed. It felt therapeutic that they could do something. And they learned that summer that they had a voice.”1 Guided by Wholey, the students decided to hold a press conference at the abandoned Sherwood Forest Elementary School, amid shattered windows, garbage, and ever-present mold. Their recommendations went right to the point. Put doors on bathroom stalls and supply sufﬁcient toilet paper and soap. Allow students time to wash their hands before lunch. Change the fountains so the water that came out was not brown. “We are a big part of the system that makes up schools so why should we deserve this? Why shouldn’t we have nice schools?” the students insisted.2 To their surprise, this handful of ﬁfth to eighth graders caught the attention of the press—and the Recovery School District. As a consequence of that ﬁrst press conference and their summer of preparation, the Rethinkers felt empowered and decided to become a permanent voice. They continued to meet to discuss what was wrong with their schools and what changes could be made, while connecting with people who could provide information about the issues they had identiﬁed. They agreed that each year they would hold a summer press conference and seek major commitments from the administration to make the changes based on their recommendations, then monitor progress as the changes were implemented during the school year. By the summer of 2008, the Rethinkers had chosen to focus on school food and the school cafeteria environment. To them, the issues were clear and visible: the food tasted terrible and the cafeteria conditions were pathetic. Long lines and short lunch periods made it nearly impossible for students to wash their hands, eat, and digest the food. And the list went on, all symptoms of a broken school food operation. The group brought in Johanna Gilligan of the New Orleans Food and Farm Network, a local alternative food policy and advocacy group, as a resource person to work with them. Under Gilligan’s guidance, the Rethinkers began to learn about alternatives, including bringing local, fresh foods into the cafeteria, changing menus to provide healthy and fresh food, and reorienting the overall school food environment. They also discovered that food had powerful environmental implications, including the ramiﬁcations of distant sourcing rather than using local food sources. [3.92.44.249] Project MUSE (2024-04-10 12:38 GMT) Introduction 3 That summer, as part of their learning process, the Rethinkers went out to Grand Isle to talk to the local shrimpers and hear their stories. Shrimp was at the heart of the New Orleans food and culture connection and central to the... 
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