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Ready, Set, Coach! An Innovative School Wellness
Coaching Program that Helps Get Local School Wellness
Policies Off the Shelf and Into Practice

IDENTIFICATION OF PROBLEM:

School Nutrition programs are accountable for Local School Wellness Policies (LSWPs) because the
administrative review (Triennial Assessment) includes a check to make sure a policy is in place (United States
Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2016). However, having a policy in place does not assure that the policy
meets required standards or is actually implemented. While LSWPs must meet the criteria outlined by USDA's
final rule, previous research has shown that only two-thirds of LSWPs meet the required criteria (Moag-
Stahlberg et al., 2008). Even when a policy is available, research indicates that only 21% of policies include
language to support implementation (Moag-Stahlberg et al., 2008).

In SY 2018-2019, the Massachusetts (MA) Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) and The
John C. Stalker Institute (JSI) of Food and Nutrition at Framingham State University conducted the
Massachusetts School Wellness Policy Needs Assessment (MSWNA) to learn what factors acted as barriers or
enablers for the implementation of LSWPs (Wickham et al., 2019). Top barriers and enablers revealed that the
degree of support and involvement of stakeholders may determine the success of school wellness policy
implementation, a concept backed up by previous research by Harriger et al. (2014). Additionally, the MSWNA
found that while school nutrition staff are often core enablers of school wellness, they needed assistance in the
form of time, tools, resources, and guidance (coaching) to develop and implement wellness-related policies in
their schools (Wickham et al., 2019; Wickham et al., 2020). Schools Coaching programs (CPs) in schools often
focus on student and teacher wellness (Altunkurek & Bebis, 2019; Lee et al., 2021), leadership development for
teachers and administrators (Simkins et al., 2006; Huff et al., 2013), nutrition and physical activity (Li et al., 2019;
Tucker et al., 2010), and academic achievement (Kraft et al., 2018; Carver & Orth, 2017; Royer et al,, 2019), but
there is limited use of CPs for the development and implementation of LSWPs. A study by Hoke et al. (2022)
investigated whether a program designed to provide technical assistance in developing school wellness policies
could help improve the policy development process and, thereby, policy quality. Additionally, McKee et al.
(2023) assessed the impact of school wellness supports, in the form of workshops and coaching sessions, on
school wellness-related practices (i.e., nutrition, physical activity, etc.). However, the lack of specifically designed
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CPs for the development and implementation of LSWPs provides a gap that, if filled, may lead to practical and
productive solutions.

ACTIONS TAKEN:

Based on the findings from the MSWNA, a CP was developed. The Massachusetts School Wellness Coaching
Program (MSWCP) provides guided support for implementing LSWPs. Specifically, it aims to provide districts
and, by proxy, school wellness stakeholders "technical assistance with policy compliance, assessment, action
planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation” (Good & Spencer, 2023).

The Massachusetts School Wellness Coaching Program is theory-based (Transtheoretical Model) and includes
motivational interviewing (MI) concepts. The Transtheoretical Model (TTM) was developed by Prochaska and
DiClemente (Velicer et al. 1998). TTM is a behavioral theory that is widely used in the healthcare field to achieve
behavior change. TTM assesses and motivates individuals through a progression of behavior changes signified
by readiness or intention to change. At its essence, the theory focuses on the intention to change behaviors
and the change process. It includes a series of steps, including pre-contemplation, contemplation, preparation,
action, and maintenance. When an individual achieves maintenance, the goal is an action plan to maintain the
desired behavior (Velicer et al., 1998). Like TTM, MI focuses on achieving behavioral change with a similar
element of understanding what motivates someone to change. Additionally, Ml features individualized goal
setting, developed through open communication between interviewer and interviewee (Miller & Rollnick, 2013;
Motivational Interviewing Network of Trainers, 2021).

