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THEME MEAL SUMMARY 
PURPOSE 

Use the idea of “What do Astronauts Eat” to motivate more healthy, 
vegetarian eating, increase participation in the school lunch program 
and introduce new foods to Elementary school age kids.   
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THEME CONCEPT & MARKETING MATERIAL 

Astronauts and space travel are concepts that young children enjoy 
learning about and fuel their imagination. The vision of this project 
was to link a fun topic that is easy for everyone to relate to, together 
with novel new foods to help facilitate and educate students about 
healthy eating habits. Combining space concepts with food shape 
and color together with school spirt we created an exciting and fun 
day. As a team, we set a record for school lunch purchases, reflected 
in a 38% increase in average daily sales.  

The marketing concept of the meal was a Space Lunch, branded to 
create “Flavor Out of This World”. The team added creative names 
to existing food items to help make them more appealing and added 
new ingredients menu items. A flyer was used to market the event, 
along with food samples prior to the event.  
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PROJECT SUMMARY 

The complexity of this project, combined with the compressed 
timeline required a well-organized and detailed plan from the onset. 
Most of the project activities were hands-on tasks such as: 
conducting cooking experiments, shadowing kitchen staff, food 
sourcing, recipe and food research, trial and error with kitchen 
equipment and then preparing and serving food. The research tasks 
included planning, reviewing nutritional information, documenting 
final recipes, ordering and budgeting food, and project 
documentation.  

Guidance was provided by the Kettering School District Food and 
Nutrition Service Director, Mary Lynne Bierman as well as the 
Andrews Dietetics Internship Director, Sherri Isaak. 

The event occurred at Orchard Park Elementary School on 
September 24, 2024. The participants in the project included Allison 
Benjaman and Karen Casey, the Kitchen Staff, Kelly Conley, and 
Jane; the food service manager Andrea Hale, and a third student 
intern Yale Godfrey. 

The most significant project challenges were managing the short 
schedule, sourcing ingredients and convincing the customers to 
sample new food. The project did not have an upfront budget, 
however Kettering schools paid for the major ingredients.  

The positive outcomes were an increase in daily lunch sales by 38% 
over the average, customer surveys indicating a 46% “Out of this 
World” satisfaction rating for the new foods, and no health/safety 
issues or unintended plan changes. This project was FUN. There 
were many new things learned throughout the process, which are 
documented below.   
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GOALS 

This project had two sets of equally important, inter-related goals.  

1. Community: Educate the community, inclusive of the food service 
team, students and staff about the benefits of healthy foods 

2. Learning: Provide Dietetic Internship students a supervised 
learning opportunity to envision, lead, manage and then execute 
a complex project.  

Details of how those goals were met, and the activities required to 
achieve the results are in the remainder of this report.  

SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY GOALS AND EXPERIENCE 

Community Goal Summary of Experience: How Accomplished 
Introduce new vegetarian 
entrée onto school menu 

• Provide samples to the students and staff 
• Research sourcing of food for foodservice team 
• Demonstrate the ease of preparing to kitchen staff 
• Demonstrate the positive response from customer to all 

stakeholders 
• Justify cost & health benefits by calculating meal cost and 

nutrient information 
Increase participation in 
school lunch program 

• Creative marketing of an interesting theme 
• Use flyers to improve staff, faculty, parent communication 
• Prepare and distribute samples the day before the event 
• Achieve a 38% increase in daily average sales 

Add new interest to 
existing foods 

• Invent creative descriptions of food that are already on 
the Kettering School system menu 

• Source ingredients from the existing procurement chain 
Teach children to try new 
foods 

• Serve 150 tastings of Falafel balls with purple rice 
• Reward with customers with a sticker for trying new food 
• Talk about the nutrient benefits of the food when 

surveying customers 

SUMMARY OF LEARNING GOALS AND EXPERIENCE 

The Theme Meal is a capstone project for the food service rotation, 
therefore learning objectives and accomplishments were critical. A 
summary of the alignment of CRDNS with project activities and 
experiences are listed in the table below.  
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CRDN# 
Summary 

Activity and Experience Summary of Experience:  
What went Well 

What needed Improvement 
1.3: Justify 
Programs 

• Gained support of 
Director to purchase 
Falafel 

• Evaluated vegetarian 
content of the existing 
menu 

• Demonstrated the low 
cost of $1.80 of new 
Astronaut cup menu 
entree 

• Advocated for a new menu item, and 
unusual foods (Falafel, purple rice) 

