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MARSHALL, MISSOURI

SCHOOL OFFICIAL TOUTS SUMMER PROGRAM

Assistant Superintendent Roger Blakely believes that feeding kids is just as important as nourishing their minds.  The Marshall, Missouri, educator has been the driving force behind an eight-year effort to provide summer meals to nearly 900 students in this community of 13,711 located midway between Kansas City and Columbia. Well over 60 percent of Marshall’s kindergarten through the eighth grade students qualifies for free and reduced-price meals, so his enthusiastic devotion to the summer program is well founded. 

When he first learned of the Summer Food Service Program—the formal name for the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s feeding program—he decided it was an ideal platform for serving meals at the lowest cost and least amount of paperwork for the district. The school also had an experienced food service vendor under contract; so setting up the summer program involved a minimum of preparation. 

Blakely’s concern for his students’ welfare prompted him to contact key groups in this small farming community to ensure youngsters would get at least one square meal during June, July and part of August. His first priority was to feed the captive audience of students attending summer school, and then reach other, younger students living well away from the centrally located school. To feed them, however, he realized it was necessary to establish conveniently located sites, especially near the town’s three trailer courts and subsidized units operated by the local housing authority.

Marshall’s YMCA agreed to serves as one site and the housing authority established three other sites. This melding of public and private groups resulted in over 700 kids getting breakfast and lunch at school, and 200 more receiving lunch and an afternoon snack at outlying sites. The Y also sponsored a host of summer activities to keep kids busy and draw them to the attractive new facility the town’s citizens elected to build.

Not satisfied to rest on his laurels, Blakely continues to campaign for more sites.  “Some kids can’t reach our program because they live on the opposite side of a busy street. Each site also requires some type of shelter from inclement weather and the summer sun,” he notes.  But that hasn’t deterred him from trying to locate and establish new sites 

David Hayes, director of the local housing authority, has been very supportive of the summer feeding program.  “We’ve been fortunate Marshall has a strong sense of community spirit.” Blakely noted the YMCA was originally established in a building once occupied by a farm supply store.  Despite limited resources, Marshall’s citizens approved a multi-million dollar bond issue for a new facility that is nearly paid for now.

That same civic pride has been matched with an empathetic attitude toward the many families in Marshall struggling to provide their children with the necessities of life.  

A strong proponent of the summer program, Blakely often collars school administrators from other districts and urges them to become sponsors of the summer program. To learn more about how you can sponsor this worthwhile program in your community next summer, contact Cindy Mueller of the Missouri Department of Health at (573) 751-62xx.  