At the heart of the MSWCP are the School Wellness Coaches (SWCs). SWCs are school nutrition experts and
former and current school nutrition professionals who bring a wealth of experience and expertise to the
position. SWCs are the backbone of the program, trained in Ml and the process of evaluating responses and
situations throughout the program. SWCs use a comprehensive coaching manual that provides an overview of
the program, including pre/post email templates, sample agendas, meeting coaching guides, coaching
prompts, and more. Additionally, SWCs are equipped with training videos and additional readings, ensuring
they have all the tools and knowledge needed to succeed.

Throughout the process, SWCs act as facilitators between the School Wellness Chair and the program's
framework, guiding and encouraging participants in developing and implementing their LSWP. SWCs carefully
balance their input by urging participants to set the meeting schedule and drive the discussions. Additionally,
SWCs strive to foster an environment where participants feel comfortable using the process to continue
evaluating and refining LSWPs after the program's conclusion.
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RESULTS OF ACTIONS:

In SY 2020-2021, the MSWCP was piloted with seven MA school districts for feasibility and acceptance. The
initial program was focused on a combination of policy and implementation and was designed to move
schools from pre-contemplation into action. However, results of the pilot showed that many school wellness
policies were outdated and did not meet the USDA's final rule (e.g., did not, at a minimum, include information
such as specific goals, nutrition guidelines for foods/beverages, standards for non-school provided foods
consumed in classrooms or used as incentives, food, and beverage marketing, etc.). This finding led to a
reevaluation of the program and the development of a two-tiered process, thereby allowing coaching time for
the development and evaluation of a school's current policy (Tier 1) followed by coaching time for the
implementation of the policy (Tier 2) (Figure 1).

Upon expressing interest in the program, participants are surveyed to help determine the current state of their
LSWP. Surveys are reviewed and scored based on objective and priority (e.g., priority is given to districts that
have received a finding on an administrative review) criteria by a DESE School Wellness Specialist and a JSI
School Wellness Dietitian. Finally, based on the calculated score, recommendations are made for placement
into either Tier 1: Perfecting the Policy or Tier 2: Implementing Initiatives (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Tiered Pathway into School Wellness Coaching Program
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For those placed into Tier 1, SWCs assist participants in assessing and updating their school’s LSWP.
Participants are coached on how to use the WellSAT 3.0 assessment tool to evaluate their current policy. The
WellSAT 3.0 assessment tool is based on best practices and federal requirements within school wellness and
helps identify strengths and weaknesses in current policies (Rudd Center, 2021). Upon completing the WellSAT
assessment tool, participants receive a scorecard indicating the cohesiveness and strength of the LSWP. In
addition to coaching and assistance with WellSAT 3.0, SWCs aid participants with revisions to their policy with
an eye toward compliance and facilitate a policy review by a DESE School Wellness Specialist. Finally, SWCs
work with participants to submit the revised policy to their School Committee for review, approval, and
adoption. Total direct one-on-one SWC time is estimated at six plus hours. An additional four-plus hours is
generally needed for an iterative review of the participants’ LSWP and meeting prep. Upon completion of Tier
1, participants may move on to Tier 2 or enter Tier 2 directly after the initial assessment.

assessment scores

In Tier 2, SWCs provide comprehensive support assessing the implementation of LSWP, ensuring participants
feel reassured about their efforts. The outcome is a well-structured plan to put LSWPs into action. Participants
complete an MA Local Wellness Policy Implementation Evaluation form, select an approach to implement
LSWP, and create, execute, and evaluate a plan of action for the LSWP approach. Total direct one-to-one SWC
time is estimated at ten plus hours, with an additional eight hours needed for pre/post meeting
communications, review of action plans/documents, etc. Since SY 2020-2021, 51 school districts in MA have
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enrolled in the MSWCP. Thirty-five school districts completed Tier 1 (an additional nine did not submit their
final policy for review), and 22 completed Tier 2 (15 are repeat districts that completed Tier 1). Roughly 12% of
school districts in MA have participated, impacting approximately 18% of enrolled students. Participating
district size ranged from 99-24,000 students, with an estimated 45.5% coming from low-income households
(DESE School and District Profiles, 2023). Although Wellness Committees are often made up of many
stakeholders, SWCs work directly with School Wellness Committee Coordinators. Coordinators held a variety of
school positions, including school nurses (31%), school nutrition directors (17%), administrators and school
wellness-related staff (14.5% respectively), health/physical education (13%), and curriculum
coordinators/directors (10%).