• Learned the cost of paper goods 
(Styrofoam cup) and bottled Yum Yum 
sauce was higher than expected 

• Abandoned the Tzatziki sauce due to lack 
of interest from stakeholders 

• Learned that a scratch recipe of Yum Yum 
sauce did not match the bottled sauce 
taste  

• Calculated the new menu item cost, as a 
justification to put it on the menu 

1.4 Conduct 
Project 

• Conducted both a 
formal and informal 
survey of students 
during lunchtime 

• Received positive 
feedback from Food 
Service Director, 
Kitchen Staff and 
school Principal 

• Learned that survey results indicated 
Falafel and purple rice should be two 
separate menu items – served separately 

• Observed that describing a food as 
vegetarian could provoke a negative 
reaction 

• Learned that one negative comment about 
the food, would cause other students to 
reject trying a sample  

1.5 Critical 
thinking 

• Food sourcing 
challenge – Gordon 
Food Service (used by 
Kettering Schools) vs 
US Foods (used by 
Dayton Hospital) offer 
different tasting & 
nutrient content 
Falafel products 

• Complexity in planning 
a project schedule and 
a production schedule 

• Juggling activities the 
day of the event – 
serving, surveying, 
celebrating with the 
need to take picture 
and document results 

 

• Unanticipated time required to visit 5 
different stores to source food ingredients 

• Repeated testing of the Falafel, purple rice 
items: at home, and in the kitchen to 
sample and compare products 

• Observed kitchen staff, in advance, to 
create an accurate production plan 

• Sought input from two subject matter 
experts about using industrial steamer 

• Researched recipes online to build 
confidence in the cooking times 

• Used a hard copy of the production 
schedule as a guide helped maintain focus 
during the chaos of serving lunch – things 
move fast 

2.3 Active 
Participation 

• Hands on meal 
preparation in the 
kitchen before the 
event, and during the 
event 

• Served food 
• Washed dishes 

• Mastered the industrial steamer – perfect 
purple rice 

• Learned rice would take at least an hour to 
cook to make it tender – adapted recipe 

• Learned creative ways to pre-stage the 
cups to keep falafel and rice warm, to 
ensure it tasted good 
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• Sanitized my work 
area 

• Established plan for use of warming ovens 
and food containers – knew the smaller 
plastic cups would not melt 

• Led by example to motivate other intern 
participation in food serving surveys and 
dish washing 

2.10 
Professional 
attributes 

• Engaged the Principal 
and school staff in 
event planning 

• Set a positive tone for 
the event and day 

• Regretted not including the school nurse in 
advance, to find out what type of dietary 
restrictions to accommodate 

• Unable to real time adapt to a very 
specialized diet 

2.11 
Cultural 
Humility 

• Presenting food as 
astronaut food vs 
vegetarian food, 
lowered resistance 

• Engaged the kitchen 
manager early in the 
planning process 

• Requested the kitchen manager and the 
cook provide feedback on missteps or 
improvement suggestions. This gave them 
a chance to teach us and eased the stress 
of working together in a small space. 

4.4 
Financial 
data 

• Used the Kettering 
Gordon Food Service 
account to research 
food product choices 
and develop a 
complete budget 

• Learned there was not easy bulk source 
for the purple rice, it had to be purchased 
through Amazon/Whole Foods 

4.5 Finance 
planning 

• Planned budget 
assumed a lower cost 
of the Yum Yum sauce 

• Door cover and 
astronaut toy were 
very popular 

• Scratch recipes for Yum Yum sauce did not 
get positive feedback – switching to 
bottled sauce increased costs 

• Exceeded planned decoration budget ($85 
vs $30) 

4.8 Project 
Plan 

• Created detailed plans 
for budget and 
equipment 

• Conducted a market 
survey  

• Switched from serving a full entrée to only 
a tasting of Falafel and purple rice led to 
an excess Falafel, that was sent to the 
High School in time for their lunch 

• Market survey did not include staff 
feedback 

5.6 Team • In person thank you 
to Principal, Food 
Service Director, 
Kitchen team 

• Thank you letters to 
kitchen team 

• Packaged some left-over sauce and rice for 
the kitchen staff 

• Gave the school the decorations to keep 
for future events 

 

