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EDITOR'S PICK

Unsung heroes: Cafeteria staff serves students, community
By Katie Murawski katie.murawski@averyjournal.com  Mar 11, 2017

NEWLAND — The Avery County Schools system serves 945 breakfasts and 1,500 lunches every day. According to Child Nutrition Director Tammy Woodie, all
of this is possible through the 23 cafeteria employees divided within seven kitchens.

Photo by Katie Murawski
The children at Newland Elementary School call these women in the cafeteria “The Joes”. Pictures from left are Elizabeth Smith, Bobbi Jo
Clark and Dorothy Clark the only cafeteria employees at Newland Elementary School of 300 students.
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Woodie handles the daunting task of overseeing all of the cafeterias in Avery County. She handles the finances, budget, places food orders to ensure that
children receive adequate and healthy meals, and also produces the menus of all the school system’s kitchens.

Woodie thinks Avery County has the best cafeteria employees around because, in her words, “they love and care about our kids and they take pride in their
work,” adding that they provide the best food they possibly can for Avery County students.

Once cafeteria employees hit the doors of the school, they start preparing breakfast and serving meals from 7:30 a.m. until school begins. While they are
finishing breakfast, they are simultaneously getting lunch started. Once the clock strikes 2 p.m. cafeteria staff often are able to call it a day and return home.

ACS also reaches beyond the regular school days and hours in acts of service. Woodie explained that, in addition to feeding students during the school year,
there are also employees who work in the summer at summer school, as well as at the community pool and after summer school programs, including 4-H,
WOW program, athletic and band camps and the YMCA summer programs. Woodie said the summer cafeteria staff averages five people who rotate days
working.

“Before we started our summer feeding program, they were walking across the street to the fast-food restaurants, and now they are getting good, healthy full
meals at the pool for free,” Woodie said.

At Newland Elementary School, the staff also works to meet the basic food needs of families at home. NES is part of the emergency feeding program, where if
school is canceled for three or more days, cafeteria employees come in and prepare bags of food, which are then delivered by the Avery County Sheriff’s Office
to families that are have been identified as “severe food insecure.”

Woodie said she and her staff have a heart for the students and for feeding them well, so she wants to ensure that no one goes hungry. She also expressed
pride in the policy of Avery County Schools to not deny food opportunities away from children, regardless of whether they can afford the service or not.

“I am very proud of the fact that they have the same drive, care and love for our students as I do, and I want to make sure they are given the very best, too,”
Woodie said. “We all care about what we do.”

Woodie said her staff are hard working and wonderful because, not only do they make breakfast and lunch, but, as she explained, “they clean, they make ice
packs for boo-boos, they give hugs, pats on the back and smiles every day.”

“It really takes us all,” Woodie said. “We are a community in itself in the school system. It is not just teachers; it takes us all to make it through the day with our
kids and making sure all their basic needs are met, because they can’t learn if they are hungry, and a lot of times they just need a smile.”
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Jamie Johnson, principal at NES, described the Newland Elementary School cafeteria employees as “compassionate and a great, strong team.” Johnson
added that they don’t just see it as a job, but part of the education of the students.

“These ladies are very good at their job. There is no question about that,” Johnson said. “But the best thing about them is that they love the kids. They care
about them.”

Johnson added that the cafeteria employees provide great service by not just providing food, but also by offering love, care, compassion and encouragement.

“Kids sometimes are encouraged by different people. A teacher can’t always get to heart of the matter sometimes,” Johnson said. “But someone else can, a
bus driver, a custodian, a cafeteria worker, the principal, the secretary; they are all a very, very important part of our team and they make kids feel loved.”

Bobbi Jo Clark is the cafeteria manager at Newland Elementary, and she is helped by Dorothy Clark and Elizabeth Smith. Bobbi Jo Clark said the students call
them “The Joes,” using the names “Dorothy Jo” and “Elizabeth Jo,” to affectionately identify them.

“Basically we do anything we can for the kids. That is our number one priority,” Smith said. “That is why we are here. It’s for the kids, to make sure they are fed
and give them a good, hot meal that is nutritious and tastes good.”

Bobbi Jo Clark said they have seen many children stop packing their lunches because the food is so good. She said the students respect them and they just
enjoy having them around. Bobbi Jo added that the three of them hardly ever miss work, and they make sure the students are fed and cared for.

For the emergency feeding program, Bobbi Jo Clark said that she and Dorothy Clark come in whenever it snows, and when school is canceled they come in
and open up the kitchen for children and parents to eat. She described that one of the more emotional parts of the job involves seeing the students do without,
and the best part of the job is the students, as she shared that the staff know all the children by name.

“Dorothy could probably tell you every kid in here because she is on the register and me and Elizabeth serve,” Bobbi Jo Clark said. “So we talk to the kids
when they come through the line and they’ll call us by name. They all know us.”

Dorothy Clark goes an extra mile for entertainment’s sake, as she will dance for the children on occasion, a performance that always makes them smile, Bobbi
Jo Clark said. “If the children aren’t smiling already,” Dorothy Clark said, “we will make them smile.

“It is hard when they are in pre-K and, you turn around, and they are in fifth grade. Regardless, they’ll still ask if I can do the dance,” Dorothy said.
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Smith said the workload can get pretty hectic at times, but they all work as a team because, as in every cafeteria setting, it has to be a team effort. Smith said
people do not realize it, but a great deal of work goes into being a cafeteria worker, and it involves more than simply serving food. There is a great deal of
paperwork and regulations they have to maintain and follow, making sure every item is accounted for, that they order the right amount of food all while making
sure everything is cooked until the right temperature.

“It is all for the kids, that is why we are here,” Smith said. “I enjoy it. I am retired, but I came back.”

David Burleson, superintendent of Avery County Schools, said all the people who work in the cafeterias of Avery County do an “outstanding job preparing food,
selecting the food that our students like and meeting the needs of students and staff.”

Most child nutrition employees are full-time and have to work in a very hot space, especially the women at Avery Middle School as the cafeteria does not have
air conditioning, Burleson explained.

“They are very dedicated to their job. They are committed to providing the best lunch and breakfast possible to our students. They show up to the school
before anyone except the bus drivers,” Burleson said. “They are not a group that complains a lot. They are an extremely dependable group.”

Burleson shared that he has been to cafeterias around the state in different school systems for a variety of reasons, and he believes Avery County school
cafeterias are “as good as you’ll find anywhere.”

The Avery County cafeteria workers are as followed: Leda Shatley, Elizabeth Smith, Lisa Stamey , Bobbi Jo Clark, Karen Walker, Roberta Stafford, Lucy Johnson,

Melinda Taylor, Tammy Guinn, Brad Johnson, Dorothy Clark , Joanne Garland, Jane Sheppard, Tracy Gragg, Amy Parlier, Marie Grindstaff, Genene Turbyfill,

Cindy Laws, Michelle Gragg, Melanie Burse, Barbara Arnett, Mary Clark, Holly Ricker and Tammy Woodie.