The MSWCP specifically addresses the need for time, tools, resources, and guidance (coaching), all factors that
act as barriers to the development and implementation of LSWPs as identified in the MSWNA (Wickham et al.,
2019). While the MSWCP requires an investment of time to complete the program, this time is focused and
guided by SWC, which keeps participants on track and motivated. Additionally, the MSWCP is a tool that
provides resources and guidance (coaching) to aid with the development and implementation of LSWPs,
thereby addressing these specific barriers. For example, after completing the WellStat assessment in Tier 1, the
scorecard is reviewed with SWCs who provide assistance in understanding not just the scoring but how
participants can move towards special LSWP goals that are clear and well-defined. This takes the burden off
participants in having to navigate tools and resources on their own. Finally, funding was identified as a barrier
to the development and implementation of LSWP in the MSWNA. Through SY 2023-2024, the costs of the
MSWCP were covered by grant or state funds. For SY 2024-2025, program costs were covered by state funding
for Tier 1, and Tier 2 participants were charged for SWC time. Districts, in general, may use nonprofit school
food service account funds, providing “the local school wellness policy is supporting the operation or
improvement of school meal program” (SWITCH, n.d.). The MSWCP filled identified gaps by providing a
specifically designed coaching program for developing and implementing LSWPs.

APPLICATIONS/IMPACT/NEXT STEPS:

Developing and implementing an LSWP that meets or exceeds the USDA final rule standards can be
overwhelming. As revealed in the MSWNA, schools need tools and resources to aid the process of developing
and implementing LSWPs. The work of the MSWCP, which aims to provide key stakeholders with the support,
guidance, and resources needed to develop and implement LSWPs, supports these findings.

The MSWCP has been a tremendous success in MA, with 42 different school districts completing Tier 1 and/or
Tier 2. This success is mainly due to the theory-based framework and the SWCs, who remain a steady source of
expertise, guidance, support, and encouragement throughout the process. Previous participants have
commented:
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We participated in both Tier 1 and Tier 2. Our coach brought a wealth of knowledge and expertise that
allowed our wellness committee to review/revise our policy as well as create a realistic plan to implement
2-3 goals [This] allowed the committee to see real results, which fostered a desire to continue our work.
(Participated in Tier 1 & 2.)

The [MSWCP] helped us take our bare-bone, outdated policy and create a working draft that meets all
requirements but is also specific to our District. (Participated in Tier 1.)

The [MSWCP] was very valuable to our team. We were provided with just the right amount of guidance to
evaluate our school wellness program. Our coach was very knowledgeable and professional. She gave us
the tools to succeed and move forward with a solid action plan. (Participated in Tier 2.)

Looking forward to SY 2024-2025, 10 districts have signed up for Tier 1, and another six will enroll in Tier 2 with
an expectation that these numbers will increase as the start of the new school year approaches. TTM is a
behavioral change theory and, as such, recognizes that the process toward success can be a lengthy journey
that may include setbacks. The MSWCP acknowledges this, and outreach has also begun to the nine districts
that started Tier 1 but did not submit a final LSWP for evaluation. The outreach is focused on encouraging
participants to reenter the program and reminding them of their progress toward their end goal. Of the group
that did not complete Tier 1, one district has reenrolled in the program. This is encouraging as the more
districts that participate in the MSWCP, the more opportunities for students to experience “...a school
environment that promotes student’s health, well-being, and ability to learn” (USDA, FNS, 2024).