THEME MEAL PLAN 

Due to the short time to plan and conduct this meal, a detailed day 
by day plan was established before the start. Met with the internship 
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preceptor on the first day on site to explain the project and describe 
the proposed plan. This step was the most critical in the entire 
project, as it formed a basis for the food we would develop, and 
more importantly buy in to the project vision and goals. 
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MENU AND RECIPE DESIGN 
The menu design originated from the Kettering School District 
published lunch menu which can be found here: 
https://www.ketteringschools.org/district-office/department-of-food-
nutrition-services. In the initial meeting with the Food Service 
Director, the team discussed candidate dates and menu options. The 
team picked the menu for chicken tenders, broccoli and dinner rolls. 
Circled in pink, the plate waste study, was planned for September 
13th, and the Theme Meal planned for September 25th. Due to 
schedule impacts, Theme Meal lunch was changed to September 
24th, as shown by the purple arrow. Notes on the page were market 
survey and planning steps discussed in the first meeting.  
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MENU THEME PARAMETERS 

One of the biggest planning parameters was schedule because the 
team was working to complete the project in the final week of the 
Kettering rotation, and to adapt to school district staff availability. In 
the initial planning session, it was decided to conduct the event at a 
school that served approximately 120 luches per day, had a medium 
to large size kitchen that 4-5 people could fit inside and had a 
steamer for the rice. Another parameter was ensuring the school had 
at least two permanent staff members, not substitutes, in order to 
provide experienced subject matter experts to facilitate the process.  

One unexpected paramater was ensuring buy in from the Prinicipal. 
We talked in person with the Principal on-site to make sure she knew 
who we were, why we were there, and explain the vision of the 
project. She was very enthusiastic and helped with marketing our 
meal to the student and parents, which brought in a school spirt 
aspect to the project. Students came to school wearing space 
themed shirts, eager for their lunch activity. 

MENU 

After doing initial food sourcing research using Gordon Food 
Services, a menu that consisted of renaming existing food items, as 
well as introducing new foods.  

A new recipe/menu item was the Astronaut Cup, inspired by the 
Bibibop® cup, an item on the kid’s menu at a popular Asian fast-
food restaurant. The cup is a layered bowl with starch, protein, 
vegetable and a sauce. A second inspiration was the work we did at 
Dayton Children’s Hospital to source new foods and recipes that 
minimize processed foods and are easy to prepare and serve. 
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Broccoli and chicken tenders were already on the school menu, so 
the idea of the Astronaut Cup was to bring in Falafel balls as a new 
source of protein, purple rice as a new starch, and either Tzatziki or 
Yum Yum as a new sauce.  New items were experimented with, 
cooked and tasted prior to finalization of the menu shown below. 
Once finalized the menu was distributed in hard and soft copy to the 
school, kitchen staff, and emailed to all parents.  

 

RECIPES 

The Astronaut Cup recipe required a source of Falafel, purple rice 
and a sauce. Once the ingredients were sourced, they were cooked 
in a home kitchen to ensure taste, cooking times, ingredient 
availability, serving size and packaging.  



11 

The Tzatziki sauce recipe was developed at Dayton Children’s 
Hospital but there was not enough stakeholder interest at Kettering 
participate in an office tasting.  

The Yum Yum sauce was developed from an online recipe (1) but 
was not well received in the first round of tasting. It was made with 
vegan mayonnaise, ketchup, sugar and paprika and looked and 
tasted very different from bottled sauce.  

The purple rice used by the Bibibop® Asian restaurant is white rice 
cooked with black rice to “stain” the rice color purple. While that 
process does transfer some of the anthocyanin antioxidant, stained 
rice does not have the same fiber and protein nutrients as true 
purple rice. Purple rice is like brown rice, it is a whole grain, that has 
the bran and germ still intact.  A decision was made to source high 
quality, purple rice (2).  

The kitchen had an industrial steamer, however the water ratio and 
steaming times needed to be worked out. After discussing how to 
establish water to rice ratio’s, a sample batch was cooked inside the 
steamer for 15 minutes. After discovering it was undercooked, the 
cook time was increased from 15 minutes to 45 minutes. Using a 2:1 
water to rice ratio and increasing cooking time resulted in a perfectly 
fluffy and aromatic rice.  Referencing a USDA recipe for brown rice, 
both water content and timing were adjusted (3).   

