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Left: A long line of students waits for their free school lunch provided by a new state program. Right: A bean and cheese burrito lunch provided by the free lunch program.

New state-wide program offers free lunch for all students
Chris Lee
REPORTER
Along with other schools across the state of California,
the Palo Alto Unified School District (PAUSD) has begun to
provide free meals for all students for the 2021-22 school
year due to new national and state policies.
Free school lunches were initially offered by the federal
government as part of COVID-19 pandemic relief. While
this program was initially meant to be temporary, the
United States Department of Agriculture has committed
to providing free lunches through the 2021-22 school year
due to hardships that many families still face. In California, the state plans on continuing the universal lunch
program as part of a $123.9 billion education package in
hopes to combat youth food insecurity.
Despite the implementation of free lunches, new guidelines have restricted the meal options that schools were
once able to provide, according to Acting Lunch Supervisor Normalyn Bato. While choices like pasta and baked
potato bars were offered in the past, current lunches in the
district usually consist of a prepackaged main entrée such
as a chicken drumstick or a veggie burger along with a few
sides such as fruits, vegetables or a bag of chips. “Before
[the pandemic], we could make a lot of choices, but now
we are limited,” Bato said.
According to Principal Wendy Stratton, the district has
had to modify its traditional meal options to comply with
new requirements. “It’s not something we have much control over,” she said. “The district has to follow very strict
guidelines on what they can offer, and it’s more limited
than it has been in the past.”

Even with the limitations around free meals, the district has been working on offering a more diverse array of
options. Before the school year began, Assistant Principal
Courtney Carlomagno and other administrators experimented with providing pho as a potential free meal option.
“As we all get settled in, the district is working hard and
putting their culinary knowledge forward to bring more
offerings based on the current situation,” she said.
An area of concern shared by administrators and student including sophomore Stella Manning is the small

“The district is working hard and putting their
culinary knowledge forward to bring more offerings based on the current situation.”
—Principal Wendy Stratton
portion sizes of the free lunch. “The portion sizes of the
main meals are way too small,” she said. “The added vegetables and snacks aren’t filling, so I end up still feeling
hungry when I finish eating.”
Stratton shared similar thoughts on the free meals.
“It’s not a lot of food for an athlete or somebody going to
after-school sports,” she said. “It’s just to get you through
the day. A lot of times, you have to supplement that with
something else.”
A logistical issue the district is facing regarding the
free lunches is determining the number of meals to order
in advance. Since nearly 500 students take advantage of
the free lunch, there are not always enough entrées for

everyone, leaving some like sophomore Sean Li without
a hot meal. “If you’re at the end of the line, a lot of the
good food is gone, and they just have to give you a small
protein box,” he said.
Compared to a main entrée, these protein boxes provide
significantly less food for students, consisting of fruit,
sunflower seeds and other snacks. Protein boxes are distributed once the initial stock of prepackaged meals has
been depleted. “We really don’t have choices anymore, so
that is all we can provide,” Bato said.
District staff are in the process of solving this issue. “We
have been adjusting the amount of what we are ordering
and what we’re bringing in because more students wanted
free lunch than we anticipated,” Stratton said.
According to Stratton, school administrators have listened to student feedback and have already adapted the
lunch process. During the first few weeks of school, the
lunch line often stretched around different buildings due to
challenges with scanning student IDs. While administrators had temporarily lifted the ID requirement to search
for a more efficient mechanism, they have since returned
to requiring students to show their ID.
While the lunch program has its limitations, but students have had a generally positive reaction to the free
meals. “Free lunch is probably the best thing the district
could have done since it allows everyone to just get lunch,”
Li said.
Junior Ethan Liang echoed Li’s outlook on the future
of free lunches at Gunn. “The best people to give feedback
on such a thing are the people who are experiencing it,” he
said. “If the process can be improved over time steadily
with student feedback, it’ll get better and better.”

Gunn’s response, procedure to positive COVID-19 cases
COVID

these letters to any close contacts and to the community,”
Argumedo said. “Letters are sent to every single parent—
close contacts and non-close contacts.” Currently, parents
receive a weekly email from the administration about
whether campus is COVID-free or not.

Symptoms and Test Results
Students who show symptoms must take a PCR test
immediately and stay at home until they receive test results, after which they are required to immediately share
the response with the school. Test kits are available on
campus. If they test negative, they may return to school
24 hours after receiving the negative result, with reduced
symptoms and a doctor’s note explaining that those symptoms are unrelated to COVID-19. If they test positive, the
cycle begins again, with the mandatory ten-day quarantine
and close contact notifications.

Flaws in the Procedure
The process for close contacts has raised worries about
attending in-person classes. Viswanath, who is fully vaccinated, was not required to quarantine in accordance
with the protocol of the Responding to COVID-19 module.
Regardless, she still took cautions in the classroom. “I
know I sat at the back of the room instead because I was
a little bit scared for a week,” Viswanath said.
Senior Clarine Kim stayed at home due to food poisoning but was required to continue quarantining until she
received a negative test result due to symptoms similar
to COVID-19. While this was in accordance with county
guidelines, Kim points out a few flaws in the process.
Kim concerns include that the admin have no reliable
way of ascertaining whether students that miss school are
COVID-free or just asymptomatic. Conversely, if a student
at school is asymptomatic, the administration has no

method of enforcing the mandated quarantine unless they
tested positive or notified as a close contact per the district
guidelines. Essentially, asymptomatic students who wish
to be on campus will always be on campus. “There’s no easy
way to regulate who comes to the school and who stays at
home, and it’s especially more frustrating when students
are making the conscious decision to come to school and
to expose others to being sick,” Kim said.
Similarly, it is difficult to determine whether students

GMAIL
Dear Parent/Guardian:
We understand that your child was identified
as a close contact to a confirmed COVID-19
case...
GMAIL
What to do if your child is a close contact:
1) Get a PCR test.
2) Share results.
3) Isolate if needed.

For more information, visit:
https://www.pausd.org/return-tocampus/responding-to-covid

who feel sick are symptomatic carriers or have another
ailment. When students show possible COVID-19 symptoms, the district nurse determines whether the student
is sick with COVID-19 or not. “The district nurse makes
the determination after the school nurse assesses the
student,” Argumedo said.

Making Up Missed Assignments
According to Principal Wendy Stratton, once students
return from quarantine, there is no distinct arrangement
for making up missed assignments. “You’re just going to
have to interact with your teacher just like a normal sick
day,” Stratton said. “Teachers are pretty flexible about that
because they understand the conditions.”
Missing ten days of school, however, is quite different
from a normal sick day. Kim describes the lack of accommodations made for students in enforced quarantine. “It’s
just frustrating because you’re at home, and there’s nothing for you to do,” Kim said. “There are no Zoom calls. It’s
not like online schooling. You’re just at home doing nothing, and class passes by really fast. You have to keep up.”

Moving Forward
There may be no perfect plan that covers all corners
as to what schools should do in response to the virus.
However, as circumstances change and more research is
published on the Delta variant and COVID-19, Gunn will
continue to adapt its protocol. The Gunn administration
plans to continuously update the close contact notification
process as the situation progresses. COVID-19 testing sites
are available on campus once a week for students and staff.
“We have on-site weekly testing happening on Fridays in
B-P01 [the trailer next to the main office],” Argumedo said.
“Students and staff are welcome to get tested.”