The MSWCP is continuing to evolve. For SY 2024-2025, the program will move to a rolling enrollment process,
which will provide more opportunities for schools to join the program on their schedule. To meet the demand
for the program, a fourth SWC will be hired and trained. Additionally, the MA School Wellness Initiative for
Thriving Community Health (SWITCH) has partnered with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to develop
state-specific LSWP assessment tools. The tools will include an LSWP Strength Checklist for Tier 1 assessment
and an Implementation Assessment for Tier 2. These tools will replace the use of WellSAT 3.0, and rollout will
begin in Spring 2025.

In addition to the direct positive impact of LSWP at schools, MSWCP has provided a model and scaffolding for
additional CPs in MA. A testament to this success is the pilot of the Massachusetts School Chef Coaching
Program (SCCP) by JSI in SY 2023-2024. This culinary-based program, which pairs a chef with a school nutrition
program and provides 12 weeks of chef assistance in culinary-related operational aspects, was highly
successful. The SCCP is also grounded in theory (TTM), includes goal setting and one-on-one coaching, and
follows a similar framework and process as the MSWCP, further demonstrating the effectiveness of this
approach.

The MSWCP is not without limitations, including hiring and retaining qualified SWCs, participant retention, and
funding. As the work in LSWP expands, it will necessitate hiring more SWCs; however, the pool of applicants is
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small due to the expertise required. Therefore, the program may need to continue to adapt to provide
potential applicants with advanced training on LSWP. Also, as mentioned previously, continued support and
outreach for districts who do not complete the program will be important to help bring all districts in
compliance with LSWP requirements. Additionally, while grant and state funding has helped cover program
costs in the past, as of SY 2024-2025, Tier 2 participants have been charged for SWC time. While these costs
can be covered with school food service account funds, schools must have funds available to participate.
Finally, further evaluation will be needed to determine the program's long-term impact on factors related to
the development and implementation of school wellness and student-related outcomes.

Developing, evaluating, and implementing LSWPs is often a challenge for schools regarding staffing, time, and
available resources. Future research in this area should seek to further understand best practices that enable
districts to develop, evaluate, and implement strong LSWPs. Finally, the study of CPs in LSWP is needed to
continue identifying theories and practices that can reduce or eliminate identified barriers. The MSWCP, a
theory-based resource that focuses on overcoming challenges to the development, implementation, and
evaluation of LSWPs, has helped fill previously identified gaps and, in turn, provides a model to help schools
get their LSWP off the shelf and into practice.

ABSTRACT

IDENTIFICATION OF PROBLEM

Coaching programs (CPs) in schools often focus on student and teacher wellness, leadership
development for teachers and administrators, nutrition and physical activity, and academic
achievement. However, there is limited use of CPs for the development and implementation of Local
School Wellness Policy (LSWP). The lack of specifically designed CPs for LSWPs may provide a gap
that, if filled, will lead to practical and productive solutions.

ACTIONS TAKEN

The Massachusetts School Wellness Coaching Model (MSWCP) was created to provide guided
support from School Wellness Coaches for developing and implementing LSWPs. The program is
grounded in theory (Transtheoretical Model and Motivational Interviewing), which provides an
evidence-based approach to overcoming challenges to the development and implementation of
LSWPs, such as time to plan and coordinate and a lack of resources and tools.

RESULTS OF ACTIONS

Since SY 2020-2021, 51 school districts have enrolled in the MSWCP. Thirty-five school districts
completed Tier 1 (an additional nine did not submit their final policy for review), and 22 completed
Tier 2 (15 are repeat districts that completed Tier 1). Roughly 12% of the school districts in MA have
participated in the program, impacting approximately 18% of enrolled students.
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APPLICATIONS/IMPACT/NEXT STEPS

In MA, the MSWCP has been a tremendous success, largely owing to the theory-based framework and
the School Wellness Coaches, who remain a steady source of expertise, guidance, support, and
encouragement throughout the process. The program has provided students with school
environments that nourish their health and well-being. Developing, evaluating, and implementing
LSWPs is often a challenge for schools regarding staffing, time, and available resources. The MSWCP
has helped fill identified gaps and, in turn, provides a framework to help districts get their LSWPs off
the shelf and into practice.
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