The same brand of Falafel offered by Gordon Food Services was 
found in Meijer grocery store, and a source of purple rice was found 
at Whole Foods. The food was weighed, cooked and tasted to 
finalize measurements to determine portion size and scoop size. This 
step was required to help with budget planning and finalization of 
the standardized recipe shown in the next section.  
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RECIPE STANDARDIZATION AND NUTRIENT INFO 

The recipe was the result of many different inputs and changes. The 
two most complex parts of standardization were the rice cooking 
time and the finalization of the Yum Yum sauce.  

RECIPE NAME:  Astronaut Cups: Moon Crater Balls, Purple Galaxy Rice & Quantum Sauce  

Total # of servings: 100 Astro Cups Cooking method: Oven, Steam Serving size: 1- 5oz Cup 

Total Recipe weight: 6.5 oz Oven Temperature: 350 Cost per serving: $1.80 

 

Ingredients Quantity Instructions  

Purple Galaxy Rice: Ralston 
Farms Purple Rice 

4 – 16 oz Cartons 1. Add 4 cartons of dry rice to a large steamer 
pan. Do not pre-rinse rice. 

2. Mix 4 quarts of water into the pan 

3. Mix in 4 teaspoons of salt 

4. Stir the mixture well until all rice is fully 
covered 

5. Place lid on the pan, and steam for 50 minutes 

Water 4 quarts 

Salt 12 teaspoons 
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6. Remove from oven, stir well and let sit for at 
least 10 minutes to further absorb water. 

Makes 3 Large Steamer Pans of Rice 

Moon Crater Balls: Franklin 
Farms Falafel Balls, Frozen 

300 1. Line a large baking pan with wax paper 
 

2. Arrange falafel balls onto the pan, breaking 
apart any that are clumped together. 
Separate balls so they are not touching 

 
3. Bake in oven for 15 minutes 

 
4. Check internal temperature to ensure 135° 

in center 
 

5. Add additional 5 minutes to cooking time 
until temperature is reached. 

 
6. Cool for at least 5 minutes before serving. 
 

Quantum Sauce:16 oz bottles 
Terry Ho’s Original Yum Yum 
Sauce. 

4 – 16 oz bottles  

3 Large Squirt Bottles 

1. Using a funnel, fill each bottle with sauce 
 
2. Store in the refrigerator until ready to use 

 

SERVING INFORMATION 

Assemble the Astronaut Cups into 5oz white Styrofoam cups by adding purple rice with a #8 dish scoop and top 
with three falafel balls. Arrange cups on a narrow rectangular tray, cover with wax paper, and place in the 

warming oven until 5 minutes before serving. Let cool at room temperature for at least 5 minutes before drizzling 
with sauce. Keep cups warm until serving.  

Nutrition Info for 1- 5oz cup Serving: 

Calories: 413 kcal/serving; Total Fat: 11 g /serving; Sodium: 200 mg/serving; Carbohydrate: 68g; Sugar 6g. 
Fiber: 8 gm; Calcium: 16 mg; Iron: 4 mg; Potassium: 650 mg.  

Allergen Information: Falafel and Rice are both Vegan. The Quantum Sauce is Gluten Free but contains soy.  
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15 

NUTRIENT INFO 

This is a vegetarian meal, and the rice and Falafel are vegan, the 
sauce contains eggs.  

The purple rice was truly delicious. It contains anthocyanin, an 
antioxidant that gives the rice color. It also contains twice the 
protein as brown rice and is a good source of fiber. It has a slightly 
nutty texture and is aromatic like Jasmine rice. One customer did not 
like the distinct aroma.  

The falafel balls are made from whole foods:  garbanzo beans, 
zucchini, parsley and cilantro and are also a good source of protein. 
The texture is similar stuffing and has a breaded consistency. They 
do have a strong flavor, and they contain cilantro which is an 
ingredient some people claim tastes like soap.  

The Yum Yum sauce is made from soybean oil, sugar, egg yolk and 
vinegar and is high in fat, which is probably why the homemade 
sauce mixed with paprika and vegan mayonnaise did not look or 
taste as good as the bottled sauce. In total, 4 kinds of Yum Yum 
sauce were taste tested. The best was Bibibop bottled, followed by 
Tommy Ho, then La Choy then Kroger brand. The Tommy Ho sauce 
was also gluten free, and even though it cost more, was easier to 
source than the Bibibop sauce.  
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RECIPE COSTING FORMS 
MENU AND RECIPE COSTING FORMS 

To develop the costs, actual Gordon Food Service items were 
researched, and then scaled appropriately.  

The total cost of the Astronaut Cups, including labor are $1.80 each 
with in line with the average school lunch cost of $1.50-$2.00. The 
primary cost drivers are labor, the rice and bottled Yum Yum sauce.  

The data summarized below is contained in an Excel Workbook, that 
automatically calculates the costs.  
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To improve readability, the cost breakdown is as follows.  

TOTAL MENU FOOD, PAPER AND LABOR COST FOR 200 STUDENTS 

 

TOTAL MENU FOOD COST ONLY 
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NEW RECIPE ASTRONAUT CUP PER SERVING COSTS 

 

DETAILED LABOR & DECORATION COSTS 

 

 

PURCHASE ORDER AND RECEIPTS 

 



19 

 



20 

 

 



21 

 

 

BUDGET REPORT 

The Kettering School and Nutrition program operates like a separate 
profit/loss entity within the school district. While no specific budget 
was established, the desire was to minimize costs, and to maximize 
food that was already available and on the menu. 

It was fortunate the school decided to support ordering the Falafel 
balls. The rice and sauce were not available at the Gordon Food 
store or through the online supplier.  

The original decoration budget was $30 and it was exceeded by $50 
however the T-shirts and kitchen labor were donated.  

Summary budget 

Kettering Andrews University Donated 

Falfel- $124.54 

 

Rice - $34.91 

Yum Yum - $28.74 

Decorations - $80.59 

6 T shirts - $60.00 

Kitchen labor – $59.03 

$124.54 $144.24 $119.03 

 

PRODUCTION SCHEDULE 

The production schedule generally followed the plan that was 
developed in advance, however there was some adjustment in the 
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front end of the schedule as the start of cooking was delayed due to 
the need to set up decorations.  

 

THEME MEAL EVALUATION – CUSTOMER 
SURVEY & RESULTS 
After the food was served, evaluator walked around and surveyed 
the customers on food taste, quality, temperature and texture. Most 
of the evaluations were positive; however, this might be skewed by 
the fact that stickers were offered in exchange for reviews, and 
second the participants were offered samples, and not required to 
participate in tasting.  
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In total, 174 data points were collected via a Customer Feedback 
Tool (shown below) and students provided input on one, two, three, 
four or all five menu items. 

The most popular item was the Mars Bars followed by the Quantum 
sauce. One recorded theme from the customer feedback was 
suggestion to separate the falafel balls from the purple rice.  

The concept of the Astronaut Cup was popular but difficult to 
measure popularity in a tasting vs counting an actual number served. 

In total there were two students that gave a strong negative reaction 
to the Falafel balls (texture issues) and on strong negative reaction 
to the purple rice. All of the students liked the decorations.  
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 Space Themed Lunch Survey Results    
      

Food Items Ratings  
Total 

Count Popularity % 

      
 Ok Good Out Of This World    

Astronaut Cup 16 7 6 29 21% 

Moon Balls 6 10 12 28 21% 

Galaxy Rice 5 17 15 37 16% 

Quantum Sauce  4 4 4 12 50% 
Mars Chocolate 
Bars 9 18 41 68 60% 

Total  37 56 78 174 45% 
 

SUMMARY  
Overall, the event was well received and did not have any major 
issues problems. The customers were very excited, and the staff was 
very supportive of the event.  

There were a few things that could have been improved, engaging 
the nurse, separating the new food items, and finding a different 
way to survey the students to get more specific feedback.  

This project was a good first step in terms of offering additional 
Vegan alternatives to the student population – and introducing that 
into the Elementary school group can help facilitate more awareness 
about meat-less alternatives, not only for the students, but also the 
staff.  
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AFTER ACTION 

After conducting the event, the team handed out Thank you Cards 
and conducted an after-action review to collect PLUS – positive 
feedback and DELTA – things we learned or would change next time. 

The plus delta summary feedback is as follows, and the primary 
lessons learned are incorporated in the introduction summary section 
at the start of this document. 
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